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

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

To be a man in such times is to be one amongst untold billions. 

It is to live in the cruelest and most bloody regime imaginable. 

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

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

There is no peace amongst the stars, for in the grim darkness of the far future, there is only war. 
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ACT ONE: THE MIND

SOTHKA:  Crypteks  of  the  dead  race,  attend  me!  I  form  an expedition. One only for the bravest and most brilliant. 

KISSH:  Pardon,  my  lord,  but  we  cannot  accompany  you.  The Silent King has bidden us to make war. 

SOTHKA: And so we shall, my colleague. We shall make war on mystery,  and  besiege  ignorance  until  we  crack  its  walls.  Put aside  phase-blades,  you  masters  of  the  esoteric,  and  take  up the  astrolabe.  Scholars,  bury  your  spears  and  hoist  the  stylus. 

Librarians,  down  shields,  and  gird  yourselves  with  scrolls  and grimoires. 

KISSH: Where do we go? 

SOTHKA: We rally at the arcane world of Amenthis, and march upon  its  cold  depths.  The  Silent  King  battles  for  the  bodies  of our people – we shall battle for their souls. 

– War in Heaven, Act XIII, Scene II, Lines 6-11

PROLOGUE

The  galaxy  ended,  and  was  reborn,  with  the  collision  of  two particles. 

One was a particle of noctilith. A crystalline mite of blackstone so small  that  the  closest  observer  would  not  have  seen  it,  even  had they avoided being vaporised by the heat of traumatic atmospheric change. 

The second particle was one of bedrock, only reached because the layers of topsoil, dust and foundation stone above it had flashed to vapour.  An  instant  before  the  two  particles  collided,  the  landscape surrounding them would have been rendered unrecognisable to the inhabitants of the world humans called Cadia Prime – though it had not always been called such. 

Names are ephemeral things. 

The collision was followed by other unions, occurring so quickly that even  the  most  talented  chronomancer  could  not  differentiate  one from another. Particles met, joined close as lovers, then detonated as they were unable to share the same point in time and space. 

Unbound  energy  flashed  out  in  an  aurora  that  boiled  the  eyes  of any mortal who looked upon it. Directed force drove down into the planet’s  crust,  cracking  through  the  lithosphere  and  opening  the mantle  like  a  man  driving  his  thumbs  into  a  segmented  fruit  and

pulling  it  apart.  Seas  parted  with  the  force,  tumbling  oceanic battleships along in tsunami waves the size of cliffs. 

For a brief moment, the light of las fire and sounds of battle ceased on both the surface and in orbit, before they resumed, though with far less intensity due to the number of dead. A beam of null energy, black as crude oil and constraining the warp rift that dominated the world, stuttered and winked out. 

Shortly  thereafter,  in  the  void  above  Cadia  Prime,  a  number  of things happened:

A fleet, carrying the armour of a primarch and a cluster of human leaders,  made  for  Terra,  their  enemies  in  pursuit.  Within  that formation,  a  ship  full  of  exhausted  refugees  read  a  poem  of defiance,  not  noticing  the  ancient  crescent-shaped  vessel  that decloaked and flashed away in their wake. 

Meanwhile, a Warmaster drank wine from his father’s skull. 

Like  the  collisions,  all  would  trigger  their  own  reactions,  and outcomes. Yet to the cold majesty of the galaxy, these moments and their  participants  were  as  nothing  compared  to  the  meeting  of  the first two unliving particles. 

For they had changed the state of reality. 

Deep  within  the  fractured  planet,  as  the  noctilith  pylons  on  the surface  became  misaligned  and  winked  out,  the  force  had  broken more than the mantle. It had opened a fault in reality, a hairline split in  the  skin  of  realspace  held  shut  by  the  pylon  nodes  and  their arcane weave of null energy. 

The  split  groaned  and  ran,  spreading  like  a  crack  in  thin  ice compressed by a footfall. It splintered fast and jagged as a lightning strike in two directions: towards the warp rift known as the Eye of Terror, and out into the black of the galaxy. 

Much as the planet had fractured, so too did the galactic plane. Like a seismic fissure, the split broke the surface in a line, but not in a linear  sequence.  It  appeared  sooner  in  some  places  than  others, reality breaking where it was already weak. 

And like a piece of wood hollowed out by burrowing insects, as the surface  ruptured,  so  the  things  underneath  poured  out.  From  the

warp  storm  the  humans  called  the  Eye  of  Terror  to  the  mysterious chrono-distortion known as the Hadex Anomaly. 

It  swallowed  necron  tomb  worlds  in  their  slumber,  melted  entire colonies of aeldari in a spiritual holocaust, and dimmed the light of a psychic  beacon  emitted  by  a  corpse  on  a  ravaged  planet.  Every species  in  realspace,  regardless  of  location,  experienced  changes both  apocalyptic  and  subtle.  Planets  believed  fixtures  in  their subsystems – crucial to economic and security strategies – fell within hours. 

Parts  of  the  galaxy  went  dark,  as  others  burned  brighter  than  at any moment in recorded history. 

The  orks  called  the  split  Gork’s  Grin,  after  the  leer  of  their  brutal god. Aeldari craftworlds named it Dathedian. Humans dubbed it the Cicatrix Maledictum. 

The material galaxy itself called it nothing; it merely screamed and was rent in two. 

And  among  a  myriad  of  consequences  of  those  two  molecules colliding  –  ranging  from  those  recorded  in  epic  verse  to  those passing unremembered and unrecorded – was this event: Sectors away from the Eye of Terror, the galactic scar ripped past the  swirl  of  an  empyric  storm  that  had  existed  since  the  necrontyr stood on feet of flesh. A fissure in space humans call the Maelstrom. 

And like floodwater meeting an eddy in a stream, the vortex of the empyric wound shifted and moved, its disturbed gravity altering the spin of its cyclonic body, and the orbit of the objects within. 

From the edge of its hazy spiral arms emerged a planet with a cold, pockmarked  surface.  A  planet  that  had  not  seen  the  light  of  the material universe since the times of the heavenly war. 

And from that lost world came a signal. 

CHAPTER ONE

SOTHKA: The cryptek mysteries teach that there is nothing new in the universe. That all that happens now has passed before in the  cycle,  and  no  novelties  will  meet  us.  I  believed  it  such, Zakuva,  until  you  asked  that  question.  I  truly  believe  that  a query  so  idiotic  has  never  previously  been  uttered  in  this material plane. 

– War in Heaven, Act XIV, Scene III, Lines 34-35

Trazyn,  Overlord  of  Solemnace,  Archaeovist  of  the  Prismatic Galleries, and He-Who-Is-Called-Infinite stepped into the chamber. 

His passage disturbed the finger-deep layer of ochre dust lying on the  floor.  It  billowed  at  his  footsteps,  sparkling  in  kaleidoscopic bands of colour as it floated through the shaft of light from the door. 

This place had not been intended to be a tomb, but that had been the result for the unfortunates sealed within. 

Skeletal  bodies  crawled  across  the  floor  away  from  the  gateway, fingers sunk into the stone in their attempt to flee. Some flattened them selves against walls, arms held up to shield their ocular inputs. 

And  in  front  of  the  gateway,  half  a  dozen  reached  up  towards  the

disc installed in the portal, their hands extended as they fell to their knees like pilgrims overwhelmed in the  presence of a holy relic. 

Trazyn’s sensor suite picked up the signal reverberating through the gate,  dust  trickling  from  the  seams.  He  opened  an  audio  package and  ran  a  pattern-matching  scry,  the  two  waveform  graphs  in  his vision harmonising in their serpentine motion and merging into one. 

‘You  did  not  meet  your  ends  in  vain,  colleagues,’  said  Trazyn, addressing the dead. ‘Your summons was heard.’

Behind  him,  and  outside,  something  roared  from  an  impossible throat. 

My  majestic  lord,  the  lychguard  captain  sent.  This  unworthy  one suggests we extract. I believe we have been discovered. 

You believe we have been, Trazyn responded, or we have been? 

Around  Trazyn,  the  chamber  began  to  shake.  No  ring  of  footfalls, but a deep rumble like a massive aircraft passing close overhead. 

Never mind, he said. I shall return soon. 

Trazyn reached out and plucked the disc from the grasping hands of the  dead,  cracking  through  their  carbonised  fingers  so  the  digits crumbled  at  the  joints  and  rained  down  at  his  feet  to  judder  and jump  with  the  shaking  of  the  chamber.  Then  he  ran  up  the  stairs, through  the  antechamber,  to  the  doorway,  and  at  his  signal,  the lychguard acquisition phalanx ran as well. 

He exploded out of the tomb, metal feet pounding the flagstones as he sprinted through the doorway and its ring of teeth. Beneath him, down the long staircase, he could see his lychguard already fanning out in a skirmish pattern, rushing towards the rendezvous point as…

Dead Gods. 

Trazyn  slowed  his  chronosense  to  take  in  the  cresting  tide  of empyric hostiles heading towards the phalanx. They manifested out of the rolling bank of fog as they came forward, gauzy haze twisting into  limbs  and  tongues.  Rubbery  bodies  barrelling  into  reality  at  a run. Eyes became fanged mouths, became reaching fingers, became wings, became sniffing tubular sense organs beyond description. 

They  weaved  through  the  antler  forest  groves  and  leapt  over boulder beds of incisors and molars. Gambolled, somersaulted, and clawed through fields of waving insect antennae sprouting from the

ground  like  wild  grain.  Scaled  bone  spurs  the  size  of  mesas,  then dropped unheeding over cliffs to shatter and reconstitute themselves upon landing. 

They  did  not  come  in  fish-school  streams  and  synaptic  groupings, like a tyrannic swarm. Nor did their onslaught resemble the charging hordes  of  the  orks,  or  even  the  endless  wave  attacks  of  which humanity  was  so  fond.  It  was,  dare  he  risk  the  pun,  more  chaotic than that. 

They  came  from  the  air,  appearing  and  disappearing  like  coins  in the hands of a court magician. And like a magician, it seemed that anywhere Trazyn wasn’t looking was where the trick took place. Yet if it were a trick, Trazyn didn’t believe it was for his benefit. This was not  coordinated  or  practised  like  a  sleight  of  hand.  He  saw  one group of blue apparitions solidify on the run, only to have a second group pop into existence inside them, fusing the mobs together into monstrous  forms  like  a  bad  translocation  accident.  A  group  of floating  tubules  bathed  the  conjoined  organism  in  etheric  fire  in order to clear their path. 

Despite  this  lack  of  order,  the  lead  members  of  the  riotous  mob overran the glyph in Trazyn’s vision indicating the rendezvous point. 

Even  a  basic  divinatory  scry,  one  based  solely  on  visual  patterns, suggested  they’d  need  to  weave  through  the  initial  ranks  of  the enemy to reach it before being swamped. 

Trazyn’s strategic sub-mind – so often ignored as he pursued new acquisitions – blared alerts across his gaze with a series of predictive routes.  At  his  standard  running  speed,  factoring  in  hazards  and enemy action, there was only a six-second window for him to make the extraction point and the Night Scythe. 

He  tore  down  the  stairs,  taking  them  in  leaps  and  bounds, calibrating  and  recalibrating  each  jump  on  the  fly  so  he  didn’t overbalance and tumble to the bottom headfirst. It was undignified, to  be  sure,  and  he  was  glad  the  lychguard  were  running  ahead  so they didn’t notice him pinwheeling his arms to keep balance. 

Collision alerts flared, just in time for him to react to the group of stretched  azure  things  coalescing  on  the  stairway  to  stop  him. 

Fingers reached out, close enough that he could see dirt under the yellowed nails. 

Trazyn changed his trajectory, spinning to the side with a final leap that  landed  his  back  on  the  wide  railing  stones  that  bracketed  the stairs. 

He  went  down  it  like  a  slide,  his  metal  body  screeching  with  the friction of his descent, showering the enraged horrors with sparks as he passed. 

The  dismount  was  less  than  elegant,  the  curving  masonry catapulting him into space at the end of the stairs so that he landed in a hard roll, kicking up a cloud of dust before he rose and set off at what, despite his heavy metal body, could only be termed a sprint. 

Divinatory  paths  splayed  across  his  vision  like  knots  of  cables, stuttering,  disappearing,  and  reappearing  as  new  empyric  beings came into reality. The backs of his lychguard drew closer as his hot-running systems began to overtake them. 

They were fighting as they ran. One bashed an ambling sphere of flesh  aside  with  a  dispersion  shield,  scattering  its  broken  teeth. 

Another  rammed  its  scythe  through  an  oncoming  avian  thing,  then tore the blade upward to bisect its top half. 

A  chronometric  appeared  in  his  peripherals:  twelve  seconds  to rendezvous. 

Trazyn  laughed  aloud,  his  joy  booming  out  uncontrolled.  He  was going to get there. Despite an entire continent descending on them, the  whole  party  was  going  to  get  away.  He  savoured  the deliciousness of the triumph. The thrill of it. The audacity. How alive he  felt  with  his  feet  pounding  the  crust  of  a  strange  planet  and  a priceless relic in his–

The airborne thing hit Trazyn from the side, blinding and enveloping him  as  though  it  were  a  fisherman’s  net.  A  net  with  teeth  that ground on his right hip actuator while also scraping his left shoulder blade.  Its  membranous  interior  filled  his  vision,  the  light  filtering through it highlighting networks of blood vessels. His right arm was lost somewhere in the diaphanous interior of a digestive system that, even  to  Trazyn’s  imperfect  biological  knowledge,  appeared functionally dubious. 

Trazyn  had  found  that  extraordinary  experiences  often  unlocked extra ordinary  observations.  The  sort  of  philosophical  and  practical perspective  one  would  not  have  until,  for  example,  one  was  half-swallowed  by  a  medium-sized  emanation  of  the  entity  colloquially known as Tzeentch. 

And  on  this  occasion,  his  first  observation  was  that  it  was interesting  how  its  anatomy  appeared  to  be  shifting  between  the avian and the aquatic. A fascinating contradiction. 

He archived this line of reasoning to peruse later. Because he had just  made  a  second  observation:  that  the  rendezvous  point  was getting further away, and further below him. 

He’d been lifted clear of the ground, his nerveless feet pedalling in thin air. 

Chronometric: ten point five seconds. 

No time to free himself. No time to stream his consciousness to one of  the  lychguard  –  an  operation  that  was  always  complicated  by distance  and  heavy  empyric  disturbance.  He  might  lose  some  of himself, drop a code chain and forfeit several centuries of memory, or a critical skill. It had happened before. He had once been so very good at playing the game Phaeron’s Peril, with its multiple decks of playing tiles, but after a bad consciousness transfer he’d completely forgotten both rules and strategy. 

He  catalogued  and  ranked  options  as  digestive  webs  started melting his death mask. 

Chronometric: nine seconds. 

He needed an anchor, a technical object for his algorithm to adhere to.  For  while  being  lifted  into  the  air  was  disadvantageous  for running, it made certain things much easier. 

Then he remembered the disc in his left hand. 

Trazyn’s sensor suite plotted a parabolic arc, then he drew back the artefact like a discus and let it fly. 

It  soared  true,  the  intricate  etching  on  its  surface  spinning  into  a blur  as  Trazyn’s  engram  attached  to  its  circuitry  and  rode  it  on  its path towards the horde of fleshy, grasping abominations – and the running silver-and-blue figure among them. 

His  algorithm  leapt  from  the  disc  ahead  of  its  flight  path  and speared  into  the  body  of  the  running  lychguard.  Trazyn  made  the change  as  quickly  as  he  could,  usurping  motor  control  and overwriting neurals with such speed that when he leapt into the air, the arms were still elongating and his hood folding up in layers with a ching-ching-ching as the artefact disc connected with his palm. 

He  came  down  wholly  himself,  laughing  at  the  brief  glimpse  he’d caught of his old legs, still dangling out of the flying beast’s maw as it sailed away. There had been no time to turn off protocols and let the body reformat into a lychguard. In fact, better to let it serve as a decoy. 

Chronometric: six point nine seconds. 

Trazyn boomed out laughter as he ran forward, hewing into a pack of manifestations with the lychguard’s scythe. He bisected two in a wide  arc,  shoved  another  back  with  the  haft  and  sprinted  through the  gap  in  their  line,  ectoplasm  bleeding  off  the  polearm’s  blade. 

There  was  no  point  summoning  his  empathic  obliterator  –  he  had but  six  seconds  now,  and  the  fleshy  monstrosities  were  drawing towards  him  like  iron  filings  towards  a  magnet.  Slavering  tongues speaking runes of flame that branded the air, and hands festooned with gold bangles and crooked daggers. 

Trazyn crooked his arm back, aiming for a distant lychguard twenty cubits  ahead.  Made  his  calculation  as  the  horrors  gathered  in  a screen, arms reaching into the intended flight path. 

His arm shot forward, and the multitude of open mouths screamed in rage as they leapt – for there was no disc in the air. It had been a fake. An instant before, he’d ditched the disc sideways, spinning like a coin, so that another lychguard caught it on the run as it overtook the  body  that  was  now  being  pawed  over  with  soft  fingers  and stabbed with sharp daggers. 

Chronometric: four point seven seconds. 

Trazyn ran, formatting the new body as he went. A shambling avian thing  came  at  him  from  the  right,  its  beak  opening  to  extend  a tongue like a lamprey eel, but he lunged out as if to dodge around it,  spun  instead,  and  ran  around  its  other  side  as  the  thing’s  three legs tangled and tripped it. 

Trazyn surged, pumping his actuators so fast that they glowed. The rendezvous  point  lay  ahead  in  his  unenhanced  vision,  painted  a manic green to show the translation zone. On the horizon, he caught a flash of aurora reflecting off metal. 

Chronometric: two point three seconds. 

He  wasn’t  going  to  arrive  on  time.  Not  with  a  garden  of  empyric beings  blooming  into  existence  between  him  and  the  zone.  They appeared  every  several  cubits,  with  a  visual  distortion  like  the shimmer of heat haze and sparks dancing upward as if released from a cracked fire log. Absently, his olfactory sensors detected a hint of ancient spices. 

No, he would not make it. 

Or  at  least,  this  body  wouldn’t.  Which  was  unfortunate  for  the lychguard, but very fortunate for the one fifty cubits distant, running on the intercept path he’d ordered straight for the lifting zone. 

Trazyn  leapt  above  an  oncoming  manifestation  and  slammed  the disc out, giving its spin more force than he thought necessary. 

Chronometric: one point one seconds. 

He rode it as it soared across the space, skimming over a forest of reaching  fingers  and  slashing  clear  through  a  thicket  of  anemone feelers. Lofting on the etheric winds that buffeted it above snapping beaks and twisted horn tips. Straight towards the space just above and  beyond  the  final  lychguard,  who  planted  one  foot  on  the shoulder of a charging warp-thing for leverage and dived into the air, necrodermis  arms  stretching  to  make  up  the  distance  as  a  host  of claws  and  tentacles  screeched  along  his  legs,  bleeding  his momentum. 

Trazyn entered the lychguard with the clang of the disc meeting his magnetised fingertips. And he fell into a pile of rubbery bodies and claws – just one arm length short of the zone. 

Chronometric: zero point nine seconds. 

And he had barely missed it. 

Claws  hooked  under  the  armour  panels  of  his  cranium  and  pulled with a groan of strained metal. Feelers, bristling with bone needles, squirmed  through  the  gaps  in  the  casing,  puncturing  rubbery internal  tubes  as  they  quested  for  his  neural  spools.  Half  a  dozen

wet  mouths  leaned  close  to  his  skull  to  fill  his  auditory  inputs  with whispers  of  blasphemous  things.  Antediluvian  runes  from  a  half-forgotten  language  unfolded  in  Trazyn’s  vision,  twisting  and deforming like a torture victim under the knife. 

Trazyn  opened  his  mandible,  releasing  an  emerald  twist  of radioactive core flux – followed by a strangled chuckle. 

Because just as they’d opened him from hips to cranium, his fingers had released the disc with a last flick of strength. 

It rolled forward like a coin on edge, wobbling to and fro with ever-increasing instability towards the painted area. 

Chronometric: zero point four seconds. 

Zero point three seconds. 

No. It tipped to one side, rolling in a wide circle before…

Zero point two seconds. 

…losing momentum, rattling around in a circle and…

Zero point one second. 

…stopping on edge, by the slimmest margin, within the target area. 

Trazyn was still laughing when the prismatic column flashed down like  a  blink  of  lightning,  snatching  the  disc  upward  through  the particle stream and into the underslung portal of the passing Night Scythe. 

His laugh continued even as the horde of daemons pulled his body apart. Because now, he laughed with the mouth of the Scythe pilot, safely  ensconced  in  the  control  cradle  of  the  aircraft  as  he  banked around the immaterial mass, raising one hand in a mocking farewell. 

And  with  his  leisurely  circle  complete,  he  set  his  palm  to  the glowing  surface  of  the  control  orb  and  flashed  into  the  black  of space. 

CHAPTER TWO

The  universe  was  a  cycle,  Orikan  knew.  There  was  a  time  for everything in it. 

And now, it was the time for revenge. 

But revenge for what, exactly? 

The  litany  could  fill  an  entire  scroll.  Revenge  for  Trazyn’s impertinent  behaviour,  his  wheedling  comments,  the  aeons  spent squabbling  over  an  artefact  that  opened  a  tomb  world  the thoughtless  humans  called  Serenade.  A  world  that  had  within  it  a shard of the heinous C’tan star god,  Mephet’ran the Deceiver, which had  beckoned  Orikan  within  using  the  very  beguiling  –  though,  as they discovered, also very dead – cryptek Vishani. 

But  it  was  not  for  those  things.  There  had  been  fault  to  share  in that tangled skein. 

And when they had broken the Deceiver, through Orikan’s searing transcendence  into  an  energy  form  that  matched  its  strength,  they had forgiven all and come to an accord. Until, at least, Orikan had learned that Trazyn had not left the shards of the Deceiver and the remains of Vishani sealed in the tomb as agreed. 

So  he  had  stolen  back  Vishani’s  cranium,  the  better  to  use  its knowledge to descend into the core of Solemnace and undo Trazyn’s betrayal. 

It had taken a good deal of time and resources to enter Solemnace undetected,  even  with  Vishani  as  a  guide  to  the  innermost  core, where the Serenade Deceiver was housed. A being that, should it be removed from the energy collection array, could bring the whole of Solemnace to destruction. 

He opened his energy collection ports to receive the blessing of the stars. But what entered was not starlight. 

An  invasive  program  slammed  into  him,  data  streaming  in  so scalding hot it had transmuted to pure sentient energy. 

Orikan’s  spine  arched  backwards,  his  meditative  trance  shattered. 

Flaring, overcharge light from his central reactor painted the vaulted ceiling a sickly amber. The cooling hood around his cranium hissed at the sudden heat of his blazing skull. 

The  invader  was  within  him,  grappling  his  consciousness, smothering his astral-algorithm sure as a silk pillow over the face of a sleeping king. 

He collapsed, legs drumming the floor in seizure, tail bunching and coiling. 

Next to him, the skull of the cryptek Vishani looked on, impassive and inactive. 

Orikan  dived  within,  internalising  his  essence,  sight  and consciousness the same way a body flushes blood to its core during a  fight.  Concentrating  himself  for  what  he  knew  was  an  existential battle. 

In an instant, he was there – in his mind palace. The constructed internal  architecture  he  visited  when  he  needed  to  maintain  deep focus. The cryptek monastery where he’d trained, its focus chamber detailed in his mind down to the ritual instruments and wall mosaics. 

One  of  the  few  places  from  the  flesh  times  he  could  recall  with perfect clarity. 

And he would, he realised, die here. 

He could not see the thoughtform. It was behind his visualised self, crushing him, riding him, forcing his face down towards the woven reed  mat  that  cushioned  the  floor.  It  was  scalding  hot,  like  water jetting from an undersea vent. That would be the last thing he saw, he  distantly  observed,  this  mat  he  had  reconstructed  so

meticulously,  down  to  the  wear  pattern  of  bare  necrontyr  feet scuffing across it in walking meditations and hex katas. 

The attack program grappled him, transmitting a single line: Let me in. 

And  he  might  have,  if  not  for  those  specific  words.  He  had  heard them  before  long  ago,  from  the  avatar  of  the  great  Deceiver,  and knew  where  it  led.  No  good  could  come  from  that  path.  So  he answered: 

‘No.’ 

The aggressive program had him pinned, immobile. He could feel it beginning to digest him, and he could not counter it. 

But this was Orikan’s mind palace – the program controlled him, but he controlled the environment. 

The  great  ziggurat  of  Mandragora  came  through  the  floor  like  a breaching cetacean, cracking the meditation chamber into scattered blocks of constructed thought as it tore through the mindscape and asserted itself as the new reality. 

Orikan felt the program’s grip loosen in shock, and he threw himself backwards into the rising pyramid to grind the invasive thoughtform on its necrodermis panels. 

The  enveloping,  amoeba-like  algorithm  screamed  in  dissociative panic,  briefly  losing  its  sense  of  self  from  data-loss  and disorientation.  A  defensive  flayer  battery  on  the  ziggurat’s  slope hooked it and tore it off Orikan’s back, sweeping it upward. 

Orikan  grabbed  a  handhold  and  rose  after  it,  knowing  that  he couldn’t allow such a malicious piece of code loose in his system. 

Mandragora Palace flickered as he held on to it, his sense of it not as clear as his construction of the focusing chamber. 

But  it  was  solid  enough  when  he  leapt  onto  the  top  to  face  the intruder. 

In  a  reinforced  sphere  at  the  heart  of  Solemnace,  Trazyn  watched the captive Deceiver eat the splinter of itself he had just provided. 

The  miniature  representation  of  itself,  like  a  doll  in  its  hand, struggled and squirmed, and bit the thing’s enormous thumb. Then Mephet’ran the Deceiver’s perfectly flat teeth sank into the top half

of  the  body  and  tore.  Its  tongue  licked  at  the  plasmic  starlight dribbling down its chin. 

Above  it,  batteries  of  gauss  flayers  stood  ready  to  unmake  the thing,  though  both  Trazyn  and  the  C’tan  shard  knew  he  could  not destroy it completely, only break it into smaller splinters, like the one it supped on. And Trazyn was running out of splinters. 

The  Deceiver  now  powered  Solemnace,  a  power  source  far  more enduring  than  any  he’d  used  previously.  But  should  it  be  removed, the  cascading  failures  throughout  the  galleries  would  be catastrophic. 

Unlike a captured sun, he could ask it questions, too – provided he kept  feeding  it  splinters  of  itself,  kept  separated  in  tesseract labyrinths. 

Now, the broken god said, running its black tongue along its lipless mouth. What shall we discuss today? 

‘The Great Rift.’

Ah. You wish to know how to close it? 

‘No, I want to know how to go inside it.’

You do not need my assistance. I can smell the stink of the warp on you. 

The  Deceiver  drew  a  performative  breath  through  its  nostrils,  as though scenting deep. Its lips curled in that mirthless smile. Trazyn could never decide whether it did so to mock and manipulate, or if it was  a  predatory  display  –  baring  its  teeth  like  an  ape  about  to attack. He felt drawn by those teeth, the way one might be drawn by the  vast  space  at  the  edge  of  a  cliff,  with  one’s  mind  irrationally urging the body to jump. 

‘I  have  been  there,  yes.  But  not  for  long.  We  have  mere  days before the planet returns to the empyric vortex. How can I endure should it continue on its transit?’

Very well. Let us speak of the warp. Of–

Gongs banged. Drums slammed in alarm. A full threat alarm. 

Trazyn  stepped  backwards,  pulling  up  a  phos-glyph  panel  and scrolling interstitial alerts. 

‘Sannet?’

We have detected an intrusion, lord. 

‘In the galleries?’

No, lord, the powercells and current regulators. Eastward Sector. 

‘And how did your unexpected guest get so close?’

I do not know, lord. Nor do I know why he has announced himself in such a manner after gaining entrance undetected. 

‘What is he doing?’

He appears, my lord, to be screaming. 

Orikan’s astral form moved laterally, trying to find an angle of attack. 

Observing his opponent. 

It was an ugly thing, jumbled and fragmentary. A fireball of semi-sentient  algorithm  that  thought  it  was  alive.  Confused  and screaming. Pathetic. 

‘Show  your  workings,’  he  ordered  the  program.  ‘I  would  inspect you.’

Orikan stabbed one hand out in the air, two fingers and the thumb digit  curled  like  a  grabbing  tri-claw  to  form  Vath’s  Torsion.  The thoughtform  shuddered  as  the  hex  struck  it,  wriggling  in  the phantom grip. He turned his fingers as though opening a lock. 

The  action  twisted  it  open,  tendrils  of  astral-algorithm  flailing outward like a sea anemone convulsing under electric shock. 

Its internals were both fascinating and revolting, like watching the organs work inside a vivisected animal. Whatever this was had once been intelligent, but its programming had been shattered, dispersed, reassembled  at  random.  He’d  seen  crypteks  create  data-slaves before,  but  it  was  an  act  more  diabolical  than  even  fashioning  a crypto-thrall. Now it was merely a ball of rage held together by will. 

A new security protocol, perhaps. 

‘Trazyn, you have sunk truly low to rely on such creatures.’ Orikan loosened the torsion command to let the thing speak. ‘What is your function, thing?’

But Orikan had underestimated the data-revenant. Whatever drive animated  it  was  powerful,  even  in  its  diminished  state.  As  he loosened  the  torsion  the  thing  twisted  itself  in  the  same  direction, recombining then spiralling towards him in a tight coil – rushing up

the  data  stream  that  connected  them.  It  was  like  a  stabbed  prey animal climbing a spear to gore the hunter. 

He  summoned  the  Staff  of  Tomorrow  and  struck  for  it,  but  the revenant blurted a sigil of power and the staff head died, inert. 

Then the thing hit him. 

Orikan  flew  backwards  with  the  impact,  his  astral  form  smashing into one of the lightning spires on the ziggurat’s top. Again the thing was  on  him,  covering  his  ocular,  its  amoeba-like  tendrils  wrapping over his scapula to pin itself in place. 

Orikan  felt  parts  of  himself  drain  as  the  sucking  parasite  digested his thoughts, his knowledge, all that made him – the Orikan that had remained when he left flesh behind. 

It  was  about  to  take  his  body.  Full  possession  and  amalgamation within seconds. 

Orikan  kicked  his  reactor  into  redline,  the  hammering  cycle  of  it sending his physical body to the point of cerebral meltdown, to the point his neural spools overheated. Around them, the ziggurat froze, the  grains  of  blown  sand  stopping  in  air  as  his  cognitive  protocols neared shutdown and all processing ceased. 

‘Resist, and I will burn this body with both of us inside.’

It quailed. 

Orikan pounced on the revenant. 

He could have cast it out – perhaps would even have preferred it that way – but it had already started to integrate him into its form. 

All he had to do was reverse that process. 

Orikan could not separate it, so he would absorb it. 

The  revenant  screamed  as  he  seized  it,  wrestling  it  to  the  cold blackstone  floor  of  the  ziggurat.  He  slammed  it  down  again  and again until it fell loose, stunned. Then he pinned it atop one of the old sacrificial altars – a relic of the time of flesh – and devoured it. 

Its mewling voice got smaller as he did so, its essence snuffed like two  fingers  pinching  out  a  candle,  until  nothing  remained  but  one word, drifting like a trail of smoke from an extinguished wick. 

Amenthis. 

Orikan  had  prevailed.  And  in  victory,  he  settled  into  his  body  and opened his ocular…

…to behold the one being he did not, at that precise moment in the timeline, want to see. 

‘My dear Orikan,’ it said. ‘I do wish you would find a better way to announce  yourself.  All  this  thrashing  about  on  the  floor  is  quite unseemly.’

CHAPTER THREE

‘A bitter parting is but a prelude to a joyous reunion. Of course, the opposite is also true.’

– Discourses on Friendship and Power, Cryptek Sevaansattva Orikan tried to run back his timeline. 

That  was  always  his  first  instinct.  Scrub  backwards,  try  again, experiment  with  the  variables  until  he  triggered  a  different  result. 

Perhaps lock his body and deactivate his vocal actuators before the attack.  Find  a  rising  blow  which  would  damage  Trazyn  enough  to give him back the initiative. A hex that could help him escape. 

For a chronomancer like Orikan, who could send his consciousness back along his own timeline, there were endless possibilities. 

Except that he could find none. 

He  initiated  the  sequence  again.  Ran  his  algorithm  in  reverse,  his ocular closing, his gaze casting inward. 

But  that  was  all.  He  hit  the  anomaly  almost  immediately,  a timestream knot nearly crushing his essence before he pulled back. 

He could only glimpse the briefest image of it. His own timestream, acid  green,  was  entangled  with  a  second  one.  That  timeline  was

prismatic  and  shifting,  like  a  ship’s  iron  cable  woven  of  smaller strands of wire. A hard stop, impassable, a dead end as profound as a reanimation. 

Whatever  new  security  protocol  Trazyn  had  instituted,  it  was  far more  technically  adept  than  Orikan  had  given  him  credit  for.  The archaeovist was, it seemed, learning. 

‘Bastard,’ he swore. 

‘It is a pleasure to see you as well.’ Trazyn smiled. In one hand he held  the  head  of  Vishani  –  like  an  actor  in  one  of  the  dramas, pondering mortality. ‘And look what you’ve finally deigned to return. 

Tired of her, have you?’

‘Give it to me.’ Orikan leapt to his feet and snatched the cranium, opening a dimensional pocket. ‘If anyone should have it, I should.’

‘It?  No,  my  astromancer,  surely  Vishani  is  a  she.’  Trazyn  snatched the cranium back. ‘Are you not, my dear?’

‘My  primary  function  is  containment,’  the  decapitated  head answered. 

‘The  head  of  Vishani  was  not  to  be  removed.  You  broke  that compact, Trazyn. But now that it… she has been removed, it should be mine – for research purposes.’

‘Well, you can have her.’ Trazyn shrugged. ‘I never recovered much data anyway. And should I hold on to it, you will no doubt break into Solemnace  again  in  pursuit.  Given  that,  it  clearly  means  more  to you, and I am prepared to be magnanimous. Which brings us to the true  question…’  Trazyn  lowered  his  obliterator,  pointing  the  winged headpiece at Orikan’s oculars. ‘Did you receive my summons?’

‘Oh  yes,  yes.’  Orikan  set  his  feet,  one  hand  coming  down  to  his side, fingers ready to call his staff. ‘Why else would I be here?’

‘Sabotage?  When  last  here,  you  unleashed  a  tyranid  splinter  fleet across my galleries. I lost several displays.’

‘I’m sure you will replace them.’ He played his fingers through the air, closing his hand around a staff that was unobtrusively conjuring itself out of the ether. 

‘Replace  them?’  Trazyn  hissed.  ‘Where  exactly  should  I  find  more Dusk Raiders, colleague? Can you tell me that? Not exactly down at the market square, are th–’

Orikan lit his staff and sliced it upward, cutting diagonally. 

A one-handed cut calculated to bisect the smug archaeovist at the spine, well under the high guard of his staff. Divinatory scrys foretold maximum damage. 

Bile-yellow hydraulic fluid spattered Trazyn’s death mask. Core flux gas-release frosted his Nihilakh chestplate emerald green. A severed limb clanged as it hit the floor. 

Orikan  was  surprised  to  find  it  was  his  own.  Its  fingers  spasmed and drummed the floor in irritation. 

The deathmark stepped out of its dimensional oubliette in Orikan’s right-rear  quadrant,  the  emitting  tube  of  its  synaptic  disintegrator clanging Orikan’s cranium with a tap-tap. 

‘I believe you have met Huntmaster previously,’ Trazyn said. ‘He did shoot you once.’

Orikan  picked  up  the  deathmark  in  a  peripheral  scry.  A  hunched killer  –  tall  despite  that  –  with  a  relaxed  ease  that  spoke  of  total familiarity  with  his  instrument.  A  tattered  void-silk  cloak  hung  from his scapula, hiding his heat signature. 

The  hazy  green  veil  over  Orikan’s  vision  –  the  ghost-light  –  gave away the target lock on his cranium. 

‘Yes,’ Orikan sneered. ‘I recall.’

‘That is not accurate, lord,’ the deathmark said. ‘Under your explicit instructions  you  activated  the  disintegrator  –  I  claim  the  stalk,  but the kill was yours.’

Trazyn waved a dismissive hand. ‘Let us not go back and forth over who shot whom. I would rather Lord Orikan answer my question as to why he is here.’

Orikan  said  nothing.  He  was  listening,  judging  the  thrum  of  the power coils around him. The lode-batteries and capacitors managing the power extraction from the C’tan shard beneath their feet. 

Trazyn gave a performative sigh. ‘You do not wish to answer? Very well, you are not the only one to ask. Vishani?’ Trazyn held up the cranium, looking into its dead ocular. ‘What is your function?’

‘My primary function is containment.’

‘And your current programming to carry out that function?’

‘We  must  go  deeper.  It  is  in  the  core.’  Vishani’s  ocular  lit  and dimmed as she spoke. ‘All power flows from the core. The Deceiver must be contained. We shall gain custody and contain it.’

‘Dear, dear, dear. Orikan, you are obsessed. You took Vishani here,’

he  said,  tossing  the  cranium  then  catching  it  again,  ‘and  now  you come for the Deceiver shard. Once again breaking our compact not to interfere with Solemnace.’

‘I  have  broken  the  compact?’  Orikan  spat.  ‘We  agreed  that  the Serenade Deceiver was too dangerous for anyone to possess, that it and Vishani should be locked away in an oubliette dimension, that–’

‘Yes, yes.’ Trazyn waved a hand. ‘But come now, you didn’t expect me to leave such a potentially fruitful trove of knowledge about the ancient  necrontyr  locked  away,  did  you?  What  a  waste  that  would be.’

‘You took advantage when I was insensate, my body burned from transcendence. My mind–’

‘“Transcendence.” You are such a dramatist, Orikan.’

‘–disordered with the glimpse of the cosmic order. And you seized on  that  sacrifice  I  had  made  as  the  right  time  to  betray  me  and steal–’

‘I did not steal anything, it was not yours.’

‘–one  of  the  most  dangerous  objects  in  the  galaxy.  A  malign intelligence that manipulated and demeaned both of us, which was supposed  to  be  locked  away  for  our  protection.  I  think  at  the  very least, an apology is called for.’

Orikan  crossed  his  arms  and  sent  an  interstitial  glyph  indicating  a need for an immediate reply, that a wait of months or years was not acceptable.  Throughout  the  exchange,  he  had  felt  the  scanning beams of the deathmark snapping back and forth between him and Trazyn, clearly bemused by the argument. 

Trazyn  stood  silent,  considering  his  words.  Orikan  opened  his mouth, about to push him further, when the archaeovist spoke. 

‘Very well, Orikan. You are right. An apology is called for, and I am prepared to be the bigger being. Indeed, since our estrangement I have had time to think on the reasons, and here, formally, I wish it to be known…’

He let it hang there, the bastard. 

‘…that I forgive you.’

‘You what?!’

‘Well, it really is all your fault. The only reason I had to be furtive about removing the shard is that you would’ve made such a fuss if I’d suggested taking one – come now, you know how you are. So in truth, I was doing you a favour.’

‘That is so bizarrely twis–’

‘That  Deceiver  shard  truly  imbedded  into  your  neurals,  and  it  was really  better  if  both  it  and  Vishani  came  to  Solemnace  without  you knowing.’

‘You are an irreparably broken being, Trazyn.’

‘And I was right about that, because when you found out about it, you made such a fuss! Shouted so loud you misaligned fields in the War  in  Heaven  gallery.  Called  me  stubborn  and  unable  to  change. 

Me.’

‘I  gave  you  every  opportunity  to  admit  you  were  wrong.  Every opportunity to apologise and make it right. You would not. And I am done with you now.’

‘Done  with  me?  You  broke  in  to  burgle  my  home  of  Vishani  and unleash a tyranid swarm in my galleries. And here you are, invited, sneaking in to–’

‘Vishani, now!’ Orikan shouted, his hand extended. 

‘So it is Vishani now, not an it. You truly should decide on whether to grant it personality or no–’

Vishani  attacked  Trazyn’s  face,  spindly  legs  springing  from  the underside of her long cranium like the folded limbs of an insect. Her single ocular bulged from its socket and snaked out in a proboscis, pecking at the archaeovist’s skull. 

Orikan  sensed  the  deathmark’s  aim  swing  towards  the  canoptek construct that used to be Vishani, the emerald halo of its targeting system disappearing from his own head. 

Orikan  spun  and  dropped,  lashing  out  in  a  gesture  with  his remaining  arm,  fingers  locked  in  Vashut’s  Ballistic  Parabola.  Below him,  its  dismembered  counterpart  had  already  formed  the  sign  of the Dimensional Lever. 

The  hex  blew  Huntmaster  backwards,  the  deathmark’s  arms  wide and disintegrator firing a particle stream into the ceiling as he flew through the open door of his dimensional oubliette. 

Orikan’s  amputated  hand  made  a  fist,  and  the  pocket  dimension snapped shut. 

Behind him, interstitial alerts warned that Trazyn had wrestled the canoptek off of him. He was swiping at it in the air, like an old man with a net trying to catch a songbird. 

‘How dare you, Orikan.’ Trazyn swung at the canoptek, and when it buzzed  away,  he  advanced  on  Orikan’s  turned  back,  obliterator raised  overhead.  ‘We  were  having  a  perfectly  productive conversation and you go and–’

Orikan could not win a duel one-handed, and there was no time to reattach  his  arm.  Instead,  he  snatched  it  up  from  the  floor  and threw it in Trazyn’s face. 

He  drank  in  the  old  scholar’s  horrified  reaction,  the  dismembered limb scrabbling up the archaeovist’s ribcage like some insect before it grabbed the topmost rib for purchase and rotated repeatedly at the wrist  joint,  beating  an  armoured  forearm  against  his  death  mask with an anvil-like clang-clang-clang. 

But  billowing  ghost-light  interrupted  his  image-capture  overlay  as the deathmark, emerging from his shooting hide, reacquired him. 

Orikan  ran  back  the  timeline  one  second  and  dodged  to  slip  the target lock. He slid right, then went low around Trazyn, using his tail to  compensate  for  the  lost  limb  as  he  scuttled  across  the  floor  to break Huntmaster’s line of sight. He cackled as he scuttled, a high, birdlike laugh that he hadn’t used in an age. 

As green hazed his vision and he jumped back a few moments to evade, he had to admit he was enjoying himself. 

Orikan sprang to his feet and stepped into the shadow of a battery pylon, taking refuge from the sharpshooter’s keen ocular. He had no time  to  rest  or  recalibrate  his  strategy.  Despite  Orikan’s  continued existence, the deathmark was both cunning and skilled. Orikan had known  of  him.  A  former  Mephrit  vassal,  he’d  been  with  Trazyn  on Serenade,  and  was  one  of  the  more  dangerous  members  of  the archaeovist’s  retinue.  Trazyn  had  supposedly  traded  the  dynasty  a

half-decurion  of  warriors  and  a  casket  of  ancient  technology  in exchange for his service as a game warden. 

These battery banks were tall, arrayed with narrow spaces between like  the  shelving  of  a  library.  He  ran  along  the  corridor,  keeping  a fragmented  portion  of  his  consciousness  fixated  on  the  ocular  feed from the Vishani plasmacyte. 

It was circling Trazyn as he battled with the arm. Orikan sent it a code-pulse and picked up speed, his environmental scry alerting him that an oubliette was opening behind him, within the row. 

He  dived  left  before  the  bale-light  found  him,  his  three  limbs scrabbling up the wall of the energy bank like an insect as a leptonic beam  streaked  past  his  cranial  vanes.  Then  he  was  up  and  over, leaping between the battery stacks. 

The  oubliette  behind  him  shut  again,  and  Orikan  sensed  a dimensional anomaly directly overhead, on one of the rib-like spars in the vaults. 

Orikan dived down into another canyon of batteries, and formed a chrono-shatter  illusion  above  him  as  a  shield,  so  the  deathmark would  see  a  glimpse  of  the  splitting  timeline.  A  hexagonal  grid  of infinite  Orikans  running,  climbing  and  rolling  in  every  direction, exponentially branching from the centre. A simple working, low as a trick from a wandering village conjurer, but the best he could do with only one hand to focus hex-code. It only lasted an instant, and only appeared  from  a  specific  angle,  but  it  was  enough  for  the  shot  to sear down through the illusory Orikan to his left. It burned a tunnel through  the  battery  fin  that  Orikan  could  stick  the  haft  of  a  staff through. 

That would not work twice. The game warden had almost had him that time. 

‘Huntmaster!’  Trazyn  shouted  from  across  the  chamber.  ‘The batteries. Do not hit the batteries, fool!’

Orikan slowed his chronosense and scryed through the ocular of the Vishani  canoptek.  The  archaeovist  had  yanked  the  arm  off  his ribcage,  holding  it  two-handed  as  it  slapped  and  scratched  at  him like a furious rodent. 

His rival looked alarmed, his surface lights playing in patterns that ordered his vassal to stop. 

He  was  afraid  of  destabilising  the  power  banks,  Orikan  realised. 

Causing a cascading backfire into the collection apparatus. 

An opening. 

Ignite  reassembly  protocol,  Orikan  snapped,  packaging  the interstitial message with a sigil of urgency. 

Vishani swept down, snapping shots with her spark beam to harass and blind Trazyn so he loosened his grip to shield his death mask. 

The  canoptek  swept  down  and  plucked  the  arm  out  of  the archaeovist’s  grip  like  an  avian  predator  diving  for  a  desert  lizard, and swept the amputated limb into the air. 

Orikan  sketched  a  mental  movement-grid,  building  in  an  evasive pattern of dodging, weaving and rolling with just enough variation to lower predictability. 

And an intercept course. 

His  main  consciousness  stayed  in  the  Vishani  canoptek,  buzzing through  the  air  in  weaving  insectile  arcs,  the  sensors  in  its  ocular proboscis tuned to sense dimensional rift probabilities. 

An  anomaly  crested  the  dimensional  fabric  in  its  right  forward quadrant,  and  Orikan  leapt  upwards,  vaulting  back  and  forth between  the  canyon  of  batteries  while  throwing  a  bubble  of  time distortion between himself and the incoming shot. 

It  slowed  the  beam  long  enough  for  it  to  pass  below  his  feet, searing the battery bank. 

For the sake of us all, Trazyn broadcast. Do not hit the batteries! Do you want to let it out? Orikan, you coward, would you kindly go to a less dangerous place to be shot at? 

Orikan  dived  into  the  next  canyon  and  tracked  the  incoming plasmacyte, buzzing towards him on an interception path. 

Twenty cubits, ten. 

Zipping into the chasm of the power banks. Divinatory systems in its ocular charting a parabola, tracking himself running towards it…

His bifurcated vision seeing both the plasmacyte and his own body approaching it, as if he were sprinting towards a mirror…

Release. 

He  caught  the  arm  on  the  run,  slamming  it  home  to  his  shoulder actuator and triggering the repair protocol. 

The Vishani plasmacyte skidded in a mid-air U-turn behind him and followed,  its  repair  beam  streaming  particles  of  necrodermis  to  the wound so the metal knit together. 

Alerts  all  over  his  vision.  At  the  mouth  of  the  canyon  he  saw Trazyn’s silhouette emerge, running towards him. In his wake came a swarm of scarabs, billowing in like a rain squall. 

‘I will have you, astromancer.’

Orikan  skidded  to  a  halt,  metal  fingers  and  tail  throwing  fans  of sparks  as  he  clawed  the  blackstone  floor  to  arrest  his  momentum. 

For  a  moment,  the  plasmacyte’s  beam  overswept  him,  then  he bolted in the other direction. Vishani squealed in irritation as it once again reversed to follow. 

Scarabs poured down the walls above him now, descending on their repulsors,  wings  open  as  though  the  crevice  was  a  canyon  being flooded by a broken dam. 

Only  one  way  out.  Orikan  put  on  a  burst  of  speed  to  make  the outlet  at  the  other  side.  Scarab  mandibles  nipped  at  his  heels  and swarmed his tail. One landed on his scapula and he crushed it like an insect. 

His detached arm went online, just in time. 

The  Vishani  plasmacyte  warbled  and  wailed,  overwhelmed  and dragged down amid the tide. 

Almost there. Scarabs surrounded him now; he trod on their shell-like backs, shook them from his arms. He leapt to get clear of them, the repulsor-assisted jump blasting them away as he arced towards freedom. 

Ahead of him, an oubliette opened, bleeding cosmic vapour. A cold ocular zeroed in on him, above a scope. 

Orikan’s  restored  hands  made  Shakkti’s  Molecular  Shift  as  he  fell, the floor ahead shattering into spiralling fractals. 

He  fell  straight  through  it,  spinning  down  through  the  spiralling squares-within-squares  of  destabilised  matter.  Through  the blackstone, through the systems beneath, then finally through empty air to the chamber below. 

He  landed  hard,  his  body  having  accelerated  more  than  he’d anticipated.  Down  on  one  knee,  hands  splayed  on  the  flagstones, shaking the chamber. 

When he rose, he was exactly where he’d expected to be. 

But so were the scarabs. 

He had barely risen when they were upon him, coming through the fractal  tunnel  above  like  refuse  through  a  ship’s  jettison  chute.  An endless torrent of clawing, biting, squirming canopteks that swarmed so thick over his carapace that his first step became a fall, and he lay pinned to the ground, looking at his objective. 

Child  Orikan,  mocked  the  Deceiver  of  Serenade. Have  you  at last come to rescue me? 

It was the last thing Orikan saw before slick metal bodies scuttled over his ocular, and he lost conscious control. 

CHAPTER FOUR

‘When  you  find  a  true  companion,  do  not  let  them  go  –  no matter how they beg.’

– Discourses on Friendship and Power, Cryptek Sevaansattva When  Orikan  regained  consciousness,  his  environmental  scry revealed several things. 

First, his limbs and tail were pinned with high-tension necrodermis chains,  the  shackles  studded  with  time  tile  mosaics  entangled  with matter locked in the present. 

He was spread in all directions, like an anatomical specimen pinned to a board ready for dissection, or a criminal about to be torn apart by  galloping  mounts.  The  ends  of  each  chain  were  secured  to  an enormous ring suspended above the floor at table height, so he was looking directly up at Trazyn. 

‘Do  stop  struggling,  Orikan,’  the  archaeovist  said,  leaning  down towards him. ‘It is beneath you.’

Orikan stopped. He had noticed the lychguard standing at the sides of  the  room,  as  well  as  that  bumbling  cryptek  Sannet,  looking  lost

and distracted as usual. Two Immortals held disintegrator beams on him. 

The  deathmark  Huntmaster  sat  next  to  him  on  the  floor  cross-legged,  back  to  a  corner,  his  disassembled  weapon  floating  in  a suspended  grid  before  him  as  he  gingerly  reshaped  the  dented barrel with a thermal beam stylus. 

Orikan’s  sensors  detected  a  forest  of  scratches  on  the disintegrator’s stock, and he was briefly proud he had battered the prized  weapon  so  badly  –  until  he  realised  they  were  hundreds  of hash  marks.  Kill  counts,  grouped  so  close  together  that  they  could be dismissed as a texture pattern. 

‘Well, Trazyn,’ he growled. ‘Where are we, hmm? The gallery where you  keep  debased  drukhari  instruments?  At  the  core  of  some superweapon? What alien megafauna is caged outside? Do not keep me in suspense, colleague.’

‘Very well.’ Trazyn waved a hand, and the ring rotated on its axis, bringing  Orikan’s  pinned  form  upright  so  his  death  mask  was  an arm’s  length  from  Trazyn’s  own.  ‘Now,  dear  colleague,  you  will  see what I had in store when I sent you that invitation.’

‘A-are  you…’  stuttered  the  cryptek  Sannet,  stepping  forward.  ‘Are you  absolutely  set  on  this  course,  lord?  It  cannot  be  undone.  And the consequences could be–’

‘I once again thank you not to question my resolve.’

‘My apologies, lord. Proceed as you wish.’

Orikan felt his reactor stutter briefly. He took a centring, simulated breath to still his racing engrammatic banks. He would not give his rival the satisfaction of seeing him quaver. 

‘Do what you are going to do, Trazyn. I care not.’

‘Very well…’

Trazyn  stepped  back  and  summoned  a  chrysoprase  tablet,  his fingers  sketching  security  sigils  then  unlocking  the  master  cypher with an encoded thought-key. 

Orikan  recorded  the  motions  and  filed  the  thought-key  for  later decryption.  He  would  likely  not  exist  long  enough  to  use  it  in  an escape  attempt,  but  it  cut  the  tension  by  giving  him  something  to do. 

Behind Trazyn, the walls split in the centre and retreated to either side, the blackstone grinding. The room where he was held, Orikan realised,  was  merely  the  antechamber  of  an  enormous  vault,  its doors thick as a staff was long. 

Something  moved  in  the  darkness  beyond,  emerging  slowly towards  the  pinned  Orikan.  His  spectromantic  bombardment returned hits indicating necrodermis alloys, but it was no necron he had ever seen. It rotated in suspension, spheres circling spheres. A networked  swarm  algorithm  programmed  its  movement,  appearing to him like gauzy nets of arachnid web. 

His  brief  analysis  indicated  several  possible  uses  for  damage  and torture.  It  could  beat  or  crush  him.  Or  perhaps  each  sphere contained  fissile  or  chemical  materials  that  would  combust  or become acidic once they smashed together. 

Clever, so clever. 

‘Behold!’ Trazyn spread his arms. ‘The esoteric world of Amenthis, emerged from its long banishment in the empyric vortex.’

Trazyn waited for a response. Orikan could provide none. He simply stared at the floating armillary sphere that he realised, too late, was a  finely  wrought,  rotating  model  of  Amenthis,  its  debris  belt,  and nearby planetoids. 

‘I  see  you  are  too  awed  to  answer.  I  understand  well,  colleague. 

When  I  first  received  the  signals,  I  too  did  not  know  what  to  say. 

After all, I had always kept a monitor on the old distress channels, but never expected to receive a communication.’

‘This  is  what  you  were  preparing  for  me?  Why  you  invited  me  to Solemnace?’

‘Indeed  it  is!  Now  I  know  what  you  will  say,  Orikan.  This  is  an anomalous signal, echoing in the empyrean. But I assure you, this is no echo. I sent a Night Scythe flight to triangulate the origin point, and conduct a preliminary survey.’

Trazyn  conjured  a  chrysoprase  hologram.  It  showed  a  spherical construct,  floating  in  the  ribbon-like  currents  of  the  cyclone.  The image juddered and lost focus, then gained it again – impacted by the  warping  effects  of  the  dimensional  bleed.  As  it  revolved,  it

displayed a part of its northern hemisphere missing, like a bite taken out of a piece of fruit. 

‘It  is  there,  Orikan.  Vanished  since  the  War  in  Heaven,  lost  in  the catastrophic expansion of the empyric vortex, caught in its spiral of unreality. I can only assume it has emerged now due to the impact of  the  Great  Rift  disturbing  the  spin  of  the  Maelstrom,  flinging  it through the currents and to the furthest spiral arm. A place where it is  accessible.  One  where  we  can  mount  an  expedition  –  an expedition for which I will want your expertise, Orikan. Will you join me?’

Trazyn stretched out his hand in a gesture of welcome, presumably forgetting that Orikan, fettered and stretched, could not take it. 

‘This was your grand plan? To invite me on an excursion?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you need to restrain me with chains to do so?’

‘Come  now,  Orikan  –  you  did  damage  a  significant  number  of battery  arrays.  Do  you  know  what  would  have  happened  if  the power  siphons  failed  and  the  shard  broke  free?  Cascading  field destabilisation.  Continent-wide  triage  shutdowns.  Do  you  want  to destroy my world, astromancer?’

‘It has occurred to me, from time to time.’

‘Given that, and the little incident with Hive Fleet Kronos, unleashed on your previous visit, I thought it might be prudent to restrain you until I could talk some sense into that thick cranium of yours.’

Trazyn reached out his fist as if to knock his knuckles on Orikan’s skull, then apparently thought better of it and uncoiled his fist. 

‘You always did like a captive audience.’

‘Why  would  I  need  a  captive  audience,  dear  colleague,  when  I myself am so captivating?’ Trazyn smiled. 

Orikan cocked his head, staring with a blank ocular in response. 

‘In any case, captive or not…’ Trazyn cleared a bit of static from his vocals.  ‘I  need  you  with  me  on  this.  Think  of  what  we  did  on Serenade. Together, we discovered a tomb sealed away for aeons–’

‘Sealed with good reason.’

‘–solved a fiendish puzzle–’

‘That turned out to be a warning not to solve it.’

‘–and defeated a god–’

‘That we unleashed. And in the meantime, you destroyed a planet.’

‘Now,  Orikan,’  Trazyn  said,  raising  his  hands.  ‘Let’s  not  start relitigating old quarrels. I am, as you have often suggested, focusing on the future.’

‘You, interested in the future? I have heard you tell incredible lies, Trazyn, but that is extreme even for you.’

‘It  is  true.  After  all,  preservation  is  by  its  very  nature  a  forward-thinking  enterprise.  I  collect  and  preserve  so  that  those  in  the future – even those I may never meet or who come long after I have ceased to operate – can glimpse and learn from the past. And think what  we  could  learn  from  Amenthis!  The  forgotten  relics  and constructs,  the  research  into  the  lost  well  of  animus.  It  could  be  a new  age  for  our  species.  It  could  even  shed  light  on  your  own pursuits in transmuting the necron form.’

‘How  very,  very  noble.  Trazyn,  this  is  a  side  of  you  I  have  never seen before – the great philanthropist, building a future that benefits all, from the lowly to the great.’

As he said it, Orikan conjured an interstitial sigil indicating sarcasm, and  pushed  it  through  the  air  so  that  instead  of  appearing  in Trazyn’s vision, it floated towards his captor at contemptuously slow speed, like a boat shoved away from a dock. 

Trazyn’s ribcage lights flared in brief irritation, then dimmed as he conjured a set of partial sigils in turn, then sent them to meet the incoming  glyph.  When  they  mated  and  spun  like  a  coin,  the  sigil’s meaning  changed  to  indicate  Trazyn’s  casual,  almost  paternal disregard for Orikan’s contempt. 

‘I  would  like  you  to  be  with  me,  colleague.  This  will  be  the expedition  of  our  existences  –  into  treacherous  storms  and  against odds unseen. And the rewards will not be simple treasure, but our very souls.’

Trazyn raised a hand and gestured at the armillary model. From the fractured world, a small sine wave of audio crawled like a centipede until  it  resolved  into  intelligible  glyphs  in  front  of  Orikan’s  vision. 

Then, they spoke, lighting with each word. 

The  programmatic  scroll  was  muddled,  its  signal  distorted  by  the empyr ean.  It  was  garbled,  hissing  with  static.  With  an  incline  of Trazyn’s  head,  a  clean-up  program  scrubbed  across  its  length, sharpening it. 

‘Know  all  who  dwell  in  the  Infinite  Empire  –  I  am  Sothka  the Arcane, head practitioner of the Conclave of the Soulless. We have achieved our great aim, and lie besieged at the heart of Amenthis. 

We  require  assistance  to  extract  the  knowledge  we  have  gained. 

Please respond. Message repeats. Know all who dwell in the Infinite Empire…’

‘It is an old message,’ admitted Trazyn. 

‘Sent, when?’

‘At least three millennia ago.’

‘They’re long destroyed by now.’

‘Perhaps… But the message is still actively broadcasting. And time does not flow normally in the empyrean.’

‘All the more reason never to go there.’

‘Orikan,  please  listen  to  me…’  Trazyn  raised  a  hand  and  unlocked the shackles with a gesture, the mosaic bindings falling from Orikan’s limbs. ‘Think of what we could do together.’

‘You are asking me,’ said Orikan, stepping forward out of the ring’s suspensor  field  and  onto  the  blackstone,  ‘to  follow  you  into  the netherworld.’

He felt a strange dissociative feeling, as if he were looking at two versions of the world. Every turn of his head made reality tear into ghostly after-images that lagged behind his movements. A symptom of  the  intrusive  program?  Was  it  trying  to  work  on  him,  like  the mindshackle scarabs Trazyn employed on mortals? 

‘A  journey  to  the  netherworld?’  Trazyn  chuckled.  ‘You  might  put  it that way, if you were particularly dramatic. Will you join me?’

Trazyn held out his hand. 

Instead of answering, Orikan bolted. 

CHAPTER FIVE

‘The first rule of survival – never volunteer for anything.’

– Astra Militarum saying, punishable by ten lashes Orikan scurried out low and fast, dodging the reaching hands of the guards. Slapping aside the deathmark’s weapon. One hand reached out to summon a phos-glyph panel and input the code and algorithm he’d copied, then he turned his body sideways to slam through the widening gap with a squeal of compressing necrodermis. 

There  was  a  field  on  the  other  side,  a  combination  null-kinetic barrier  that  took  the  work  of  only  a  microsecond  to  pass  through; briefly  phasing  to  an  energy  state,  he  felt  the  bombardment  of particles tingle through his form. 

Phasing back to solidity, he sketched a hex that slammed the doors shut tight and warped the mechanism to keep them that way. 

He’d expected something grandiose on the other side. Trazyn, after all, did very little that was low-key. But instead he found an empty chamber. At least, until a black cube rose out of the floor. 

‘Orikan!’ A voice screamed from the sealed door. Metal fists clanged on  the  other  side.  ‘Orikan,  come  out,  you  buffoon.  That’s  an

observation  room.  It’s  triggered  by  the  door  opening.  No  one  is intended to be in there.’

The cube stopped rising with a reverberating boom, gravitic clamps folding  down  like  flower  petals  to  anchor  it  in  the  floor.  A  circular plate,  like  the  face  of  a  sextant  or  combination  lock,  rotated  back and forth with an ominous rasping fssss. Dark-matter sigils floated in front of it in the air, as if they were bruises on the skin of reality. 

In  an  instant,  the  hum  of  anti-empyric  energy  ceased.  Warning glyphs flared red. 

The locking bars on the door sprang open. 

Something  inside  the  vault  was  banging,  as  if  slamming  itself repeatedly into the inner walls of its prison. 

Orikan  tried  to  summon  his  staff,  before  realising  Trazyn  must  be holding it captive somewhere. He backed up two steps, three. 

Peripheral threat matrices flared. A being connected with his body. 

Orikan spun, a kinetic hex already forming in his hand to–

Trazyn  blocked  the  forearm  sweep  with  a  clang.  Catching  and holding the wrist. 

Orikan,  what  are  you  doing?  he  shot  via  interstitial  message.  You triggered the release sequence. The vault has been locked down and warded. 

Then how did you get in here? 

I keep a lychguard body in here to transfer my consciousness to if something goes wrong. 

Has it gone wrong? 

Extraordinarily. I intended to show you this beast through a warded field as an object of study, not up close. 

What beast? 

The monster burst the vault door open with a bray of pure delight, then threw its head back, prancing up on its hind legs at the joy of freedom. 

‘What in the name of the Dead Gods…?’

Orikan couldn’t finish his exclamation, because the creature shook its  head  with  a  wet  slapping  of  jowls,  throwing  ropes  of  drool  that lashed him across his death mask and strangled the next curse. 

He  dragged  a  hand  across  his  features,  wiping  away  the  sticky, caustic  saliva  that  had  befouled  his  necrodermis.  Already  the  acid was clouding his ocular, misting it with an artificial cataract. 

The  beast  had  not  noticed  him.  Instead,  it  was  scratching  itself convulsively  with  a  hind  leg,  head  thrown  upward  in  ecstasy  and black tongue lapping the air. At least, it was doing so until one of its talons tore a rent in its abdomen, spilling ropes of intestine like links of sausage. 

The thing yipped, looked to its rear. Then with a yip of elation that rattled  the  chamber  it  began  to  chase  its  own  viscera  in  a  circle, snapping and snuffling at it. 

It  had  caught  itself  and  started  to  worry  at  its  own  spilled  guts when Orikan made the Sign of Ysandar’s Degradation and blasted it with a jolt of bound time. 

‘Base  animal,’  Orikan  sneered,  clocking  the  beam’s  power  higher and hitting it again. 

The creature keeled over towards him, exposing its back, the flesh browning and bulging. 

‘How do you like that, beast?’

‘Orikan.’

‘Age ten thousand years!’

‘Orikan.’

It was only then that Orikan saw that the beast had not fallen, but was rolling over. 

Rolling straight towards them. 

‘Bastard!’  Orikan  cursed,  before  the  gelatinous  bulk  of  the  thing flattened him, pressing his body between the unyielding stone of the floor and the gross sponginess of the decaying, swollen flesh. 

He  timed  his  moment,  ready  to  pop  his  body  back  into  form  and scramble away as soon as the pressure was released – but he only skittered three cubits before a slab-like foot pinned him down. 

Trazyn, do something! 

Orikan sent the message interstitially, because he saw the gummy maw  bearing  down  on  him  and  knew  a  vocalisation  would  not suffice. 

Do you see why you should not open random chambers here? 

Orikan tried to curse the smug bastard, but the foul thing had him, his  body  pinned  under  its  massive  feet,  the  mouth  with  its  stubby teeth chewing and pulling at his cranium and upper systems. 

For  not  the  first  time,  Orikan  thanked  the  cosmos  that  he  had olfactory  sensors  rather  than  a  true  sense  of  smell.  His  data collection points were everywhere, unable to classify what this was. 

Once again he tried running his timeline backwards, but hit the fuzzy blockage. 

At the edge of his perception, Orikan sensed a figure pounding on the beast’s head like a hammerer at the forge. Bound energy flared from around its weapon in an emerald corona. Trazyn, smashing at the beast to no effect. 

Orikan  accessed  his  engrammatic  banks,  searching  for  documents and  opening  as  many  as  he  could.  Treatises,  spectromantic  data reams, works of algorithmic chant and manuals of incantations, old star charts and visions – anything he could find to overtax his neural spools to the point of overheating. 

What came behind them was a face: the datashade, emerging from the  fog.  For  an  instant,  he  glimpsed  the  silhouette  of  a  long  skull before his vision went white-hot. 

CRITICAL  OVERHEAT,  a  glyph  howled  in  his  vision.  INITIATE

COOLING PROCEDURES. 

Orikan  triggered  a  radical  cooling  process,  transferring  the  cranial heat from his neurals to the vanes of his hood, making them glow from thermal bleed. 

The beast howled and released his head, its tongue scalded. 

Orikan tried to scuttle lightning-quick from underneath the paw, but the drastic overheat mitigation had stolen both focus and processing speed  from  his  motor  functions  and  he  was  currently  no  faster  or stronger than a lowly human. 

Trazyn, you ass, do something! 

In  fairness,  Trazyn  did  try.  He  interposed  himself  between  the empyric  beast  and  Orikan’s  struggling  form,  obliterator  raised  to goad at the elephantine monster’s face. 

It was a noble effort with little result. The colossal animal sent him sprawling aside with a swat from its meaty paw and leapt again onto

Orikan. 

It  seized  his  scrambling  legs  in  its  mouth  and  wrenched  him  into the air. There, it shook him until his joints squealed with centrifugal force  before  slamming  him  to  the  blackstone  and  pinning  him  with its snout. 

With him immobilised, it chewed with ecstatic, methodical pleasure. 

Dialling back his chronosense was not something Orikan wanted to do – he had no wish to prolong this indignity – so it was in real time that he heard the word and saw the glow. 

‘Look! Look here, beast! See it? Do you see it?’

Trazyn  waved  the  obliterator,  its  head  powered  and  glowing,  the light of its emerald corona making the creature’s sickly yellow flesh look only more putrid. 

The  beast  froze,  enormous  black-orb  eyes  staring  at  the  glowing headpiece. Its slab head turned slowly back and forth, following the radiance, like a serpent charmed by the wavering end of a flute. 

‘Yes, you like this, do you not? There’s an artefact within, a relic of a lost civilisation. A thing of the empyrean like you.’ He swept it side to  side,  slowly,  then  held  it  out  wide  at  arm’s  length,  baiting  the creature  away.  ‘Come  over  here,  come  away  from  Orikan.  Come here.’

Orikan felt the pressure of one huge foot lift from his body as the beast strained and snuffled at the head of the staff. Then it turned back to Trazyn, its eager maw open, and swallowed him in two bites. 

The first took the archaeovist to the waist, his kicking legs flailing as  the  beast  reared  back  and  opened  its  throat.  It  used  gravity  to gulp  him  down,  its  tongue  wrapping  around  an  ankle  actuator  and forcing one leg into its maw when something became lodged. 

Orikan could see the muffled glow of Trazyn’s reactor and core flux within the beast’s distended, gelatinous belly. 

The  obliterator  lay  fallen  to  the  floor,  forgotten,  as  the  creature turned back to Orikan. 

He  made  the  Emblem  of  Zanthul,  projecting  a  hard-light  shield  in front of him as he cowered, but the semi-corporeal horror shattered it  into  scattered  fractals  with  a  headbutt  and  crunched  down  on

Orikan’s head and shoulders, its stubby teeth grating on the Sautekh symbol at his breast. 

Wet, undulating throat-flesh surrounded him, all the more horrible since his sensor suite did not give him the kindness of shrouding the beast’s interior in darkness. 

Though  the  teeth  that  grated  on  his  thorax  were  blunted  and broken, inside the throat was a tunnel of reaching spines, arranged like  a  fish  trap  so  he  could  pass  down  but  would  be  immediately snagged when trying to climb back up. 

Orikan  kicked,  punched,  shouted  incantations  and  heated  his exoskeleton,  but  awfully,  inexorably,  the  suction  of  the  throat  and shoves of the prehensile tongue forced him ever downward. 

He was being slurped, he realised. 

And down in those depths, as he went headfirst, he heard a voice. 

‘Once you get down,’ said Trazyn, ‘it is really not so bad.’

‘You bastard!’ Orikan lashed out with a fist, striking Trazyn’s death mask with a dull clank. He kept hitting, punctuating each insult with a  hammer  blow  of  his  metal  fists.  ‘You  absolute,  stupid,  reckless idiot.’

‘Come now, Orikan,’ Trazyn said, grabbing Orikan’s wrists and trying to modulate the tone of his voice to show his old colleague the folly of his overreaction. ‘This is but a minor setback.’

‘A setback?! We have been devoured!’

‘Don’t exaggerate, we have merely been swallowed.’

They  wrestled,  limbs  entangled,  held  close  in  the  confines  of  the thing’s second stomach. 

‘I  am  certain  that  with  some  thought,’  Trazyn  continued,  ‘we  can effect a solutio– Cease that!’

Orikan  had  wrapped  his  tail  around  the  archaeovist’s  neck,  and choked off the coolant channel to his neurals. Trazyn responded with a  few  sharp  knee-blows  to  the  astromancer’s  abdominal  cabling, hoping to jolt systems and loosen his grip. 

It  worked.  Orikan  made  a  buzzing  vocal  hiccup  of  static  and released him. 

‘Regain mastery of yourself, colleague. We are not overly harmed, and should we use our hands to excavate…’ Trazyn lashed out with

sharpened fingers, trying to gain purchase on the organ surrounding them. But apart from the spongy interior lining, which sheared off in clumps – clumps that capered away down his arm, as they became little creatures they had to slap at and crush like biting insects – the rubbery sac stretched rather than tore. 

‘Excavate!  Excavate!’  Orikan  shrieked,  with  a  performative  note  of hysteria. ‘This is you, Trazyn. This is always you.’

‘Braving the maw of a beast, you mean?’

‘Going too far. You always go too far and drag everyone with you! 

You send me a summons, lock me in irons. And of course you had to have  your  chariot  pageant.  A  dramatic  production  where  you revealed a monster and–’

‘Oh, Orikan,’ Trazyn tsked, pausing to smash a skull-faced leech that was trying to latch on to his shoulder. ‘You came here with the intent of destabilising my planet, so are you truly in the right? Also, don’t pretend you didn’t enjoy today’s little adventures.’

‘Do  I  look  like…  I  am…  enjoying  it?!’  Orikan  shrieked,  slamming Trazyn with both fists. ‘This is the worst thing I have experienced in sixty  million  years.  And  it  is  infinitely  worse  because  I  am experiencing it with you.’

‘Come  now,  we  will  laugh  about  this  later  on  the  expedition. 

Perhaps if we can wend our way towards the sphincter…’

Trazyn  pulled  his  legs  up,  planting  his  feet  on  Orikan’s  chest carapace  and  beard  vane  for  purchase,  using  the  leverage  to  turn himself around and  batting aside a half-digested skull. 

‘Expedition? What makes you mad enough to think I will be joining your expedition?’

‘Well,  not  if  we  cannot  get  out  of  this  beast,  surely.  And  I  do  not think there is an excretory exit. At least not one large enough for us. 

One moment.’

Trazyn put one hand out and dipped into his dimensional pocket. 

‘What are you doing?’

‘I am examining what tesseract labyrinths I have to hand. Should I release  a  sufficiently  large  exhibit,  we  could  burst  the  beast  from within. Or at least wound it terribly. Let us see, a trio of Black Legion Terminators from Cadia…’

‘Trazyn,  do  not  think  of  releasing  another  being  in  here.  I  do  not want to be trapped with–’

‘Praetorian Seventh… No, that will make it quite crowded.’

‘Trazyn, do you hear that?’

‘T’au Broadside. Perhaps that’s too big.’

‘Trazyn!’

Trazyn’s  hand  had  just  settled  on  Akanabekh,  the  phaeron  of  the Kardenath, captured during the Siege of Thanatos – all blades and destruction, easily enough to slice his way out – when he heard it. 

‘What is that?’

A sound like a cleaver hitting home reverberated through the beast. 

They  stopped.  Then  with  a  howling  yelp  and  a  sound  of  ripping canvas,  a  spear  of  light  –  only  a  line  at  first,  then  widening  to  a smile – appeared behind Orikan’s head. 

They  grabbed  each  other  protectively,  then  poured  out  of  the beast’s  innards,  all  in  a  tangle,  slicked  with  yellow-green  bile  and carried on a tide of foulness that spread across the blackstone floor the way a foaming wave hisses and laps on beach sand. 

Trazyn  sat  up,  wiping  his  oculars  clear.  Little  imps  flopped  around him on the blackstone like stranded fish. 

‘Trazyn!’ said Orikan, dragging himself to a slippery stance. ‘Listen close – I swear by all the stars, and by the cosmic wheel, and even my  own  long-burned  flesh  that  I  will  never,  ever  join  your expedition.’

‘So,’ said Executioner Phillias, using a cleaning field to wipe the goo off her befouled scythe, ‘you are planning an expedition, are you?’

CHAPTER SIX

‘Rejoice all, from the greatest phaeron in his high ziggurat to the lowliest  construct,  for  your  Silent  King  has  returned.  He  has travelled wide and seen all, and in the dark gulfs He heard the wail of His subjects that begged His numinous aid. 

‘And aid shall He give, to any who come to Him. 

‘To you who rally:

‘Be vindicated, for He has brought justice. 

‘Be calm, for He has brought stability. 

‘Be gracious, for He has brought safety. 

‘But to any subject who forgets their place in the Great Chain of Being, who refuses His summons – be afraid. 

‘For He comes with His legions and His monoliths. With His rod and His menhirs. With His fleets that block out suns and His will that  kills  with  a  glance.  To  those  who  say  He  is  not  supreme, you are in the most disgraceful state of rebellion. Either disown your folly and prostrate your forms before His throne, or suffer the disgrace of seeing your tomb complexes brought down, your conclaves broken, and your names struck from every cartouche on your crown world. 

‘For to you, He brings only annihilation.’

– Proclamation of Szarekh, the Silent King, Great Phaeron of the Infinite Empire, Enslaver of Gods, Master of the True Dimension, Victor of the Universal War, He of Hekkae Incalculable, First in the Esteem of His Subjects

‘No,’  said  Trazyn,  his  denial  echoing  through  the  vaults  of  the audience  chamber.  ‘No,  no,  no.  Forgive  my  impertinence,  Lady Phillias, most excellent executioner, but you cannot–’

‘Cannot  what?’  the  executioner  said,  her  head  snapping  around back  to  front  to  bore  down  at  him  with  oculars  like  two  glowing coals.  She  stepped  higher  up  the  stairs  of  the  dais.  ‘I  am  a praetorian  of  the  Triarch  –  you  deign  to  tell  me  what  I  can  and cannot do?’

‘No,  lady,  of  course  not,  and  of  course  as  an  honoured  guest  you may do as you will. But…’ Trazyn looked at Orikan for support, and saw  he  was  enjoying  this,  damn  him.  ‘But  that  is  the  royal  dais  of Solemnace.  Tradition  dictates  one  must  be  invited  onto  it,  if  one dares mount it at all.’

‘This dais?’

‘Yes.’

‘This floating one with the ridiculous chair?’

‘The  Dominatory  Throne  of  Solemnace,  yes,  just  so.’  Trazyn  laid  a hand  on  the  golden  cartouche  at  his  breast.  ‘It  is  sacrosanct  by dynastic right, reserved for the ruler of Solemnace. Protocols dictate that only one with the planetary glyph of command can…’

The praetorian sat down. 

‘Strange,’ said Orikan. ‘It seems she did it anyway.’

‘Silence, both of you. I will sit in any chair I wish, throne, stool, or otherwise.  I  come  on  behalf  of  the  Great  Phaeron  of  the  Infinite Empire, Enslaver of Gods, Master of the True Dimension – I assume you  know  the  rest  of  the  titles  –  and  carrying  his  words  and  his hekkae…’ She trailed off. ‘Do feel free to bow whenever it suits you.’

Trazyn clanked to one knee, hands placed to the floor so they made a diamond shape. 

In  his  peripheral  sensors,  he  could  see  Orikan  make  a  deep, elaborate  dipping  of  his  head  and  spine  that  was  unique  to  the cryptek orders – the kind of thing that might convey respect, while also encoding more sly meanings. 

Executioner  Phillias  lounged  backwards  in  the  generous  throne, summoned her execution scythe and casually ran two fingers along the blade, honing the molecules of its cutting edge. 

It made an eerie sound, like lips blowing across the neck of a glass bottle. 

‘Overlord  Trazyn,  I  hear  you  are  planning  an  expedition.  An expedition to the lost world of Amenthis.’

‘My  most  honoured  guest,  representative  of  beloved  Szarekh,  we have  certainly  discussed  an  expedition,  but  it  is  in  the  very  early stages of planning and study. To speak truly, I am rather astonished it came to your notice. May I ask, how did you come to hear of it?’

‘We heard of it because we are the Triarch praetorians. Ours is the eye that sees, ours is the chastening rod. What astonishes me, lord archaeo vist,  is  that  you  would  mount  such  an  expedition  without informing  your  Great  Phaeron,  as  per  your  sealed  agreement  with him.’  She  waved  a  hand  in  the  air,  summoning  a  phos-glyph  panel and  flicking  it  across  the  chamber  into  his  death  mask.  ‘Is  this  not your cartouche on the accord?’

‘It is, it is, but…’ Trazyn slid the panel to the side, its surface fuzzing with  hexagonal  static  where  he  touched  it.  ‘We  are  still  conducting feasi bility  studies.  In  fact,  you  interrupted  one  such  analytical experiment.’

‘You  expect  me  to  believe  that  you  and  Lord  Orikan  being swallowed  by  an  interdimensional  alien  qualifies  as  a  controlled study?’

‘We  must  do  our  due  diligence.  Should  I  interrupt  the  esteemed Silent King every time I consider making an acquisitional journey or breaking ground on a dig site? Should I do so, it would be a most boorish waste of the monarch’s valuable time. Better to know it is…

feasible… before informing him.’

The  executioner  tilted  her  head  in  scepticism,  then  rotated  it towards the astromancer with a sudden snap. 

‘And  you,  Lord  Orikan,  you  accepted  an  invitation  from  this…  old rival? We had written you off as destroyed, or at least damaged so your synth-cortex could not receive summons messages – after all, you have never answered ours.’

Her  mocking  tone  revealed  that  they  had,  in  truth,  assumed nothing  of  the  sort.  That  the  suggestion  of  neural  damage  was  a face-saving  measure,  an  acceptable  out  that  offered  Orikan  a  –

perhaps embarrassing – but reason able explanation why he had not answered the Silent King’s call. 

Orikan remained silent. 

Take it, Trazyn urged. It was not an interstitial message, since he’d long  feared  that  the  praetorians  could  monitor  those.  He  merely flitted his peripheral sensors at the astromancer in a tight beam, so he’d feel it like a poking finger. 

‘I  am  not  damaged,’  said  Orikan.  ‘Perhaps  it  is  your  summons-initiation protocols that are damaged?’

A squealing growl of rage, like a badly tuned transmitter, burred in her  vocals,  but  before  she  could  speak,  Orikan  added  with  an affected casualness:

‘But that is equally unlikely. Most certainly it is due to the splitting of the galaxy and the pouring forth of unreal energies. Or perhaps the  mass  emergence  of  these  great  vessel  amalgamations marshalled  by  Abaddon  the  Tomb-Killer.  As  I  have  travelled  the awakening  empire,  I  have  heard  more  than  one  account  of technological distortions and anomalous cascade failures.’ He raised his  shoulder  plates  and  held  his  palms  upward,  in  the  ancient gesture  indicating  that  only  the  burning  suns  would  know  the answer.  ‘In  any  case,  it  seems  the  very  regrettable  breakdown  in communication was at both broadcast and receiving point.’

Phillias  stared  at  him,  the  orb  in  her  fore-cranium  billowing  with purple  storm  clouds  of  suppressed  violence  protocols,  ready  to  be flushed into her system and turned into action. 

‘Let  us  get  back  to  this  expedition  you  two  have  conceived.  The Silent King–’

‘A  clarification,  executioner,’  said  Orikan,  shooting  up  a  hand.  ‘If  I may. Before any pronouncement or judgement you may make, it is

not my expedition. Lord Trazyn invited me here on false pretences.’

‘I did not!’

‘And has since then effectively held me captive against my will…’

‘Only for a few hours.’

‘Then forced me to fight interdimensional beings as if I were a low gladiator.’

‘And whose fault was that?’

‘And after all that, he continues to act as though I am going to join his futile, deluded expedition.’ Orikan wheeled to face Trazyn. ‘Well, I am not. I refuse. I care nothing for Sothka. I do not believe in his deranged  ideas  about  the  necron  soul.  Never  have  I  expressed  a true  desire  to  follow  you  anywhere,  much  less  into  the  bowels  of hell. Any punishment or judgement she is here to dispense for this folly should fall solely on you. Because – lock your ocular on mine, Trazyn of Solemnace – I am not going.’

Trazyn  had  looked  in  his  ocular  when  he’d  said  it,  and  wished  he had not. The absolute determination there, the venom of the words. 

True,  things  had  not  always  been  good  with  Orikan.  Their relationship had its rough patches, as was to be expected. That time Orikan  had  broken  into  the  gallery,  for  instance,  and  intentionally unleashed the tyranid splinter fleet – or when Trazyn had buried the astromancer  under  a  mountain  for  a  few  centuries.  But  it  was unhealthy to dwell on these things. Really, they all levelled out in the end, didn’t they? 

Clearly, he thought as he looked into the ocular orb, staring hate, not for Orikan. 

‘But my dear astromancer, surely–’

‘I. Am. Not. Going.’

‘Yes, you are,’ said Phillias. 

They both turned, interrogatives nearly hazing the air around their craniums. 

‘I  am  not  here  to  shut  down  this  endeavour,’  Executioner  Phillias said.  ‘The  Silent  King  has  given  it  his  sanction.  Through  me,  he declares that you will go hence to Amenthis with the greatest speed, and discover the fate of Sothka and his lost expedition and recover any discoveries.’

She paused. 

‘Both of you.’

CHAPTER SEVEN

‘Even  the  meanest  cryptek  initiate  will  tell  you  that  energy cannot be destroyed – merely transmuted to another form. And what is the supposed “soul” but a form of spiritual energy?’

– Discourses on Emptiness, Sothka the Arcane

‘You know, I did have a grand reveal planned for this section,’ said Trazyn. He layered the tone of disappointment subtly enough that it served  as  a  rebuke,  but  stopped  short  of  a  whine.  ‘It’s  really  best with the full effect…’

‘Hurry along, Trazyn – we are on the Silent King’s time now.’

‘Correct,’ Phillias said. 

‘Oh,  very  well.  I  see  that  whatever  you’ve  discovered  in  the  last centuries, the one concept that continues to elude you is fun.’

Trazyn  gestured  at  the  vault,  opening  it  so  the  armillary  sphere floated out on its repulsor cushion. 

‘As  you  can  see,  the  mystery  world  of  Amenthis  has  changed significantly since the War in Heaven.’ Trazyn conjured a projection of  a  planet,  its  spherical  crust  textured  with  geometric  canals  that

somehow,  imperceptibly,  flowed  into  spirals.  Impossible  workings that appeared to shift depending on the angle one looked at them. 

‘It  has  suffered  an  asteroid  strike,’  Phillias  observed,  pointing  at what  appeared  almost  like  a  bite  in  the  planet’s  surface.  ‘Or  a collision with one of its moons.’

‘That is correct.’ Trazyn indicated the debris belt around the planet. 

‘We assume this is the ejected blackstone.’

‘Blackstone?’

‘Indeed,  a  phaeron’s  ransom  of  it.  That  is  possibly  why  it  is  so resonant in empyric energy.’

Trazyn  gestured,  and  the  rotating  mystery  world  expanded,  one slice of its surface reconfiguring into a zoomed-in topographical map. 

‘This is a topographic scan conducted by a flight of Night Scythes.’

Orikan  leaned  in,  casting  a  scry  with  a  palm  to  analyse  the  odd protuberances. ‘What are these structures?’

‘Not structures.’

‘Geological, then? Rock spires or sulphur venting flutes?’

‘They  are  teeth,’  Trazyn  smiled.  ‘Amenthis  has  become  a  world twisted by the unreal dimension. Which my away team of lychguard found quite to their detriment when they landed for a site survey.’

Trazyn  sent  the  data  packet  with  a  flourish,  keying  his consciousness  to  simultaneously  watch  the  engram  reconstruction while  keeping  Orikan’s  reaction  to  it  in  a  peripheral  speculum window. 

The  two  reviewed  his  surface  mission,  the  entrance  of  the  cranial architecture  of  the  tomb,  the  discovery  of  the  disc,  and  the harrowing escape. Trazyn recorded their reactions to the engram in order to enjoy playing them back later. 

Orikan  dismissed  the  packet.  ‘You  could  have  summarised  this presentation in one interstitial message – “Planet strange, obtained artefact, contact with empyric beings.”’

‘But then you would have far less context, so little appreciation for the difficulty of obtaining this piece of legend.’

Trazyn touched the model of Amenthis, pressing a mountain range, which  clicked  and  sank  as  if  falling  into  a  vast  cavern.  The  model

whirled,  cubes  of  its  surface  rearranging  and  withdrawing,  opening like a puzzle box to reveal the thing inside. 

It came floating from within the planetary womb, golden and pitted with age. It had torn at the edges, warped by violent extraction from the surface. The room swelled with ancient chants, pounding drums, a  chorus  of  metallic  voices  raised  in  a  climax  of  worship  before abruptly cutting off in hushed awe. 

‘You  keyed  music  to  the  object’s  opening?’  said  Orikan. 

‘Unbelievable.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Is this all it is?’ asked Phillias. 

‘What you are looking at, executioner, is the first expedition log of Sothka the Arcane, extracted from the lost world of Amenthis.’

Trazyn  smiled  as,  despite  himself,  Orikan  stepped  forward  and leaned in to examine the gauss-etched surface of the plate. His tail arced above one shoulder to bombard the disc with a spectromantic beam. ‘It is gold-plated necrodermis. An especially hard alloy.’

‘Made to last the aeons.’

‘It  bears  the  correct  sigils.  Psychomancer  order.  Sothka’s  personal device.  The  cartouche  of  the  Silent  King…  And  this  spiral,  it  is  a hard-copy audio recording?’

‘It  is.  There  are  instructions  on  how  to  build  a  needle-based resonance-amplifier  should  it  be  discovered  by  another  race,  but we–’

Orikan did not let him finish. He conjured a chrysoprase hologram-structure of the needle-amplifier, its scry-line spearing into the disc-spiral’s grooves. 

Then  he  reached  up  with  two  long  fingers,  and  gave  the  plate  a spin. 

‘Expeditionary log, placed for the sake of perpetuity and by order of His  Immeasurable  Eminence,  the  Silent  King,’  the  voice  warbled.  It was  distorted  by  the  rough  extraction  from  the  surface,  the  disc bent, and Orikan adjusted the audio-conductive algorithm to smooth out the quality. ‘Precise date indeterminate. This close to the spiral edge, time dilation is a constant variable. To account for this, I have left  precise  records  of  our  departure  date  in  both  the  phaeronic

archives of the Triarch and the psychomancer order. This recording was made on expedition day fifty-three, though our various atomic clocks have already begun to vary. Surface surveys of Amenthis are complete,  and  the  cryptek  orders  have  assembled  with  their apprentek vassals and troops. 

‘A full complement of our party can be found encoded on the back of this disc. We are just over eight thousand strong, and would have been nine thousand had the Mephrit contingent not been caught by the Burning One while en route. We pray he may be shattered soon, though whom one prays to in order to shatter a god is a problem I leave to others. 

‘Amenthis  shows  promise.  The  devices  salvaged  from  the  great enemy,  though  temperamental  and  frequently  refusing  to  work  on our  behalf,  confirm  the  empyric  saturation  of  its  noctilith  geology. 

Further,  teams  descending  below  the  surface  report  growing resonance of unreal energies in the depths. Clearly, it is there where we can do the greatest work.’

Orikan  turned  towards  Trazyn,  pinching  the  air  like  a  musical conductor to stop the disc’s spin. 

‘I  remember  Sothka,’  said  Orikan.  ‘He  invited  me  on  this  mad expedition.  Of  course  I  declined  –  I  had  more  productive  things  to do during the War in Heaven than join some doomed escapade. But he would not tell me the objective. Just that it had the blessing and sanction of the Triarch.’

‘He invited me as chronicler. In fact, I was the first approached.’

‘And you did not go?’ Phillias enquired. ‘Our records on Sothka the Arcane are fragmentary at best, but the two of you appeared to be closely associated.’

‘He  was  one  of  my  tutors.  My  mentor  in  the  archaeovistic  arts  of collecting, cataloguing and displaying objects of material culture. In fact,  when  he  left  on  the  Amenthis  expedition  he  bequeathed  the core of his collection into my care. A small gallery by my standards, but well-chosen and quite old.’

‘But if you were so close,’ Phillias pressed, ‘why not go?’

‘Gods  were  being  shattered  by  the  day  –  a  poor  time  for  a preserver of history to leave his post. I offered my deep-void sensor

arrays  to  collect  any  broadcasts,  and  compile  them  for  the  Triarch Council. I fulfilled that promise, even when the spiral expanded and swallowed  Amenthis  –  though  to  be  truthful,  I  largely  forgot  the sensors were still active.’

‘On behalf of the Triarch?’ Phillias said dryly. ‘So why was the Silent King not informed of Amenthis’ return?’

‘It took time to fully vet and verify the find. Our monarch is… There are many matters he is attending to. An Infinite Empire has infinite tasks, after all. I would not want to trouble him with a matter until it is fully investigated.’

Orikan  chuckled.  ‘Not  on  the  best  of  terms  with  our  august chieftain, Trazyn?’

‘On  the  contrary,  the  Silent  King  has  sponsored  numerous expeditions and shown great interest–’

‘Oh  yes,  I’m  sure  he  has.  And  I  am  sure  you  would  like  him  to continue to sponsor them. And if his praetorian chooses a particular find to extract as tribute, I expect you will of course turn it over for the glory of the Infinite Empire, yes?’

‘Our  monarch  has  indeed  been  very  generous  to  Overlord  Trazyn,’

Phillias  stated.  ‘Generous  enough  that  you  should  have  told  him  of this find immediately.’

Ah, Trazyn, Orikan sent via interstitial message. And now you find that those gold bracelets he has so generously fastened around your wrists are connected by a chain. 

‘Let us finish this thing,’ Trazyn said. 

‘Before  our  descent,  I  gathered  the  closest  core  of  the  expedition leaders  around  me  to  reveal  the  purpose  of  our  mission.  The revelation shocked and unnerved them, but after discoursing on the subject, they have been convinced to continue for the good of the species.’

‘The  species.’  Orikan  shook  his  long  cranium.  ‘Still  so  close  to  the memories of flesh, then.’

‘Some  do  not  yet  understand.  They  remain  confused  on  the  finer points of my theorems. But what is there to understand? Even the meanest  cryptek  initiate  can  state  one  of  the  central  laws  –  that energy cannot be destroyed, only transmuted to another form. 

‘The solar radiation falling upon a field of trees is photosynthesised into sugars in a soft-skinned sweetdate. It falls and is eaten by an animal  that  converts  it  to  muscle.  That  muscle  is  eaten  by  a predator  –  a  predator  sustained  by  that  energy,  unaware  it  is devouring starlight and becoming one with the constellations. 

‘And what is a soul but spiritual energy? 

‘They  do  not  all  believe  me,  but  they  respect  me,  and  so  they follow. We will delve into this world of shadowed knowledge, made by hands unknown, to find our animating spirits.’

‘Animating  spirits?  Transmuted  souls?’  Orikan  snorted.  ‘What  did that fool expect to find? Why wouldn’t he disclose his theorem, even in a mission log?’

‘Because,’  said  Trazyn,  ‘Sothka’s  aim  was  to  access  the  empyric ocean,  find  whatever  remains  of  the  devoured  souls  of  the necrontyr… and restore them to us.’

CHAPTER EIGHT

‘In  the  mines  of  the  blighted  necrontyr,  the  excavation  slave-vassals  developed  a  unique  practice  for  surviving  as  they tunnelled new cata combs into the rock. They would bring with them a small being – a crested sand lizard or captive bird. If the creature  died,  this  indicated  that  the  tunnel  contained  an odourless toxic miasma, which would soon be strong enough to kill the digging crew. To our soulless forms, the empyrean is like unto those pockets of underground gas – we must use sensors to  detect  its  buildup,  sensors  that  are  not  always  reliable enough  to  sense  a  coming  emergence.  Therefore,  like  those lowly dig crews, when delving into places where the dimensions intersect, it is wise to bring a sacrificial animal.’

– Discourses on Soullessness, Sothka the Arcane

‘Really,  my  dear  Orikan?’  Trazyn  asked,  slamming  the  gallery  doors open with a flick of his wrist. ‘I expected some resistance to Sothka’s theorems, perhaps even a good-natured debate, but to refer to them as “empirically absurd”, and “a monstrous delusion”, and… What was the third one?’

‘Cosmically imbecilic.’

‘Yes,  that  was  it.’  He  zinged  an  interstitial  message  to  his  gallery operations  program  and  brought  the  lights  up  to  an  atmospheric dimness.  For  a  spare  moment,  he  enjoyed  seeing  the  slight hesitation in Orikan’s step as his ocular scry picked up the thousands of humans standing in parade ranks. As they passed each unit, phos-glyph  panels  winked  open  to  scroll  their  relevant  world  of  origin, unit, and campaigns. ‘At the very least, I’m pleased you admit that the idea is feasible.’

‘You misheard me – I said it was farcical.’

‘Hmm… Perhaps I should get my auditory systems tuned.’

‘Roughly sixty million years late for that. Where are we going? Are you planning to awaken this army and stick me to death with their barrel-spikes,  or  simply  torment  me  with  the  presence  of  these biologicals?’

‘You  are  being  dramatic,  it’s  not  so  bad.  And  at  least  we’re  rid  of the executioner as she goes to fashion her report.’

‘Yes, one that I am sure reflects well on us.’ Orikan’s vocal actuators ground as they passed rows of troops. ‘I suppose they are relatively toler able  in  this  form,  when  you’re  not  being  misted  with  their bacteria-filled breath or hearing the awful din of their digestion.’

‘It  pleases  me  that  you  are  becoming  more  used  to  them.  On Serenade–’

‘The less said about Serenade the better. And it is not out of choice. 

I  have  grown  used  to  them  as  one  grows  used  to  any  infestation. 

But  let  us  not  waste  time.’  Orikan  wiped  his  hand  across  the  air, conjuring  a  countdown  clock.  ‘You  have  two  days,  sixteen  hours, twenty-four  minutes  and  forty-three  seconds  left  on  my  promise  to entertain this absurdity.’

‘Come now, Orikan, as an old companion you are not so petty as to be that precise about your oath.’ Trazyn slowed his pace, gesturing aside with his obliterator. ‘Since we are here, we might at least stop a  few  minutes  and  admire  this  acquisition.  Cadian  Eighth.  Taken from  the  fall,  you  know,  and  if  I  might  draw  your  attention  to  the command section–’

‘Thirty-four seconds, thirty-three, thirty-two…’

‘Oh, very well, very well. Come this way, we did have a purpose in this  gallery.’  He  gave  a  performative  sigh,  packaging  the  section  of text  and  shunting  it  to  Orikan  via  interstitial  message.  He  encoded the  data  with  a  few  unnecessary  seals,  just  to  annoy  the astromancer  with  the  extra  effort  to  open  it.  ‘From  my understanding, your greatest objection to the proposed expedition is that  it  would  be  difficult,  given  our  limited  ability  to  sense  the empyric entities until they have manifested.’

Trazyn could see the neon glyph-text scrolling over Orikan’s ocular in reverse. While the display of inattention galled him, the Diviner’s ability to divide his attention was impressive. 

‘Frilled  lizards?’  Orikan  scoffed.  ‘Avians?  Catacomb-mining  vassals? 

Are you suggesting that any expedition should include a mortal?’

‘Yes,  to  sense  what  we  cannot.  Even  as  an  advisor  in  advance  of the foray, it would be useful to have one that could warn us about what we may encounter.’

‘It  would  never  survive  a  site  visit.  The  unreal  dimension  would poison  it.  And  they  are  so  fragile.  I  have  no  wish  to  serve  as nursemaid for one of these things. Even with mindshackle scarabs to stifle its terror at interacting with us, its heart might explode out of the stress of questioning. Besides, look at them.’ Orikan turned and raised his arms, indicating the thousands. ‘Really look. Not with your glossed oculars, but with mine. You think a single one of these can accomplish a fraction of what we can?’

‘Perhaps you should look, Orikan. Your dismissal has blinded you to their potential. Yes, when working as a group they are quite stupid, but rare, exceptional individuals do exist. And with so many humans, those individuals may not be as difficult to come by as you think. Go on, really look. Have you truly seen them? Look how different one is to another. See them in their uniqueness, not in their similarity.’

Orikan  gave  him  a  look  that  betrayed  utter  contempt,  but  did  roll his  head  around  to  examine  the  ranks  of  humans.  He  looked  for longer than Trazyn expected, perhaps trying to further run down the countdown clock. 

‘Huh,’  the  astromancer  snorted.  ‘You  know,  I  never  noticed  it before, but they are different colours.’

‘Yes. There is a pigment in the skin, melanin, that controls that.’

‘Interesting,’  said  Orikan.  He  was  quiet  for  a  moment.  ‘So  this melanin is what makes these Cadians’ skin light tan and loose, but a Mordian’s  tight,  thick  and  blue.  Fascinating.  Such  a  miraculous substance deserves investigation.’

Trazyn processed the comment thrice, trying to work out what the cryptek could possibly be saying. 

‘Orikan,’ he responded. ‘They are wearing clothes.’

‘Ah  yes.  Of  course,’  Orikan  said  quickly,  covering  his embarrassment. ‘I remember clothes.’

‘Did you not sense the material difference between cloth and body during your spectromantic scry?’

‘If you think I employed anything but the most basic visual scans, you  are  heavily  overestimating  my  interest  in  this  subject.  Come now, let us see this mine-sacrifice you have selected.’

They were quiet for a moment as they walked. Trazyn stared at his colleague as the astromancer fixed his ocular straight ahead. 

‘Did you really forget about clothes?’

‘Well  why  should  I  remember?’  he  snapped.  ‘It’s  been  seventy million years since we wore them. Good riddance, is what I say.’

She lay in the stasis field, stopped in time. 

Wheat-blonde  hair  pulled  back  behind  her  head.  Clothes reminiscent  of  a  rogue  trader,  though  torn  and  battered.  Shortly after  her  acquisition,  Trazyn  had  locally  shrunk  the  stasis  field  in order to reposition her limbs so she lay like a corpse on the repulsor sled, though her grey eyes stared open at the ceiling. 

On her chest bloomed what might appear from a distance to be a single rose, placed there by a mourner – perhaps a lover or sibling. 

Yet it was a bloom of an entirely different sort: a bolt shell, frozen in  the  moment  of  detonation  so  that  the  woman  in  the  stasis-field coffin was caught in the instant between life and death. 

‘Who is she?’ asked Orikan. It was an idle question, and he asked it while he took spectromantic readings via a palm emitter. 

‘Inquisitor Helynna Valeria of the Ordo Xenos. An old acquaintance who  crossed  paths  with  me  due  to  her  work  on  noctilith,  and  its

various reactive properties with the empyrean.’ Trazyn put a hand on the  crystal  skin  of  the  field  and  leaned  down  to  get  a  closer  look. 

‘She  was  collaborating  with  me  on  several  projects,  and  I,  in  turn, supplied  her  with  research  mat erial.  We  came  to  an  agreement where  I  would  remove  her  mindshackle  scarabs  if  she  could  entice an inquisitor of similar rank into my collection.’

‘Did she?’

‘Yes,  a  woman  named  Greyfax.  Unfortunately,  Katarinya  Greyfax proved  somewhat  resistant  to  the  mindshackle  –  she  shot  poor Valeria before I could seal both in a stasis field.’

Orikan snorted. ‘So you got to keep both. Fortunate for you.’

‘On  the  contrary,  I  held  Helynna  in  quite  high  esteem.  Possessing her body an eyeblink between life and death gives me no joy.’

Orikan looked up at Trazyn, his head cocked. 

‘What?’ asked Trazyn. 

The  astromancer  stepped  back,  head  cocking  over  to  the  other side,  studying. ‘Oh, Trazyn.’

‘What?’

‘Thank the stars and planets! I thought you were serious about this Amenthis insanity. But no, it was all only a ruse so I can reawaken your pet here. Had you asked me, I would’ve said no, of course, but to trick me…’

‘No trick, no ruse – she will be useful. She will come to Amenthis if I  can  convince  her.  It  was  the  work  of  her  life  to  try  and  use blackstone  to  sever  contact  with  the  empyrean.  She  is  sensitive  to the warp and has background in its interaction with our species.’

‘And you just happen to need this specific human, the one you want restored to life. This friend of yours.’

‘Orikan, do I detect jealousy in those words?’

‘I?  Jealous?  Of  this  skin  balloon  filled  with  organs?  You  flatter yourself a great deal, Trazyn.’

Trazyn  cast  an  anatomical  projection  in  the  air  between  them, displaying a human heart paused mid-beat. Jagged stars of shrapnel lanced through it, casting waves of traumatic cavitation in their wake like  comets.  Bone  splinters,  driven  inward  from  her  ruined  ribcage, plunged amid them. 

‘This is the problem,’ Trazyn said, pointing. ‘The stasis field caught Val eria  at  the  exact  moment  the  mass-reactive  shell  exploded, piercing  her  heart.  Now,  as  you  know,  my  colleague,  a  stasis  field cannot  be  reversed  via  chrono mancy  while  it  is  still  active.  Yet  the margin  between  life  and  death  is  so  narrow  that  should  the  field ever drop, the deed will be done within a hundredth of a second –

not  enough  time  to  put  a  chrono mantic  working  in  place.  I  have consulted  several  experts  on  this,  who  said  it  was  near  impossible and any attempt would likely end in her death should it not be done perfectly.’

‘They  were  right,’  Orikan  sneered.  ‘Trust  a  fool  to  ask  for  a  fool’s errand. I cannot believe you dragged me all the way down here for this.  Goodbye,  Trazyn.  I  am  going  to  find  a  chamber  and  meditate for  the  rest  of  the…  two  days,  sixteen  hours,  twenty-one  minutes, then I will take my leave of this madhouse.’

Trazyn watched the astromancer turn for the door, then judged his moment perfectly before saying:

‘Yes, I thought that. Sannet said you were not equal to the task.’

Orikan froze. ‘Sannet?’

‘Yes,  my  old  dimensionalist.  Well,  not  truly  a  dimensionalist  any more – not after the Great Sleep diminished him. No, these days he is known as the Light-Sculptor, and handles my hard-light projections and  gallery  spaces.  He  tried  to  tell  me  that  it  was  impossible,  and that  even  the  great  Orikan  could  do  nothing  but  look  on,  yet  you know I have always had such confidence in your abilities.’

Orikan’s fists clenched and unclenched. The tail swished back and forth with irritated aggression. One hand came up and clamped itself around his ocular, either in a focusing exercise or in disbelief at what he was on the edge of doing. 

‘That washed-up dimensionalist said I could not do it? The one so broken he has to write things down to remember them?’

‘Yes, he said – I believe – that even Master Orikan’s knowledge has its limits.’

Orikan,  standing  straighter,  and  with  an  infuriated  chattering  of metal  teeth,  whirled  and  advanced  on  the  floating  diagram.  He resized it, spun it, inspected it from different angles. 

‘Get  me  a  field  emitter,  the  biggest  you’ve  got,  then  three  other emitters the size of an orb.’

‘Will you need anything else?’

‘Yes.  Bring  me  that  loathsome  Sannet.  I  want  him  to  watch  as  I prove him a fool.’

CHAPTER NINE

‘When we battle the warp, we battle a sea of souls – so what better weapons to wield than those made by the soulless?’

– Inquisitor Helynna Valeria, statement recorded at the Conclave of Veroshiva, Evidence Slate #572-Beta, Second Condemnation Trial

Pain. Stabbing pain and pressure. 

What is happening? 

Another  wrench.  Flesh  twisting,  releasing,  as  though  she  were being pulled in two ways at once. Pinching and twisting. 

Move, she thought. 

Her body did not respond. 

What had happened? What was the last image? 

Greyfax.  Sneering  with  concentration.  Fighting  the  mindshackle scarabs to swing her boltgun around at her. 

The throat of the weapon hot with fire. 

Oh Throne. Oh Throne, no. Greyfax had sanctioned her. Somehow got  her  away  from  Trazyn.  This  must  be  some  chill  torture  ward beneath  an  Inquisition  fortress,  her  body  pinned  to  a  table  as  an

interrogator  with  heated  clamps  went  to  work,  stripping  pieces  off her like a roast game animal. 

That’s  why  she  couldn’t  move.  Shackles.  Belts.  Immobility  drugs that blocked nerve pathways. Throne. Throne. Throne. God-Emperor help  her.  Were  they  going  to  lobotomise  her?  Hollow  her  brainpan and  amputate  limbs  to  make  her  a  servitor?  Was  that  the  gagging cloth  of  a  pacification  helm?  Those  whirring  servos,  the  arms  of  a tech-priest ready to make her one of the maniac dead, a mad arco-flagellant knowing only pain and fanaticism. 

Move! her brain screamed. 

The servo sounds stopped. 

‘She moved,’ said a voice. ‘A toe. It just twitched.’

‘Of course it moved – this thing is alive, is it not? That is what you intended for me to do.’

‘I am saying she had a reaction. As if she can feel it.’

‘Again, of course it can feel it. I’ve removed the overlapping stasis fields so the only ones remaining are those around the projectile and shrapnel.  The  body  is  going  very  slowly  forward  in  time  as  the foreign objects run backwards. Did you somehow calculate that was not going to hurt?’

Panic  gripped  Valeria’s  throat.  What  were  these  things?  Not Inquisition agents. The language was different, strange, as if it were spoken  in  an  unfamiliar  tongue  with  an  overlaid  translation  of  Low Gothic. The words appeared in her mind with an almost unnoticeable delay, like the echo of a gunshot in a small room. 

‘Could you not have isolated her brain in a different time envelope or field?’

‘I  could  have…  but  your  bumbling  little  hand-wringer  Sannet  kept whining that humans have a stipulatory system and that interrupting it is dangerous.’

‘Circulatory. Circulatory system.’

‘That was not an invitation to speak, Sannet. Your role here is not to comment, but to behold.’

Move, Valeria willed. 

‘She just twitched again. The whole foot this time.’

‘If  you  wish  me  to  lose  concentration  and  kill  her  a  third  time, please keep talking.’

A  howling  pain,  like  splinters  being  dragged  out  of  a  sucking wound.  Little  cat  paws  of  sensation  ran  up  her  abdomen  –  blood running in reverse. 

‘It  is  complete.  Now,  Sannet,  do  you  still  think  it  impossible?  You see what can be achieved with true virtuoso of natural law?’

‘She died twice.’

‘And  I  reunited  the  timelines  and  made  new  attempts  –  no  harm, apart from perhaps a few localised cellular translation errors. Now, if we take down the last stasis–’

Valeria sat up, sucking air into shivering lungs. 

Then she let it out in a scream. 

Steel  giants  towered  over  her,  three  of  them,  looking  at  her  with eyes that burned with poisonous light. 

One reached for her. 

She screamed again, and again, scrabbling backwards, panicking at the realisation that there was nothing beneath her but empty air, but air that had form and substance. 

Valeria fell off, tumbling, landing hard on an elbow. Her entire arm went numb and she crawled across the cold stone of the floor on her knees and one hand. 

Her exposed skin was cold and pale, breath misting. She made for the corner. 

‘I have always found human language absolutely hideous,’ said one of  the  monsters.  ‘Listen  to  it.  Aaaaaaaaah!  Aaaaaaah!  Screeching primates.’

‘That is not language, Orikan. She is screaming.’

‘Then they must scream a great deal, because nearly every time I have been to a human world, that’s what they’ve been doing.’

‘Valeria?’ said the other monster. ‘Valeria, do you know where you are?’

It reached for her, and she quailed. Wrapped herself in a ball. 

‘Lord, her heart rate has reached dangerous levels.’

‘Valeria,’ the beast purred, in a voice that was somehow made more frightening by its attempt, and utter failure, to sound reassuring. ‘It

is I, Trazyn. Your colleague. You are on Solemnace. We have healed you.’

‘Lord,  cardiac  cycle  has  reached  critical  overload  –  system  failure imminent. I suggest you engage the mindshackle.’

‘Oh yes. Oh yes, of course. Foolish of me, really.’

Then the hooded ogre flicked a finger, and a sense of ease slipped across  Valeria’s  mind.  As  though  the  creature  had  pulled  a  cool, heavy blanket across the surface of her brain. 

And  she  knew  these  monsters  wanted  the  best  for  her,  and everything would be all right. 

‘Do you realise how absolutely insane this sounds?’ asked Valeria. 

The three massive necrons looked at her from across the table, and her  heart  palpitated  at  their  strangeness  for  a  moment  before  the mindshackle soothed her. She could feel it happen, the little tugs on her brain meat and the prickle of spindly legs. 

It was testament to how effective they were that she did not fall to the ground screaming. 

‘Exactly which part is not sane, dear inquisitor? It is important you understand the underlying details, since you will soon be vetted by an emissary of the Silent King.’

Sannet, the gallery warden she had known from previous stays on Solem nace, seemed to call a holographic dataslate out of thin air, its stylus index finger poised to take down her every word. 

‘Let me review what you’ve told me, Lord Trazyn,’ she said, holding up a finger and ticking off points as she spoke. ‘One, that millions of years  ago  a  scientific  expedition  went  to  the  blackstone  world  of Amenthis.  Two,  that  either  by  happenstance  or  some  trigger,  the Maelstrom  expanded,  swallowing  it.  Three,  that  the  world  has  now re-emerged due to changing empyric current patterns, and four, that you have picked up a distress signal from the world. Is that correct?’

‘Do  humans  always  have  to  repeat  information  through  their mouths to remember it?’ sneered the one called Orikan. Valeria did not  like  the  look  of  him  –  like  the  mythical  scorpio  crossed  with  a hooded snake. ‘Between it talking and Sannet writing, we’ll be here until the universe freezes.’

‘Yes, that is correct,’ Trazyn answered, ignoring Orikan. ‘When the Great Rift split the galaxy–’

‘The Great Rift?’

‘Ah  yes.  I  am  used  to  being  the  one  who  is  somewhat  outside  of time. You see, when Cadia fell…’

‘Cadia fell?’

‘Yes,  during  the  Thirteenth  Black  Crusade.  And  when  it  fell,  the negatively charged pylon network failed and opened an ancient scar across the galaxy. That is the current state of things.’

Valeria  had  her  hands  over  her  face.  The  room  seemed  to  swim around  her,  and  even  the  buzzing  prickle  of  the  scarabs  failed  to calm her. She worried that she might faint. ‘Cadia… fallen? Are you certain?’

‘Yes, quite certain. I was there. Do keep up, please.’

‘What  is  a  Cadia?’  said  Orikan,  vocal  actuator  stumbling  over  the foreign word. 

‘Pylon  Nexus  Point  Ninety-Seven,’  said  Sannet.  ‘The  humans  lived on it for a time.’

‘Aaaaaah.’

‘Cadia… Holy Throne.’ It still could not settle in her mind. Her work, the crowning culmination of her work – the reason she’d dealt at all with this horrendous xenos lord. ‘So we are lost then. I had hoped I could re-energise the pylons, use the vibrations to close–’

‘You  will  be  very  gratified  to  know,’  said  Trazyn,  ‘that  I  personally saw a similar plan put into action.’

‘It worked?’ she said, hating the eager hope in her voice. 

‘Well, it would have,’ said Trazyn, leaning back as if telling a funny old war story. ‘If the Despoiler had not dropped a blackstone fortress on the planet.’

Valeria choked, coughed. Sputtering, her face turning red. 

‘I do not think it likes this news,’ mused Orikan. ‘Did you break it?’

‘Cardiac cycle spiking,’ murmured Sannet. 

‘Do not be alarmed, dear lady,’ Trazyn said, holding out his hands in what he must have considered a calming gesture, but which instead made  her  shrink  back.  ‘It  has  all  come  right  in  the  end,  now  that your Primarch Guilliman has returned.’

And that was when, whether from natural reaction or a mindshackle fail-safe, Helynna Valeria lost consciousness. 

‘It  is  awake,  I  see,’  were  the  words  that  greeted  Valeria  when  the mindshackle scarabs brought her back to waking life. 

The  speaker  stood  in  Sannet’s  former  place  around  the  table,  a chrysoprase hologram of Amenthis floating between them. And she knew, even without the mindshackle’s whisper, that this must be the Executioner Phillias Trazyn had spoken of. 

Valeria  had  heard  of  the  Triarch  praetorians,  the  iron  hand  of  the Silent King, but had never encountered one. She was not prepared for the executioner’s stature – long-limbed and powerful, leaning on a wicked half-moon scythe. 

‘Given  the  shock  of  awakening,  I  think  a  few  lapses  in consciousness  can  be  excused,’  Trazyn  responded.  ‘And  since Inquisitor  Valeria  has  agreed  to  join  our  venture  as  a  guide  and advisor,  I  thought  it  would  be  intellectually  stimulating  to  gain  her suggestions on the expedition.’

Valeria opened her mouth to respond, but decided silence was likely her best strategy. 

‘And you are certain she will not betray us?’ Phillias asked. ‘Do you plan to arm it with a weapon?’

‘Come  now.  The  mindshackle  has  long  taken  root,  as  well  as  its programmatic fail-safes. She can only act within set parameters, and one of those parameters is that she cannot harm a necron. Besides, do  you  really  credit  such  a  slow,  clumsy  creature  as  a  threat? 

Particularly  when  one  of  our  company  can  manipulate  the  time-flow?’

‘It will slow us down,’ Orikan sneered. ‘We will have to stop for its biological needs. And I advise against giving it a weapon.’

Trazyn turned his death mask towards the ceiling and put his palms up,  pairing  it  with  a  glyph  asking  the  cosmic  forces  for  patience  in the face of rank stupidity. ‘Yes I will give her a weapon. Because she is  my  weapon.  I  will  give  my  weapon  a  weapon,  the  same  way  I might mount a flayer array on a barge.’

‘I  am  unconvinced  this…  asset  is  necessary.’  Phillias  tented  her fingers and tapped two together. 

There  was  a  silence,  and  through  the  mindshackle  Valeria  could sense Trazyn’s spools running with anxious coding. My lady, why are you not speaking? 

‘I’m sorry, were you addressing me, executioner?’

‘Of  course,  human.  Could  you  not  tell  by  the  glyph  I  appended? 

This made it clear to who I targeted with the imperative.’

‘It’s just…’

‘Just what?’

‘For  humans,  noble  lady,  it  is  traditional  to  look  at  whom  you  are addressing. Also, would it be possible for me to have a chair?’

Trazyn looked down at her, and appeared to see the problem. 

The rest of them stood around the council room’s plinth-table, arms resting  on  the  carved  black  surface,  which  reached  the  bottom  of their  ribcages.  Valeria,  with  her  diminutive  human  form,  could  only peer over it on her toes, hands gripping the edge like a child trying to see what was for supper. 

He  snapped  his  fingers,  and  a  wraith  tore  into  their  dimensional reality and scuttled to the table. Gingerly brushing Valeria aside with a  manipulator  arm,  it  embedded  its  legs  into  the  blackstone  and straightened them, curling its long tail up and folding it over to form a chair back. 

‘Your seat, inquisitor.’

‘I…  Thank  you,’  she  said,  mounting  the  piece  of  wraith-furniture. 

She tried not to think about how the scalloped back was extremely precarious, and still frost-cold from its dimensional translation. ‘And to  answer  your  query,  executioner,  I  don’t  believe  I  need  to  justify my presence at all. Without me, there is no expedition. You are blind to  the  warp  and  its  horrors.  Its  trickery  and  glamours.  And  should you go without me it will be the blind leading the blind.’

‘Absurd,’  hissed  Orikan.  ‘We  fought  the  masters  of  the  empyrean during  the  War  in  Heaven,  when  you  were  little  rodents  scuttling between  the  feet  of  thunder  lizards.’  He  used  his  multi-jointed fingers to simulate a scuttling pest, the tips making a click-click-click on the tabletop. 

‘And that’s the problem, isn’t it? You necrons are always resting on those  laurels.  Talking  about  how  the  galaxy  was  millions  of  years ago.  Can  you  not  see  how  things  have  changed  in  the  material universe? And do you not think that the empyrean, the dark mirror of  this  universe,  has  changed  as  well?  And  with  the  rise  of  my species,  it  is  not  the  warp  that  you  knew  or  fought  against  –  it  is humanity’s warp now. Thus, you need a human to interpret it. Your kind is unable, I believe, to even fully enter the warp.’

Phillias clicked in approbation. ‘The mind-slave makes a good point. 

Tell us what to expect on this empyrically swamped world, and how you would propose to counter it.’

Phillias  had,  subtly  but  clearly,  turned  her  head  to  direct  the question towards Valeria. 

‘Can I think about it before answering?’

‘For how long? We do not have weeks to spare, human.’

‘Perhaps five minutes?’

‘Always in such a rush,’ chided Orikan. ‘Have you noticed that ever since they started swarming all over the galaxy, everything moves at a greater pace? And we all have to move with them.’

‘Quiet please,’ said Valeria. 

Valeria stared at the table in deep focus, using a plunge-meditation technique to separate her mind from her surroundings and work the problem  free  of  distraction.  Her  vision  narrowed  and  stretched  as she synthesised all she knew of the warp. Over minutes, the sense of her body dulled. One thumb came absently to her mouth, and she set the end of a nail between her teeth. 

‘Disgusting creature,’ sneered Orikan. 

‘Excuse me? I was thinking.’

‘And you are consuming your own body for energy to enter a state of focus. Appalling.’

‘I  concur,’  Phillias  added.  ‘This  act  of…  What  is  it  called  when  a creature eats its own?’

‘Cannibalism,’ suggested Trazyn. ‘But when an organism eats itself it is auto-cannibalism.’

‘I am not cannibalising myself – so I chew my nails, so what?’

‘For what purpose?’ asked Orikan, a hint of intrigue poking itself out from the scorn, like an eel peering from a hole in the rock. 

‘No purpose, I just do it.’

‘Who taught you to do such a nasty thing?’

‘I…  Nobody  taught  me,  I  just  do  it.  I  always  have.  As  an  infant  I sucked my thumb – scans even showed me doing it in the womb –

but as a child I began biting my nails instead. It is innate to me. I don’t  know  why,  it’s  just  how  I’m  built.  Do  you  not  have  habits? 

Surely your kind has bad habits you cannot break?’

‘Certainly not,’ said Orikan. 

‘Not that I am aware,’ said Trazyn. 

‘This is not the issue,’ Phillias said, raising a hand to still the other two. ‘Did your act of self-devouring yield an answer?’

‘Yes.  Well,  no.  There’s  no  direct  correlation,  but…  Forget  it,  yes,  I have an answer.’ She paused. ‘The truth is I cannot tell you what to expect. Amenthis is a world that has been consumed in the lapping seas of the warp for aeons. Temporarily those tides have withdrawn, its  orbit  has  carried  it  outside,  but  its  surface  will  have  changed significantly.’

She raised a hand and summoned the phos-glyph projection of the world. 

‘The  empyrean  will  have  twisted  it  beyond  recognition.  Mountains may have become colossal backbones, bent in labour. The seas may teem  with  bioluminescent,  carnivorous  worms.  Even  the  blackstone may be corrupted and turned resonant towards Chaos. Daemons–’

‘Do  not  force  your  backward  religious  ideas  on  us,’  Orikan complained. ‘They are empyric entities.’

‘–Empyric entities may caper and jibber and scream–’

‘Oh, horror – not capering and jibbering! We will have no defence.’

‘They may even take the shapes of those familiar to you. Strata of planetary soil or rock may be corrupted and growing out of control. 

Organic growths may colonise organic growth.’

‘We are not organic,’ Phillias said. 

‘But  you  are  made  of  minerals.  If  rocks  can  be  twisted  and corrupted, surely necrodermis can also?’

‘Rocks? You compare us to rocks?’

‘Orikan, you are intentionally trying to take offence.’

‘Let the meat-puppet continue,’ said Phillias, with a note of warning. 

‘State your piece, little one. Conclude quickly. How should we enter this empyric anomaly?’

‘Well that’s just it, we don’t. Even beings with souls, like humans, cannot go into the warp without a Geller field of realspace enfolding us.  It’s  a  dimension  of  pure  thought,  emotion  and  impulse.  The closest  we  can  get  is  to  set  foot  on  parts  of  realspace  bathed  in empyric  energy  like  those  in  the  Maelstrom.  It’s  called  the  Sea  of Souls  for  a  reason,  and  if  you  were  to  simply  walk  in,  you  would drown.  But  places  like  this’  –  Valeria  tried  to  tap  the  chrysoprase hologram and stabbed a finger through it, furring a mountain range with pixelation – ‘it’s like wading knee-deep in the ocean. But even then, you’re vulnerable to what swims beneath. Yet unlike you, I can see a few inches beneath the water, and can warn if I see the flash of scales.’

Even Orikan had nothing to say about that. 

Phillias nodded. ‘I have seen Lord Trazyn’s image captures from the initial  expeditionary  probe.  It  appears  to  be  the  entrance  to  a labyrinth.’  She  summoned  an  image  capture  from  the  engram  file Trazyn  had  prepared  for  them,  showing  a  staircase  ascending  into the mouth of a long-skulled being. 

‘We establish a base of operations on the planet’s surface,’ Valeria continued.  ‘Secure  the  labyrinth  that  Lord  Trazyn  discovered  on  his survey,  possibly  using  some  kind  of  local  Geller  field  supplemented by a null array. Then send a delving team within in order to chart it, perhaps  by  nano-scarab  swarms.  I  will  serve  as  early  warning system and advisor, and we should have sufficient military force to secure  our  escape  route  and  effect  immediate  evacuation  if necessary.’

‘Lord Trazyn, do you have such a Ghoular field?’ Phillias asked. 

‘Geller field,’ he corrected. ‘Of course I do. The acquisition caused some alarm in the Mechanicus expedition that served as donor.’

‘A military contingent will be difficult,’ said Orikan. ‘Given I do not have  access  to  Sautekh  resources,  and  the  timeline  is  short,  I suppose we will be surrounded by your Nihilakh vassals?’

Trazyn smiled. ‘I had not considered that issue, dear colleague, but now that you have suggested it, there is a delicious practicality to–’

‘There  will  be  no  dynastic  forces  on  this  expedition,’  snapped Phillias. ‘This endeavour has been sponsored by the Silent King – the Triarch  will  secure  our  campsite.  You,  Lord  Trazyn,  may  provide transportation. How long will it take Amenthis to transit the edge of the Maelstrom?’

‘Estimates  indicate  twenty  days,’  Trazyn  answered.  ‘We  have  a surfeit of time.’

‘Human, do you agree with this timeline?’

‘I would count on no more than ten days. Though it might be ten days  that  pass  very  slowly,’  she  responded,  shrugging.  ‘The  warp does not obey the laws of time.’

‘Then it is settled,’ Phillias declared. ‘We will make an expedition in force. It shall consist of those around this table and praetorians and crypteks  from  my  complement.  I  also  have  a  number  of  large canopteks to provide fire support. You may each bring one vassal or canoptek if you wish. The Lord of Antiquity must be ready to embark immediately.’

Trazyn’s fingers tapped a happy little tattoo on the table. ‘Excellent. 

A grand adventure to the heart of the storm. Ancient mysteries! Lost expeditions!’

‘Overlord  Trazyn,’  said  Phillias,  ‘may  I  step  outside  to  have  a  brief word with you?’

They  exited  the  chamber,  leaving  Valeria  alone  with  the  viper Orikan. 

‘Does not obey the laws of time?’ he mocked. ‘I suppose you have some evidence for this rewriting of universal law? No, of course not. 

The empyrean does not break reality, child, it merely enters variables into the equation. There is no such thing as a force that breaks the laws of the universe.’

‘It does not break natural laws of realspace, no. It obeys different ones.  Indeed,  some  research  suggests  that  interdimensional causality may even be reversed – that a cause which happens today in  realspace  could  create  an  event  yesterday  in  the  warp.  Or  vice versa, that effect can lead to cause. It is circular, recursive.’

‘That theory is objectively not true,’ said Orikan. 

‘Why not?’

He turned and addressed her, ocular to eye. ‘Because it is stupid.’

‘So you have no evidence either?’

‘If what you are claiming is true, you are suggesting that there was always  a  rift  across  the  galaxy.  That  the  dimensional  overspill  you call  the  Eye  of  Terror  has  always  been  there.  I  can  tell  you,  it  has not.’

‘Not on this side, at least. But on the other side, in the hellscape of the  emotional  realm,  the  potential  energy  of  these  events  may have–’

‘You  are  proposing  that  the  galaxy  is  stupid.  That  it  is  an  absurd place that operates under capricious rules. And I will not conscience it.’Valeria  shrugged.  ‘Still,  I  would  be  cautious  about  chronomancy when we get to Amenthis. It might–’

But her counter-argument was interrupted by the sound of shouting from the corridor. 

Trazyn knew this was a mistake. Knew it was unwise to be stepping up to a Triarch praetorian and sticking a digit in her death mask. But the ambush had forged a defensive response chain in his language processor  that  had  linked  his  thoughts  directly  with  his  vocal actuator.  The  chain  had  leapfrogged  the  scrutiny  filter  that  usually screened  and  adjusted  his  thoughts  to  tailor  them  to  social conditions. 

‘I am an ally,’ shouted Trazyn. ‘A strong ally of the Silent King. And for all that cooperation, you come to my world and tell me how to run my gallery.’

‘Overlord Trazyn, you are not exempt from the rules.’

‘What is in the gallery is my prerogative. This dynastic cartouche’ –

he  tapped  his  chest  –  ‘proclaims  that  I  rule  here.  This  is  my sovereign territory.’

Phillias leaned in, looming over him. Her hand tightened on the haft of her scythe, playing ghost-light over the blade. ‘Solemnace may be its  own  domain.  But  you  are  historically  and  legally  a  part  of  the

Nihilakh  Dynasty,  which  is  a  signatory  to  the  Convention  on  the Amalgamation  of  C’tan  Shards.  Therefore,  you  cannot  keep  an undeclared, unlicensed Deceiver shard that exceeds treaty limits!’

‘I never signed that treaty, and we both know no one abides by–’

Phillias banged her scythe twice, as though calling for silence. 

‘You  will  abide  by  it,  by  order  of  your  numinous  sovereign,  the Silent King. You are fortunate that I do not simply rip it out of the core and take it away in a vault.’

‘But… that would destroy Solemnace. It supports the power system, there  would  be  cascade  failures  along  the  whole  of  the  galleries. 

Specimens unleashed, chaos…’

‘All the more reason to heed an official warning,’ she said, giving his chest  a  small  shove,  ‘and  understand  when  you  are  being  offered leniency as a result of good service.’

Trazyn stared into her oculars, matching the pointed beams of her spectromantic scry with his own. 

‘Acknowledge that you have received my message,’ Phillias said. 

‘Message received.’

‘Depending on the success of the expedition, we shall decide what to  do  with  the  broken  god.  But  until  a  determination  is  made,  I forbid you from speaking to it about our plans. Nothing a C’tan tells you is worth the information you give to it.’

She  turned  and  strode  away,  barely  pausing  to  nod  at  the  figure who had surreptitiously emerged to lean against the wall. 

‘Master Orikan.’

The  astromancer  nodded  back,  and  waited  for  the  executioner  to leave. 

As she exited down the long gallery, he locked oculars with Trazyn, waiting. Permutations of glyphs, insults and comic phrases spiralled around him. Yet only when Phillias turned a corner did he open his mouth to unleash a single word:

‘Ha.’

‘You told her, you backstabbing, meddling–’

‘Do not be absurd.’

‘Am  I  being  absurd?  You  were  angry  I  kept  the  Deceiver  shards. 

Wanted to shatter Solemnace by removing them from the core. Is it

absurd that you would prattle your little gossip to the executioner?’

‘Do  you  seriously  believe  I  would  bring  the  Triarch  into  greater contact with me? Does that sound like an action I would take?’

There was silence for ten minutes. 

‘It does not.’

‘Stop blaming me for everything, and look to your own household.’

Permutations ran through Trazyn’s consciousness. 

And he heard the twisting and groaning of metal. 

He realised he was grinding his teeth. 

CHAPTER TEN

‘In  the  beliefs  of  the  old  necrontyr,  there  were  many  types  of spiritual  essence.  There  was  the  Nekh,  that  was  the  vital essence  of  the  body  that  leaves  upon  death.  The  Antet,  the intellectual spirit or wisdom, which resided in the body but could also be discharged and disseminated through writing, speaking, and  teaching.  The  Heka,  the  force  of  will  and  power  over others.  And  most  important,  the  Kah  Spirit,  the  energy  where spiritual  essence  dwelt.  While  we  are  called  soulless,  many  of these  remain  intact  or  only  diminished  in  our  new  bodies.  To recover the vital life force of the Nekh is likely impossible in our non-biological  forms,  but  I  believe  the  Kah  –  the  spiritual essence – might be reimbued even in our current state.’

– Discourses on Soullessness, Sothka the Arcane Helynna Valeria had been aboard ships her entire life. In fact, she’d been born on one, her mother going into labour while negotiating a mineral procurement agreement with Yngvâry Combined Logistics. 

As her mother told it, the guild negotiator had been charmed with the newborn babe, and offered a very attractive price for her. Valeria

assumed that had been a joke. But one could never be too sure with the Votann. 

Whatever the truth, as a child she’d been a void-brat through and through, never setting foot on real ground until she stepped off the shuttle  at  the  Schola  Progenium.  All  her  life,  she  was  at  her  most relaxed when on a ship. 

Yet even in her long association with Trazyn, she had never been on the bridge of a necron ship. 

What  surprised  her  was  how  quiet  it  was.  Trazyn  in  his  command throne,  toying  with  a  chrysoprase  hologram  of  an  octagonal  ring. 

Executioner  Phillias  observing.  Sannet  standing  at  a  bank  of  what Valeria,  in  her  own  language,  might  have  called  cogitators  but seemed to have too few buttons. The crew, standing still or staring into space, a few adjusting the ghostly controls that floated in front of them. 

She  was  experienced  enough  to  know  that  just  because  the necrons  weren’t  talking  didn’t  mean  they  weren’t  communicating. 

Trazyn was unusual in how much he relished vocalisation. But even then,  he  usually  reserved  his  words  for  those  of  cryptek  rank  or above.  As  a  result,  the  bridge  had  an  eerie  stillness  as  the  object came into view outside the armaglass window. 

‘Is that a dolmen gate?’ she asked. 

In truth, she knew that’s what it must be. But Valeria had long ago learned that playing the part of a clueless mortal was the best way to get the archaeo vist to give up information. Trazyn, after all, loved a good lecture. 

‘That is, in fact, a dolmen gate, yes. A relic of the War in Heaven, a transit to the webway.’

‘And you can get anywhere in the galaxy?’

‘Not  everywhere,  my  lady.  Even  our  Infinite  Empire  has  places where  the  map  ends.  The  north-east  dissolves  into  superstitious rumours  of  forbidden  Drazak,  where  Valgûl  –  king  of  the  flayer-cursed  –  supposedly  rules  over  the  mad  subjects  of  the  Bone Kingdom. The far north-west holds the Empire of the Severed, where once-mighty nobles wander and prowl as murderous automata. And near the core–’

‘The  mammal  does  not  need  to  know  this,’  Phillias  snapped. 

‘Sannet, do we have a route?’

‘The closest tomb world to the target zone is Brogrod,’ said Sannet. 

‘Except the routes are in disrepair. Many have collapsed or degraded.’

‘We only need one. Navigation, calculate transit solution.’

‘Confirmed, plotting optimal course,’ answered a necron wired into an armillary sphere. Rather than oculars, it had a large cube affixed to its face. It ran its hands over an orb before it, like a fortune teller at a travelling carnival. Each movement rotated the navigator in its gyroscopic cradle as though it were piloting the ship in mindscape. 

When  it  chimed,  it  was  hanging  upside  down.  ‘Recommending course, execution pending approval.’

Through  the  crystal,  Valeria  saw  a  green  shimmer,  like  heat  haze, pass along the inner surface of the ring. 

‘Confirmed, navigation,’ said Sannet. ‘Recommend amending course to  avoid  Anomaly  Eight-Three-Two.  It  may  put  us  behind  a  few hours, but it has been haunted by aeldari raiders of late.’

‘Yes,  we  should  avoid  unwanted  entanglements  –  well  spotted, Sannet.’

‘Thank  you,  lord.’  Sannet  summoned  a  phos-glyph  panel  and scratched  at  it  with  his  stylus  finger,  noting  the  compliment  so  he would remember it. 

‘Activate and take us through.’

Sannet sent the code. 

Necrodermis rings around the portal rotated, moving independently clockwise and anticlockwise. Slabs of blackstone locked and fell into place. Emitter prongs sparked. 

The  shimmering  pool  of  the  gate  flared  white  and  spiked  towards them,  like  liquid  iron  under  a  magnet,  then  settled  into  a  milky serenity. 

It came into the bridge as they passed through, as though the ship were flooded and going down by the prow. 

On  an  Imperial  vessel,  there  would  be  the  tearing  of  warp translation.  The  shock  of  it.  Headaches.  Nausea.  Daemons scratching  at  the  hull.  Imperial  ships  always  felt  as  if  they  were breaking into the immaterium, like a burglar on a smash-and-grab. 

Here,  instead,  the  crescent-shaped  vessel  lightly  slipped  into  the webway with the ease of a razor blade through flesh. There was not even a tremble in the deck. 

And just like that, they were en route to a mystery world twisted by the daemonic. 

It reminded her of a saying her father had liked: The road to damnation runs downhill. 

Trazyn had been in deep study for thirty hours when an unobtrusive announcement  glyph  let  him  know  his  summons  had  been answered. 

‘Come, Sannet,’ Trazyn said. He lounged backwards on his throne, turning  the  page  of  the  ancient  star  atlas  that  lay  on  his  lap.  ‘You have arrived at the perfect moment. I have just finished this one.’

His metal hands closed the fragile tome and fixed the clasp, holding it out for his chief cryptek. The bent necron had needed to set down the  stack  of  codexes  and  charts  he’d  carried  into  the  room  before taking the book from Trazyn’s hand. 

‘Thank you, my lord. It is always my aim to be there when needed.’

He  tried  to  take  the  book,  but  Trazyn  held  on  to  it.  They  both gripped  it  for  a  moment  in  a  confused  game  of  rope-pull,  until Trazyn let go. 

‘Yes,’  Trazyn  said.  ‘I  have  always  said  that  was  your  best  quality. 

“That is what I love about Sannet,” I would say. “He always comes when I call.” That is the sign of a good servant, is it not? They are always close enough to hear you.’

‘It is so. Do you require any more charts? These are the last of our collection focused on the vicinity of the empyric vortex. As you know, records from before its expansion are significantly more sparse, but perhaps you could recommend which archive to search.’

Sannet conjured a phos-glyph panel, laying his stylus on it, ready to encode the information to his long-term engrams. It started to swish and  sketch,  the  nib  leaving  traces  behind  on  the  dim  slab  of  hard-light. 

‘If you regained your soul, Sannet, do you think it might heal your mind? Set right the damage which causes you to be unable to recall

conversations without writing them down?’

‘I suppose, lord. That would be a felicitous outcome. But you know me, I get along.’ The stylus scraped and swept. 

‘It must be a bother though, always taking notes.’

‘No  bother.’  The  nib  moved  faster,  the  metal  of  the  shaft  creaking under the pressure of his hold. 

‘Especially  since  it  makes  the  conversations  easier  to  pass  to  the Silent King.’

The  stylus  snapped  between  Sannet’s  fingers,  the  end  tumbling over the back of his hand. 

Trazyn caught it before it hit the floor. 

‘I…  Lord…  Look  what  you  have  made  me  do.  We  both  know  you like a jest, but that is in poor taste.’

‘You  know  I  always  wondered  how  Phillias  found  us,  deep  below Sere nade.  She  came  sweeping  down  amid  an  ork  invasion, discovered the underwater cavern, followed the precise winding path to  find  us  just  when  the  chamber  was  supposed  to  open.’  Trazyn stood,  his  tile  cape  clattering  as  it  swung  free.  ‘And  whenever  I enquired,  she  gave  me  platitudes.  “We  are  the  Triarch  praetorians. 

We  are  the  eyes  that  see.”  Well,  I  always  thought  that  was nonsense.  I’d  assumed  she’d  fitted  me  or  a  vassal  with  a  tracking scarab – but if so, how did it signal her when the planet’s geology blocked all communication?’

He advanced on Sannet, slowly, the cryptek backing down the dais stairs. 

‘No,  it  was  far  more  mundane.  She  had  a  filthy  little  spy.  A  filthy. 

Little.  Spy.’  Trazyn  emphasised  the  words  by  striking  Sannet  lightly with the broken stylus on his skull, on his beard, on his ocular – tink-tank-tonk – as though he were playing a row of chimes. 

‘You  do  not…  you  do  not  understand,  lord,’  Sannet  stammered, turning  his  face  away  in  shame  and  raising  the  atlas  to  shield himself. 

‘How long have you been reporting on me to the Triarch?’

‘I…’

‘How long? Since the time on Serenade?’

‘Yes.’

‘So  four  millennia  then.  Dead  Gods.  I  cannot  even  fathom  it. 

Betrayed by a scheming vizier, it is like something out of the tawdry street dramas.’

Trazyn turned away, one hand sitting cool over his oculars. Engrams flashed  across  his  vision,  fast  as  a  deck  of  cards  shuffling.  Sannet, sculpting displays in hard-light. Sannet, bowing as he returned with a  new  acquisition.  Sannet,  trying  to  stabilise  the  gallery  after  the 13th Black Crusade. 

Writing, always writing. 

‘Phillias  came  to  you,’  Trazyn  said,  ‘after  the  trial,  and  told  you  to inform on me.’

‘No, lord, I went to her.’

‘You what? Why? What could I have done to earn this disloyalty?’

‘Not disloyalty, lord. Never that. My great esteem for you and fealty to  your  cause  is  why  I  brought  the  Serenade  expedition  to  her attention.’

Trazyn pointed the stylus at him in fury, as though he were a curse-casting  magician.  And  in  a  moment,  he  felt  an  anger  so overwhelming his hand began to shake. 

‘Don’t you see? Orikan would have killed you, lord. There beneath Sere nade, in front of the Eternity Gate. His intentions were mortal. 

And in those tunnels there was no reanimation.’

‘Oh,  I  see.  So  in  that  twisted  labyrinth  of  your  neural  spools,  this duplicity is in fact an act of the greatest devotion.’

‘Yes,  lord,  for  had  I  not  intervened,  you  would  have  destroyed yourself. Orikan would have slain you. Or the two of you, disunited, would have released the monster you now imprison inside the core of  our  world.  What  I  did,  I  did  out  of  the  wholesome  desire  of  a vassal to protect his lor–’

‘Silence!’ Trazyn conjured his obliterator out of the air and slammed it down on the blackstone stairs, cracking a flagstone. 

The  discharge  of  energy  echoed  around  the  ship’s  throne  room, bouncing  across  galleries  that  once  had  been  filled  with  guards, advisors, nemesors and fleet commanders. For millennia, it had been naught but a throne in an empty chamber. 

The  report  was  so  loud,  tomb-dust  sifted  down  from  the  vaults above like snow. 

Sannet  straightened  as  much  as  his  bent  spine  could  allow, brushing off his arm. 

‘No,’ he said. 

‘How  dare  you,’  Trazyn  fumed.  A  hundred  combat  solutions splashed  across  his  vision  –  cuts  to  the  head,  torso,  spine.  He dwelled  on  the  thought  of  striking  for  Sannet’s  leg  actuators  and forcing  him  to  kneel,  then  slashing  with  enough  precision  to  sever his tiles and symbols of office. ‘You, you are supposed to serve me above all else. And–’

‘And I have failed. I have failed by not speaking up sooner, for your own  benefit.  Both  of  us  grew  too  used  to  my  obsequious programming.  I  got  around  those  protocols  by  not  confronting  you directly, by simply doing what I could to curb your most dangerous impulses or shielding you from afar. That was easier, with my broken body and degraded engrammatic pathways, but my first and primary duty is to keep you safe. And it is clear I can only do so by telling you directly – you must call off this expedition to Amenthis, lord. It is folly.  I  do  not  care  if  the  Silent  King  wishes  it,  find  an  alternative. 

Make an excuse.’

‘Sannet,  I  am  no  inexperienced  mortal  explorer.  I’ve  survived  the destruction of more than one world.’

‘If you are referring to Cadia, that was hardly danger at all. Had you been destroyed, you would have phased and reanimated safe aboard the Lord of Antiquity. But this is the empyrean, lord, the realm of the incorporeal, which we can barely even perceive. A planet where you will  be  cut  off  from  technical  salvation.  You  have  not  been  in  such acute  danger  since  Serenade.  As  a  dimensionalist,  admittedly  a fallen one, I am uniquely qualified to judge it as perilous. You should not go.’

‘Do  you  think  you  can  order  me  around?  You  forget  that  I  am  a planetary overlord.’

‘No,  Trazyn,  you  forget  that  you  are  a  planetary  overlord.  Should you  be  destroyed,  even  marooned  for  centuries  on  some  hostile world, what would happen to us? To me, or Ashkut, or Huntmaster? 

What  of  all  your  other  vassals,  or  your  captive  companions  like Valeria and the magos? What of the entire galaxy?’

‘Oh, now I am responsible for the galaxy, am I?’

‘Yes. Yes, you are. Do you not realise what you have done, Trazyn? 

You  have  filled  the  gallery  with  the  most  dangerous  weapons, specimens – whole species – that have ever existed. Should even a quarter  of  them  be  released  in  a  breakdown  cascade,  it  could annihilate an entire sector of space. And if it were to become known that the master of this collection is no longer watching over it, can you not see what would happen? The great looting would begin. The Kardenath  Dynasty  would  come  to  liberate  their  phaeron  and plunder  the  most  dangerous  artefacts.  The  human  machine worshippers  would  be  picking  through  the  gallery  for  ancient technology. The aeldari would raid us again, trying to capture that–’

‘Enough. Nothing is going to happen to me.’

‘You  have  made  this  collection,  and  now  you  must  stand  as custodian of it. I can oversee it, but cannot be its master. Solemnace is your responsibility.’

‘Do not tell me my responsibility!’

Trazyn  snorted  in  fury.  Lowered  his  obliterator  close  enough  to Sannet’s  bent  neck  that  a  snap  of  discharge  leapt  from  the headpiece and blackened the cryptek’s mandible. 

‘As  Overlord  of  Solemnace,  I,  Trazyn  who-is-called  Infinite, Archaeovist  of  the  Prismatic  Galleries,  decree  that  you,  Sannet  the Light-Sculptor,  chief  cryptek  of  my  court,  is  a  faithless  vassal.  An informer and intriguer. It is my hekkae, my will, to imprint upon you the brand of a traitor.’

Trazyn sketched a glyph in the air, the red brand of it appearing on the  veil  of  his  ocular,  overlaid  on  Sannet’s  face  like  a  mask.  The Glyph of the Ban. 

All on Solemnace would see him as such. 

‘As punishment, I banish you from the light of my presence. When the  ship  returns  to  Solemnace,  you  will  disembark.  There  you  will wander  the  galleries,  overseeing  them  for  eternity,  unrecognised. 

You shall speak to no sentient necron, and none shall speak to you. 

Should  you  require  anything  for  your  work,  you  will  make  the

request via a canoptek messenger and receive a reply via the same. 

None on that world shall see or hear you.’

Trazyn turned his back on the cryptek. 

‘Dampen your footsteps on the way out.’

Trees  surrounded  Orikan  as  he  floated  on  his  suspensors  and repeated Utakar’s Chant of Watchful Calm. 

A  bird  called  in  longing  for  a  mate.  Wind  hissed  through  the branches. A leaf broke off and spiralled to the ground. 

Orikan waited, watched. 

He  had  considered  refusing  to  board  the  Lord  of  Antiquity,  but surmised  that  Executioner  Phillias  would  ultimately  force  his compliance.  Actually,  his  ultimate  plan  had  been  to  use  the  transit through the webway to stage a clever escape. Bailing out would be fairly simple, he had thought, and indeed much easier than outright refusing to board. 

All  he  needed  was  a  few  unguarded  moments  near  an  exterior hatch. 

But  the  praetorians  refused  to  grant  him  even  that  dignity. 

Wherever he went, at least three shadowed him, and there were a suspicious number of scarabs scurrying around his chamber. 

He’d started to suspect that Phillias did not trust him. 

And so, with his external attempts at escape stymied, he escaped within – hunting a very singular bit of code. 

He  glimpsed  the  creature  through  the  woods,  a  peripheral  scry picking it up as it approached him from behind. 

It crouched low to the ground like an animal, using the significant ground cover to get close without being seen. He tried to pick up its data aura, or wash it with a scry, but the image that returned was indistinct,  full  of  static.  The  algorithmic  thoughtform,  whatever  it was, seemed incomplete. Missing certain vital parts of itself. 

Another leaf spiralled down to the forest floor. 

Orikan watched the ghost. He’d given it this environment in order to bait it out of hiding. 

Softly, quickly, it crept closer to him. 

Stopped. 

Edged closer. 

Stopped. 

It  was  nearly  in  arm’s  reach  now  if  he  spun,  but  Orikan  did  not move a micron. He continued his chant as the ghost, its astral avatar breaking up like a bad projection, reached out to touch him. 

Which is when Orikan grabbed it. Twisting and lashing out, seizing the  thing  with  his  tail.  Bombarding  it  with  a  shock-protocol  to discharge its data into his sensors so it could be properly identified before he took it apart. 

Except when he seized it, all he saw was fire. Green flames, rising above  a  skyline.  The  side  of  a  ziggurat  bursting  outwards  in  an emerald explosion. 

And worse than that, more intense than the vision that seared into his ocular, was the claustrophobic din of scratching and chewing, as though  ten  thousand  predators  were  gnawing  their  way  into  the room. Eating the walls. Chewing through the ship’s hull to–

‘Orikan.’

Orikan snapped open his ocular, the sudden word startling enough that  his  counter-grav  nodes  shut  off  and  he  landed  in  an  awkward crouch. 

‘Do  you  not  announce  yourself  any  longer,  Trazyn?  I  was  deep  in medi tation.’

‘I came to apologise.’ Trazyn paused. ‘You were right.’

‘Yes, of course I was! About what, specifically?’

‘Sannet  told  the  praetorians  about  the  Deceiver  shard.  It  was…’

Trazyn turned away to inspect the formulae Orikan had flash-burned onto one wall. ‘He had been informing on me for some time.’

Orikan  chuckled.  ‘And  all  the  while  bowing  and  scraping  like  the perfect  vassal.  The  little  horned  serpent  is  almost  impressive.  Will you punish him?’

‘He is no longer part of my court.’

‘Perhaps with such a key member missing, the expedition should be postponed?’

Trazyn wheeled. ‘Impossible. And even if I thought it prudent, both the timeline and the presence of Phillias mean we cannot.’

‘Why  do  I  get  the  feeling  that  you  are  no  longer  the  head  of  this endeavour?’

Trazyn  cleared  his  facial  valves  in  a  snort.  ‘The  praetorians  are  as subtle as a tachyon arrow to the faceplate.’

‘Why are you here, Trazyn?’

‘I  wanted  to  ask  you  a  question.  Something  Sannet  said  –  it’s nonsense, really. Well. Let me ask you. Are you and I…? Are we…? 

Do you consider us…?’

‘Yes? Come out with it.’

Trazyn beat an anxious little tattoo on the haft of his obliterator. ‘If you  could  imbue  your  body,  your  current  body,  with  a  soul,  would you do it?’

‘This is what Sannet asked you?’

‘It has been on my mind, lately. No, that is not true – it has preyed on my mind since that time at the theatre on Serenade. You asked me whether I would want to have my soul back.’

‘Remind me, was this before or after we were nearly murdered by alien spawn?’

‘Before. And I said that I would. But to be honest, I was lying. Or rather saying what I thought was the socially appropriate answer. In truth  I  have  never  given  much  thought  to  soullessness.  On  the contrary,  when  Sothka  asked  me  to  come  with  him,  I  declined. 

Thought it a fool’s errand.’

‘And you were correct. An unusually sensible decision on your part.’

‘Except perhaps I wasn’t. If Sothka is alive, if he has discovered the work  of  his  life,  then  perhaps  it  is  possible.  Perhaps  I  should  not have disappointed him.’

‘Are you telling me you now want a soul?’

‘With  each  passing  year  I  feel  less  connected  to  the  cosmos.  It moves too fast, the time gets away from me. Facts I have known for aeons slip through my neurals. Whether it is through spirit-algorithm transfers  or  over burdened  mem-banks  or  simple  age,  I  feel  less, Orikan. And worse, I fear that I cannot change except for the worse.’

‘Do  not  lay  your  existential  dread  on  me.  I  have  my  own.  Is  this about the Serenade Deceiver?’

‘I do not know why I had to have it, Orikan. I thought what you did not know would not vex you. That it would be easily contained in the core…’

Orikan’s vane hood flared, the heat of his anger burning off through the  cooling  mechanism.  ‘We  will  not  have  this  argument  again.  I tried again and again to get you to admit you had it. That you had Vishani. To give them both up as we agreed. And you did not listen. 

There  was  no  timeline  where  you  listened.  Instead  you  tried  to change the subject to some aeldari trinket you’d acquired–’

‘Quiet, the praetorians are outside.’

Orikan  dropped  his  voice.  ‘–and  told  me  that  if  I  wanted  it  to  go differently, I should just return to the past and change it.’

‘No, I begged you to undo it, so there would be no rift between us.’

‘That  is  not  how  it  works!  I  would  still  know  you  betrayed  me!  I could  stop  you  from  doing  it,  but  I  would  live  with  the  knowledge that  you  went  back  on  your  word.  Meanwhile  you  would  go  along happily with a clean conscience, but who knows what might happen then? Not every change is preferable.’

‘You have no concept, Orikan – no concept! – of how fortunate you are.  Infinite  second  chances.  Fixing  your  mistakes.  The  ability  to shape the future…’

‘Shaping  the  future  is  no  trick,  Trazyn!’  Orikan  shouted,  livid  now. 

‘You do it all the time. You are doing it now! The choice you make in the  present  shapes  your  future.  Tomorrow  this  moment  will  be  the past.  There’s  no  need  to  travel  through  time  to  find  the  optimal result.  All  you  need  to  do  is  understand  that  you,  right  now,  are tomorrow’s past self. If you make good decisions in the present, you will have made good decisions in the future.’

‘That’s not the same.’

‘It  is  exactly  the  same.  And  you  are  fortunate  not  to  have  the cognitive load of tinkering, experimenting, living a moment over and over while trying to convince your friend that he has made a terrible mistake in stealing a ravenous star god!’

‘Did you call me your friend?’

‘I misspoke.’

‘You did, you called me your friend.’

‘Trazyn,  you  are  the  most  selfish,  broken  creature  in  the  cosmos. 

And if you call me that again, I am jettisoning myself out of a hatch. 

Leave me to focus – we make landfall tomorrow.’

Trazyn sauntered to the door. 

‘Of course, of course… Anything for a friend.’

When Trazyn shut the door, Orikan could still see the after-images of emerald fires dancing in his ocular. 

Food  was  an  unusually  difficult  thing  to  obtain  when  one  was amongst necrons. 

Which seemed strange, Valeria reflected. Trazyn was so detailed, so specific  about  his  acquisitions  and  their  anthropological  value,  yet there was little daily life represented in his hard-light tableaus. 

Every  display  in  the  Prismatic  Galleries  was  fraught  with  drama. 

Battles,  disasters,  last  stands  and  doomed  charges.  Humans,  as Trazyn presented them, were simply arrogant beings who struggled and died. They did not seem to sleep, eat or hold any conversation without snarling and pointing at each other over a table full of maps. 

The  result  was  a  twisted,  distorted  vision  of  humanity  that  made them appear like actors in a play rather than beings that lived largely mundane lives regimented by biological rhythms. 

Valeria  wondered  if  that  was  part  of  the  problem.  Trazyn  and  his kind were unmoored from the needs of rest, exercise, nutrition and waste  evacuation,  and  he  no  longer  understood  that  these determinants, more than anything else, structured human life. When they  had  worked  together  in  the  past,  he’d  always  been  shocked that  she  could  not  simply  work  for  days  on  end  without  sleep  or calorie  intake.  And  of  course,  there  was  almost  nowhere  in  the galleries to get a proper meal. Which was a problem, when you were provisioning yourself for an extended expedition. 

Which is what sent her scavenging on the Lord of Antiquity. 

Trazyn  had  made  a  great  show  of  gifting  her  vittles,  of  course. 

Building  it  up  as  a  wonderful  surprise  before  pulling  back  his  tile cape  to  reveal  a  somewhat  random  bounty  of  carb-bars,  corpse starch,  bottles  of  brackish  water  and  six  solid  blocks  of  crystallised sucrose. 

She’d  waited  until  he’d  retreated  to  study,  then  requested  an unused  repulsor  sled  and  went  scrounging,  glad  that  her  quarters had been placed near some of the more useful and eclectic exhibits housed aboard. 

The  Lord  of  Antiquity,  she  was  unsurprised  to  learn,  was  less  a warship  than  an  extension  of  the  galleries.  Beyond  the  standard bridge,  weapons  systems,  and  fighter  bay,  it  also  served  as temporary storage for acquisitions. But most useful to her were the travelling  exhibits  –  a  whole  mobile  gallery  containing  Trazyn’s favourite displays, or pieces he wished to continue working on while away  from  Solemnace.  And  some  of  those  exhibits  contained provisions. 

She liberated a crate of water drums from a firefight in a Munitorum storehouse,  along  with  a  few  packs  of  dissolvable  vitamin  tablets. 

Rifling through a Valhallan’s sling-bag gained her a few tins of grox meat  and  a  bag  of  evil-smelling  tea  leaves.  She  discovered  a chemical stove at a command tent nearby. 

Valeria  did  not  know  how  the  stasis  fields  worked,  or  why  they’d been designed to allow things to be removed. They resisted a bit: to take a tin off a shelf felt like drawing it through water, but it came out fresh and unspoiled. She assumed it was so Trazyn could easily reposition the subjects, change their clothes, or add accessories. 

It was best, she found, not to think of the exhibits as people. She tried  to  imagine  them  as  extremely  detailed  mannequins,  or  large dolls. Do not, she reminded herself as she pulled a ration out of a soldier’s breast pocket, look in their eyes. Don’t do it. 

The  soldier  had  bruising  on  his  cheeks  and  throat.  Oblong  circles where  Trazyn’s  metal  fingers  had  damaged  him  merely  by positioning his head. 

On previous visits to Solemnace she’d avoided human exhibits due to the eerie feeling of being alone amidst a crowd – like everything was about to start moving the moment you turned your back – but for  some  reason  that  did  not  seem  to  bother  her  as  greatly  now. 

Perhaps that was the mindshackle, keeping her artificially detached from the horror of seeing thousands of beings frozen, yet alive. 

Halfway  down  the  gallery,  she  discovered  a  waterfall,  and abandoned her quest for food in order to bathe. It was easy to let hygiene  slip  when  dealing  with  necrons,  who  simply  didn’t  notice body odours, halitosis or gingivitis. So she undressed and immersed herself  in  the  azure-blue  water.  She  stood  beneath  the  arrested sheets of the waterfall, scrubbing her hair as the disturbed droplets floated away in wobbling orbs as though in null-gravity. 

She tried to ignore the enormous crocodilian creature bursting from the  depths  of  the  pond,  caught  in  the  act  of  snatching  a  Sicarian princeps from the bank while his fellows sparked it with taser-goads. 

Not ideal, but still the best shower she’d had in over a century. 

Then she dressed, and went to find a weapon. 

‘Open,’ she said, focusing her mental energy on the word, making it intentional. 

She  jumped  when  the  gallery’s  double  doors  hissed  open, disappearing into the walls fast as a viper’s strike. 

The  speed  had  been  what  startled  her  –  that,  she  supposed,  and the  fact  that  the  mind-impulse  had  actually  worked.  Necron constructions  were  ancient  in  ways  difficult  to  fathom,  and  often Trazyn and his vassals travelled via teleportation or other means she did  not  understand.  Doors  might  not  be  used  for  millennia,  and many tended to grind apart with the sound of a mortar on pestle, or creak with accumulated corrosion. 

Yet this one functioned with soundless ease, suggesting either that it was new, or that Trazyn visited frequently. 

She  was  not  sure  why,  however.  The  planet  this  gallery memorialised was a nothing place – she had never even heard of it. 

And it was surprisingly empty, with fully half the display plinths bare or its set-piece tableaus empty of figures. 

To  her  right  was  a  column  of  water,  a  live  octopod  of  regal  blue swimming around in a loop. Only the slightest stutter indicated that the  repeating  pattern  was  a  temporal  circuit  rather  than  natural behaviour. 

Valeria  passed  the  water  column,  running  her  fingers  along  the surface as she walked by, shivering at how the tips came away wet with frigid seawater. 

There  were  botanical  scenes  of  tropical  plants,  a  rack  of  what appeared to be instruments, and masques from a low and debased form of street theatre. A squad from an obscure Militarum regiment in olive fatigue blouses, holding on to their cloth-covered helmets as they ran off the ramp of an amphibious Chimera. 

‘Show informational tablet,’ she ordered. 

Nothing happened. 

‘Open collection information.’

A  line  of  glyphs,  geolocations,  and  unreadable  code  chattered  out into  thin  air.  Indicator  lines  linked  specific  helmets,  uniforms,  and lasrifles to specific data. So there was collection information, just no interpretive plaque, as if Trazyn had not got around to it. 

Only  one  phrase  appeared  to  repeat  in  all  the  collection information: Night song. 

It juddered as she read it – a mistranslation from Necron glyphs to Low  Gothic,  which  at  times  happened  with  visual  input.  Yet  it sounded familiar. 

‘Serenade,’ she said. Trazyn and Orikan had mentioned that name. 

Sere nade. She’d tried without success to find it in an Imperial atlas a few days back. Whatever it was, it must be important to him if he kept these artefacts close. 

Valeria  shoved  her  hands  in  her  coat  pockets,  the  shipboard  chill getting to her. 

The  gallery  was  not  large,  but  it  was  meticulous.  Care  had  been taken in the construction of each display, and there was little of the mixing-and-matching common in other exhibits. As if this backwater merited a significance that eluded her. As if it was not an exhibit at all, but a private collection never intended to be shown. But why, if these human artefacts were what made up the gallery, would Trazyn use it for…

Her breath caught. 

There they were. 

Baroness Asanya looked just as Valeria remembered. 

As  she  should,  since  she  held  the  same  stasis-locked  pose  she’d been  frozen  in  since  the  last  time  Valeria  had  seen  her,  what,  a century ago? Two? 

She was still unclear how long she herself had slumbered half-dead in the purgatory of the chrono-field. 

Asanya  stood  tall,  at  least  a  head  taller  than  her  five  feet,  ten inches,  with  a  flowing  topknot  headdress  that  added  another  foot. 

She pointed towards the horizon with a wraithbone power sword, its hilt fashioned from some form of super-durable exotic coral. 


Her crew wore similarly unusual accoutrements. Scrimshawed bone pendants dripped from their weapons, and their armour bristled with feathers  of  vibrant  blues,  reds,  greens  and  purples.  One  wore  a rebuilt  teleportation  unit  behind  its  shoulder  blades,  the  casing partially replaced with turtle shell. Many wore the skins or skulls of bird-lizards, grown organically into their armour. 

Long ago they had been Exodites, Valeria had surmised in her time with them. Yet in the ancient past Trazyn had done a great wrong to their world, causing them to flee and strike out as corsairs – a band of twice-exiles. 

‘Exhibit field,’ Valeria said. ‘Reduce temporal opacity.’

The barely detectable flicker around the figures, like the heat haze above the flame of a lantern, diminished as though she’d turned the key and starved it of fuel. 

Even with the boarding party captured in time, she was hesitant to approach them. Looking up at them from below made them appear even  more  stretched  and  willowy  –  nearly  as  tall  as  Adeptus Astartes. 

Valeria stepped up on the dais. 

Asanya held another weapon in her right hand, pointed towards the ceiling in a grip that was jauntily loose. As though her total comfort with  it  meant  she  could  sling  it  around  with  arrogance  despite  its huge destructive capability. 

It  was  less  a  pistol,  and  more  an  amalgamation  of  crystalline geometry – a spire of clear gemstones that came to a wicked point. 

Its prismatic surface gave off different hues of pastel depending on the angle she looked at it, with each thumbnail-sized face warm with a  kaleidoscope  of  pinks,  soft  greens,  blues  and  ambers.  A  trigger guard sprouted around the captain’s long finger, where a wraithbone grip had been installed into the crystal. 

Valeria had seen it explode a warpform with ease. 

‘Slightly  reduce  opacity,’  she  ordered,  reaching  up  to  grip  the weapon. It was warm, and she pulled it as though extracting it from a thick bog, dragging it against the hazy stasis field. 

It would not come, and when she let it go to shake the pain out of her hand, the weapon sank back into the captain’s grip. 

Valeria  let  out  a  breath,  then  reached  up  to  grasp  it  with  both hands. 

‘Reduce temporal field opacity to one-quarter.’

There, it was coming, dragging through the syrupy air. Putting her hands through the field made them break out in a numb tingle, as though she was receiving a mild electric charge. 

Her grip was slipping, she could feel the pistol sinking backwards. 

Throne, it was like drawing water with a stubborn pump. 

‘Reduce opacity to ten per cent.’

With  a  sudden  tension  release  that  staggered  her,  the  neuro-disruptor popped out of the field like a cork. 

She’d barely sighed with relief when the captain was on her. 

‘Betrayer!’ the xenos howled. 

Valeria  barely  managed  to  slam  down  on  one  knee  to  avoid  the decapitating slash of the power sword. Then, unable to manoeuvre, she rolled backwards before Asanya – losing no momentum – twirled the  blade  in  a  spin  and  brought  it  down  where  she’d  just  been crouching. 

Sparks  skipped  off  the  blackstone  where  the  sword  tip  dragged  a furrow. 

‘Teller of falsehoods. Lying child.’

Baroness Asanya’s words came out in a lilting, vowel-heavy whisper. 

She  was  speaking  the  Exodite  tongue,  cursing  in  her  native language. The mindshackle translated. 

‘Field,  increase  opacit–’  The  instruction  cut  off  in  a  shriek  as  she dived  to  one  side  to  avoid  a  thrust,  scrambling  to  her  feet  and hopping into an empty diorama of tropical trees to get some cover before leaping out the other side. ‘Increase field opacity!’

Valeria went down on her face, the neuro-disruptor jarring from her hands  and  sliding  away.  For  a  moment,  she  thought  she’d  been

grabbed by the foot – but no, when she flopped over she saw the system  had  misinterpreted  her  vague  order  and  ignited  an  empty display’s field, catching the back of her heel. 

Behind,  the  captain  had  been  caught  mid-leap,  her  legs  neatly folded in an insectile pounce, bearing down on her underwater-slow with the sword raised in a double-handed strike and hair flowing out behind. 

‘Shit!’  said  Valeria,  yanking  her  foot  free  and  crab-walking backwards. 

She needed that disruptor. Right now. The only reason she was still alive  was  that  Asanya  was  still  swathed  in  a  ten-per-cent  temporal field, slowing her to merely superhuman rather than hyper-human. 

Valeria  weaved  and  dodged,  keeping  exhibits  between  them  while searching for the disruptor. 

‘It wasn’t my fault,’ she wailed, hoping conversation would save her life.  Aeldari  did  so  love  to  talk.  ‘I  have  the  mindshackle.  He  forced me to lure you here. I didn’t want to do it.’

+Lies. You tempted us.+

That  was  a  psychic  message.  Asanya  had  taken  account  of  her slowed speed and decided on stealth. 

‘I did not lie. Trazyn has the artefact.’

Valeria  stopped  next  to  a  soldier  and  tried  to  pull  a  laspistol  from his holster. No good. The field was at full strength. If only she could drop the field…

The soldier turned his head towards her. 

‘W-wh–’ he stuttered. ‘What are you doing? Where is this? Ho–’

It was the look in his eyes that told her, the way they darted over her shoulder as if detecting a threat behind. 

Valeria  threw  herself  into  a  running  crouch  right  before  the trooper’s  head  toppled  onto  the  floor,  the  hardened  shell  of  his helmet making a hollow pock as it hit and began to roll. 

The aeldari was gone again. One strike, then vanish. Corsair tactics. 

‘What you came for, baroness, it’s still here. I have seen it.’

What had just happened? She had not spoken an order to drop the field.  Had  the  corsair  done  it?  No.  She  would  have  freed  her

comrades.  But  Val eria  had  just  thought  about  dropping  the  field and…

The mindshackle. It was the mindshackle. The thought-impulse had been enough. 

A dark shape darted between two exhibits. Valeria knew better than to  track  it.  The  captain  was  smart  enough  to  intentionally  cast  a shadow across the room to misdirect her. 

She looked for the light source. 

Ahead,  the  column  of  water  glowed  a  calming  aquatic  blue,  its radiating  colour  bathing  the  area  around  it  in  cool  hues  and shimmering sine waves of light. 

They  glimmered  off  an  object  with  dozens  of  sides,  the  light separating into many-coloured pastel dots on the floor. 

Got it. 

‘We can get the blade together. I can show you,’ she said, creeping up on the weapon. Fifteen feet. Ten feet. Five feet. 

Nearly arm’s length…

No, this was wrong. How did the disruptor slide this far? It couldn’t poss–

Valeria  spun  away  just  as  Asanya  burst  from  inside  the  water column,  driving  the  sword  point-first  at  her  eye  level,  her  off-hand flat against the pommel to ram it home. 

The  water  flew  outwards,  the  stasis-lag  launching  it  in  undulating globules as though the chamber were in null-gravity. They popped as the corsair charged through them, falling like rain. 

Restore temporal field full! Valeria thought. She did it forcefully, in the way she imagined psykers did. Slamming the order towards the corsair captain at the speed of thought. 

Asanya  froze,  her  lunge  arrested  even  though  she  leaned  forward diagonally, only the ball of one foot touching the floor. 

Valeria  let  out  her  breath  and  heard  a  quiet  whisper,  like  a ssssshhhht-shhhht, sssssssht-shhhhht. 

Looking down, she realised the extreme tip of the powerblade had punctured  her  coat  just  above  the  heart,  close  enough  that  her breathing was widening a small cut on the lapel. 

She stepped back. 

‘Reassert display temporal.’

Asanya slipped backwards, impossibly retracing her steps in reverse through  the  water  column,  darting  into  the  shadow  of  another display.  Slashing  near  the  decapitated  soldiers  and  leaping  back through the trees. 

Valeria thought she caught a look of utter contempt and fury on the captain’s features as she stepped onto her plinth and reassumed her posed position, right hand now empty of a weapon. 

I  will  kill  you,  betrayer,  the  unbidden  thought  came,  just  before Asanya’s eyes turned to the glassy stare of stasis. 

‘All right,’ Valeria said, scooping up the disruptor. ‘We’ll continue this discussion later.’

For tomorrow they were scheduled to make planetfall. 

ACT TWO: AMENTHIS

‘Imagine  a  mansion  with  four  chambers.  Four  rooms,  each holding  what  is  precious.  One  is  art.  Another  philosophy.  Yet another  self-knowledge.  And  finally,  music.  They  are  the cardinal  points,  they  are  the  seasons,  they  are  the  humours, they  are  the  elements.  These  rooms  hold  more  besides  –

thousands  of  things,  blissful  and  dark.  Imagine  it,  my  reader, because we can do no more. For the four-chambered house is the heart, and biotransference was the match that burned it to its foundation.’

– A Dream of the Four Chambers, Folio I, Verses, Anbilis the Mystic

CHAPTER ONE

‘At  times,  vassals  who  have  not  faced  empyric  emanations  will ask me how best to defeat them. My answer is simple – with a hyperphase blade. Should that not prove sufficient, try swinging it again, with more kinetic force.’

– Zhan the Tactician, philosopher-nemesor of the Ogdobekh Valeria had expected the Night Scythe portal to be warm. Indeed, it had  been  warm  when  she’d  approached  it  within  the  Lord  of Antiquity,  the  liquescent  surface  radiating  heat  like  bathwater  that had been drawn almost uncomfortably hot. 

But once she stepped through it, urged on by the mindshackle to pave over any hesitation, she felt a cold she’d never known. 

It was as though she’d leapt into an icy lake. Like the warmth was drawn out of her body and into the ether. Like the cold was inside her,  the  way  it  had  been  at  the  Schola  Progenium  when  they’d waterboarded her to test her resolve not to talk under torture. 

That  profound  chill  was  an  odd  sensation,  especially  when combined with the feeling of being molecularly chopped into cubes

the  size  of  playing  dice,  which  were  then  streamed  through  an endless gulf of nothingness before being slammed back together. 

Valeria  gasped  with  her  reassembled  mouth,  then  fell  to  her reassembled knees on the dusty surface of Amenthis. 

Different air. Different temperature. Different world. 

Her  hand  burned.  Words  caught  in  her  throat  as  she  tried  to remember  how  to  speak.  She  raised  one  arm  and  looked  at  the fading grid of green lines on her palm – along with one cube-shaped tunnel  where  a  piece  was  missing,  exposing  the  layers  of  skin,  fat and muscle in her hand’s interior like the layers on a cake. 

She  was  about  to  scream  when  a  green  creature,  like  a  glowing sprite  or  a  jumping  grass-insect,  flashed  over  her  shoulder  and plugged the hole, nestling in as though it were trying to clear space in a nest. 

That was when she screamed. 

‘Oh, save the dramatics,’ Orikan sneered. He’d come through first, and  was  casting  a  divinatory  threat  grid  on  the  air.  ‘It  acts  like  it’s never been translocated before.’

‘See, my dear?’ said Trazyn, stepping out of the portal to her right. 

‘I told you that you would not feel a thing – I never do. Can you rise, please? You are blocking the path of egress.’

He offered a massive, steady hand. 

She  took  it,  internally  begging  the  mindshackle  scarabs  to  either erase her memory, or at least flood her with endorphins to get over the shock. 

The mindshackle chose endorphins, and she was glad of it. 

As the calm flushed her system, she came back to herself. She was safe, she was protected. Xenos horrors surrounded her, and for once they were directed at whatever might come for her. 

She realised, absently, that in her terror at the translation she had not  taken  stock  of  being  on  a  new  world.  A  daemon  world.  An experience she had never had before. 

The  air  was  breathable,  or  at  least,  she  could  breathe  it  without difficulty.  Part  of  her  wondered  if  the  necrons  had  checked  that  in advance  –  with  their  lack  of  biological  systems,  they  had  probably not  even  factored  it  in.  Perhaps  in  another  eventuality  she  would

have stepped through the portal only to asphyxiate, or had her body crushed  due  to  gravitational  forces.  She  had  simply  assumed, perhaps due to the mindshackle, that everything was in hand. 

In  hand.  The  wording  of  the  thought  cued  her  to  realise  that  she was  gripping  something  in  her  gloved  fingers  –  soil.  She  looked  at the  handful  of  odd  dust,  seeing  it  gleam  and  shift  in  hue  as  she moved it back and forth in the light, revealing bands of pink, green, purple and gold. There were other colours too. Un-colours she could taste and hear but not name. 

It was noctilith. Activated blackstone worn to sand by the ages or perhaps ground by teeth, yet still carrying a sparkle of the warp. 

She let it go, seeing it run through her fingers and make rainbows in the air. 

Then with a thought to her lungs, she buckled her rebreather on, lowered her goggles and pulled up her collar, exposing as little skin as possible. 

Valeria’s  skin  itched  with  paranoia  of  corruption.  Absently,  she grasped  the  necron  psi-limiter  hanging  around  her  neck,  squeezing the coffin-shaped pendant as though it were a sacred totem. Trazyn had  said  activating  it  would  obscure  her  soul  from  warp-creatures, though  at  the  cost  of  making  her  ill,  and  blind  as  the  necrons themselves. Yet the thought of possessing a countermeasure, a fall-back plan, calmed her. 

‘What  is  our  threat  posture?’  Phillias  said,  ducking  through  the portal  like  a  low  doorway  and  consulting  Orikan’s  grid.  ‘Are  there empyric beasts abroad?’

‘That depends on your definition of abroad.’ Orikan plucked at the chrysoprase  grid  like  a  harpist.  ‘My  canoptek  has  achieved  optimal altitude to establish a sitewide scry, but given that the whole planet is hostile I am unsure of exactly what you need. There are none in our  immediate  vicinity  –  yet.  There’s  distortion  to  the  western quadrant.’

‘Huntmaster.’ Trazyn let go of Valeria and cast a projection with his palm emitter, the image nothing but scrambled cubes. A beam, thin as an arachnid’s thread, stretched off towards a scraggy winter tree in the distance. ‘Confirm Master Orikan’s finding.’

Confirmed,  the  deathmark  sent.  Distortion  appears  to  be  a  dust storm  blowing  up.  By  my  estimation  that  is  a  boon  for  us  –  gives visual  cover,  hides  our  presence.  There  are  a  few  beasts  yonder.  A kin group in the tall grass. Beyond our proposed perimeter, but once they catch our scent they will be on us. I could bag them, if you like. 

Trazyn’s  projection  solidified  into  a  distorted  fisheye  view  of  the vista.  In  it,  a  semi-transparent  glyph  partially  obscured  the  low things that loped and ducked in the tall pink grass. It took Valeria a moment  before  she  noticed  the  central  glyph  was  a  targeting reticule,  and  that  the  projection  was  a  direct  neural  feed  from Huntmaster’s scope. She could see a rolling wall of distortion on the horizon – the dust storm. 

‘Good, yes,’ Orikan said. ‘Excellent notion. While he is at it, perhaps he can light a swarm of beacon-scarabs and let the whole continent know we are here.’

‘I think not, Huntmaster. Tag them. Maintain your game survey.’

‘If there’s a dust storm, we don’t want to be outside for it.’ Valeria unstoppered a sample bottle and scooped up some sand. ‘The soil is noctilith. Empyrically imbued. I don’t want to see what happens if it’s blowing  around.  Physical  damage  will  probably  be  the  least  of  our worries.’

Phillias acknowledged with a glyph of assent, then reached out with a  finger  and  sketched  illuminated  purple  lines  on  the  grid.  Messy, succinct, like a warrior drawing a battle plan in the dirt. She finished with a  prominent ‘X’. 

‘Keep  any  thoughtforms  or  local  wildlife  at  a  distance  while  we explore and secure the labyrinth mouth,’ she ordered. ‘We will create our initial peri meter here to protect the offloading of the Geller field and  null-resonators.  Then  we  will  fall  back  to  the  entrance  of  the labyrinth. Praetorians, katah-tovv.’

To Valeria, it seemed as though a miniature maglev train exploded from the portal. It moved straight and fast, like a rushing centipede, then broke into pieces and fanned out, and she saw arms and legs pumping in a run. 

They were Triarch praetorians. A phalanx of them, streaming forth like insects defending a nest. Those in the first rank clutched short

staffs, their heads marking the air with energy as they ran towards the perimeter. Behind them fanned out fast-movers with oval blades and  wrist-mounted  energy  weapons.  They  formed  a  screen  and then – as one – ignited the rib-like struts caging their backs. With a blur  of  motion,  they  rose  twenty  feet  into  the  air  and  vaulted  the front rank, landing in a skirmish line. 

Their immaculate precision, the almost geometric perfection of their ranks,  chilled  her.  How  they  had  all  lifted  simultaneously  on  the same trajectory. How they’d landed on the run, their pumping legs in total lockstep. 

More  came  through,  weapons  locked  to  their  backs  and  carrying caskets  of  unidentifiable  technology  between  them.  Viridian  lights winked in pyramids of blackstone. Humming, finned canisters as tall as  she  was  were  lifted  out  of  boxes  and  deployed  on  the  ground, icing with frost as they powered up. A praetorian walked the length of  the  camp  cordon,  sinking  what  appeared  to  be  spears  into  the dusty  earth.  A  shimmer  of  energy-flow  coursed  through  the  linked fence, causing pain in Valeria’s tooth fillings as the hexagonal force field panels blinked into existence, climbing upwards in a dome like a tortoise’s shell being built piece by piece. 

At  the  corners  of  the  fencing,  she  saw  other  praetorians  seating waist-high  nodes  of  noctilith.  Activation  lights  winked  on,  and  her stomach clenched as a part of her that was not physical shuddered as if a shockwave had passed through it. 

‘Perimeter null-fields active, executioner,’ said a praetorian. ‘Advance guard venturing into the labyrinth.’

‘Commence.’

Another  group  of  praetorians  rushed  by,  along  with  canoptek constructs that were no more than boxes with segmented legs. They were  flanked  on  two  sides  by  hulking,  beetle-like  canopteks,  each eight feet tall, their upper carapaces sprouting flayer batteries. 

At  the  rear  of  the  column,  their  hunched  backs  bobbing  eerily  as they  slithered  along  on  metal  tentacles,  were  two  crypteks  with unfamiliar cartouches. Between them, they carried a box of human make. 

‘Technomandrites?’  Orikan  hissed.  ‘You  have  brought  such  filth  on this expedition without notifying us?’

‘They  will  activate  the  resonators  to  ensure  the  labyrinth  is  clear and ensure the Geller field is functioning, and that is all. Unless you are an expert on pariah null-arrays, Master Orikan?’

Orikan responded with a hiss of static and a glyph that indicated a point ungraciously conceded. 

Valeria  barely  noticed,  because  she  was  watching  the  crypteks enter the labyrinth. 

She had missed it before because it had seemed like a hill or other terrain  feature.  But  it  was  not.  The  entrance  was  a  megalithic structure in the shape of an enormous head. 

‘Holy Throne,’ she said. And though she had always been sceptical of the Emperor’s divinity, some scholam-girl part of her caused her hands to make the sign of the aquila in protection. 

For  it  was  not  a  human  head,  but  that  of  an  ancient  necrontyr, canted  slightly  to  one  side  where  it  had  partially  sunk  in  the glittering sands. 

Distinguishing features could not be discerned beyond the broadest details,  so  scoured  had  it  been  by  the  caustic  dust.  The  face  was long, its cheekbones sharply pointed and nose straight and beaklike. 

One eye was missing entirely, the empty socket like that of a skull, while the other harboured a glass or gemstone that had been pitted and reduced by either the winds or the pecking of enormous birds. A false  beard  –  or  perhaps  a  horny  outgrowth,  she  could  not  decide which  –  extended  from  the  edge  of  the  sharp  chin  to  house  the staircase climbing into its open, screaming mouth. 

She  shivered  watching  the  little  file  of  necrons  ascend  into  it,  so dwarfed that they looked like ants crawling up the face of a giant. 

‘All forces in the file, executioner,’ the praetorian reported. 

‘Lord Trazyn?’

‘Yes?’

‘The tesseract labyrinths you loaned us, if you please.’

‘Oh yes, of course. How very crass of me.’

Trazyn  reached  down  into  the  skin  of  reality  and  withdrew  two cubes. Triggering them with his thumbs, he tossed them underhand

as though bowling ball-and-peg. 

Glyph  auras  flared  around  them,  unfolding  chains  of  information that  stretched  into  winglike  gossamer  prisms,  bright  with  enfolded dimensions – and within them, shadows moved. Large shadows. 

The  vehicles  scuttled  out  of  the  light,  moving  fast.  Their  massive, pointed  legs  stretched  and  pulled  with  a  vzzzzzz-chk  of  joint actuators,  propelling  the  eight-legged  arachno-walkers  towards  the flanks, as their underslung anti-vehicle weapons tracked for targets. 

Valeria  saw  Orikan,  surreptitiously,  wipe  Phillias’  crude  map illustrations from his grid and replace them with geometric parabolas and symmetrical insignia. 

One has noticed the perimeter line, Huntmaster droned. I believe it saw the Stalkers. 

‘Execute it,’ ordered Phillias. 

‘Yes, kill it,’ Trazyn repeated, annoyed. ‘He is my game warden, not yours.’

Flickers of aurora, like green flame, wavered above the tall grass in the distance. 

Clean kills, reported the deathmark. I will resume my stalk. 

‘Well,  I  feel  secure,’  Trazyn  said,  slapping  a  hand  to  Orikan’s shoulder with a dull clang. ‘Shall we see this gate?’

‘Wait,’  Valeria  said.  The  pain  in  her  teeth  was  getting  sharper,  an iron tang in the back of her throat. She pressed two fingers to her upper lip and they came away red. 

‘Warp  emergence,’  she  said,  voice  ragged.  ‘I’m  sensing  an imminent– Oh Throne, they’re coming! Look above us!’

A chorus of screams cut her off and she clapped hands to her ears, staring into the collapsing sky. 

Orikan shot his ocular towards the vault of the atmosphere and saw nothing  but  stars,  gleaming  dull  through  the  smoky  whorl  of  the warp storm. The land was quiet, apart from the hiss of wind through grass and the heavy rush of the human’s breathing. 

He beamed a divinatory scry order to Vishani, and she cast a grid-net around herself as a sensor screen. 

Nothing. 

‘There are hundreds,’ Valeria said, her quavering voice steaming in the air. ‘Don’t you see them? Can’t you hear them?’

‘It has gone mad,’ Phillias pronounced. 

‘No,’  Trazyn  observed,  pointing  at  the  human’s  steaming  breath. 

‘There has been a temperature drop.’

Orikan  shot  a  diagnostic  package  to  the  sensor  nodes.  ‘Our perimeter sensors detect no localised rifting.’

‘The sky is rippling like water,’ Valeria said. ‘Choruses of colours. A daemonic  multitude.  Things  folding  and  unfolding,  dying  and birthing. You need to be ready.’

‘This  whole  world  is  bathed  in  ambient  empyric  energy,’  Trazyn counselled. ‘Perhaps the sensors are flooded, their baseline readings so high they cannot perceive new activity.’

‘Ridiculous. Even with a high baseline, the sensors would still–’

An  amber  warning  light  lit  up  on  one  pyramidal  sensor,  then another, and another, paired with a high keening wail. 

‘Prepare  to  repel  aerial  threats,’  Phillias  barked.  The  verbal  order came  with  an  interstitial  tactical  package  with  repositioning  orders and tasks. 

Orikan  prompted  Vishani  to  descend  just  before  the  things  came out of thin air. 

That  was  what  it  looked  like  to  him:  that  they  were  simply  there. 

No light, no shimmer, no sky rippling like water – just slipping in like ghosts. 

They  swam  through  the  air  like  a  great  school  of  aquatic  fish, shoaling  down  in  a  spiral  funnel  so  he  could  see  their  pale  bellies against the sky. They had wide, flat bodies as though made of fins, with  odd-shaped  tails  that  were  spiked  or  clubbed,  or  simply  long, lashing tentacles. 

Then  they  banked  over,  the  ends  of  their  bodies  rippling,  and  he saw the toothy tusks sprouting below their yellow eyes. 

‘Screamers,’ said Valeria. 

And lo, they began to scream. 

‘Fire,’ said Phillias. 

Rear legs folded on the Stalkers, and they rocked backwards, pilots back-down  in  their  command  cradles  and  underslung  weapons

pointed  at  the  sky.  Forelegs  split  the  ground  as  they  slammed  into the earth to secure the firing position. 

Their  heat  rays  activated,  tips  burning  with  a  bright  flame  like  an acetyl ene torch just before the razor-thin beams zipped a continuous red-white line into the air. The praetorian commanders sectioned the target  zone  like  a  grid,  each  continuous  ray  emission  slicing  in perpendicular cross-patterns through the schooling crowd. 

From the gnarled winter tree, an emerald discharge marked a shot from Huntmaster. 

I have bagged one. Another flash. Two. Three. 

They  died  strangely,  like  pieces  of  a  court  magician’s  incendiary paper.  Orikan  saw  one  bisected  by  a  heat  ray  dissolve,  its  pieces burning  along  the  cut  edges  for  less  than  a  second  until  nothing remained.  Another  burned  with  the  halo  flare  of  the  deathmark’s disintegrator and dropped with no discernible injury, holes melting in it like a pict-reel burning on the projector. 

Orikan’s  peripheral  sensors  registered  a  power  surge,  and  he  saw that  two  praetorians  had  unpacked  a  tomb  crawler  from  its sarcophagus  and  tasked  it  skyward.  The  scuttling  canoptek  moved sideways like a crustacean, its quad-flayer tubes trained at the night sky as it tracked targets, slashing beams into the descending mass. 

The  Vishani  canoptek  –  on  the  same  network  –  dodged  and spiralled past the incoming fire, tucking itself into Orikan’s side like a hunting hound. 

‘Can  the  praetorians  hold  them?’  asked  Valeria.  Both  fists  were clenched  over  her  ears,  despite  one  holding  the  crystalline  aeldari pistol. 

Orikan  noticed,  with  casual  detachment,  that  the  sonic  assault seemed to be causing her discomfort. 

‘They  are  praetorians  of  the  Triarch,’  Phillias  answered.  Likely  the human  did  not  notice,  but  the  words  were  layered  with  a  complex under-code  expressing  disgust  for  Valeria’s  cowardice  in  shielding her body. ‘But it is true the swarm is getting close. Praetorians, aloft!’

Along  the  defensive  perimeter,  figures  lifted.  Orikan’s  ocular enhanced  the  image,  seeing  the  blur  of  their  gravity  displacement rods  distorting  the  air  around  their  shoulders.  They  rose  in

formation,  nestled  perfectly  in  the  dome  of  hex-grids  his  tactical suite  had  projected  onto  the  battlescape  in  order  to  measure effectiveness  and  help  divine  possible  outcomes.  Each  praetorian extended  its  rod  of  covenant,  two-handed,  towards  the  oncoming funnel of interdimensional beasts. 

‘Witness, human,’ Phillias said, ‘how the masters of reality deal with these thin figments.’

It  looked,  to  Orikan,  almost  like  a  multiple  sunrise.  Each  rod’s headpiece  contained  a  sliver  of  a  dying  star,  the  potent  solar energies  bound  within  a  containment  field  that  nourished  the weapon’s blade so it could smash through armour like dried leaves. 

But that was not what they planned to do with them. 

A  few  creatures  on  the  spinward  edge  of  the  spiral  had  begun  to turn  and  break  off  upon  seeing  the  incoming  praetorians,  mouth-frills  trilling  and  piggy  eyes  twisted  in  angry  glee  at  the  sudden attack. They swung their facial tusks around and swam towards the buzzing  threat  like  the  dumb  animals  they  were,  unaware  of  the destruction about to dawn. 

The praetorians had trained well. They let the lead entities almost touch them before their flaring headpieces unleashed their waves of solar radiation. 

It  was  not  a  torrent  of  fire,  like  a  crude  flame  weapon  spraying combust ible fuel. Instead, the rods blasted the thermal radiation out in a single eyeblink, the green-white shockwave seen brief as a flash of lightning. 

The wham of discharge followed an instant later, along with the rain of ash as dozens of the swimmers ceased to exist. 

Flash. Wham. 

A dozen more deleted from the sky. 

The  keening  of  the  animal  chorus  turned  to  shrieking,  disorder erupting  among  the  creatures  as  they  milled  about,  the  swarm attempting  to  change  direction  but  unable  to  in  the  confusion  of losing so much of their number. 

Praetorians enveloped them, their parabolic arc formation breaking up to herd and eliminate them in bunches. Others dived through the

centre of the mass, slashing and burning as they went, coming out the other side with their levitating feet dripping with ectoplasm. 

It  was  like,  Orikan  thought,  watching  nimble  aquatic  predators surrounding  and  feeding  on  a  school  of  fish.  Controlling  their movements, concentrating them, then diving in for the massed kill. 

‘I must admit, executioner,’ said Trazyn, ‘that your warriors make a beautiful  slaughter  when  they  wish  to.  You  could  not,  by  chance, spare a few for eternal preservation?’

‘I cannot.’

‘No,  I  had  thought  not.  Please  do  take  it  as  a  most  sincere compliment.’

‘I will no–’

Herds  massing  for  charge  at  the  edge  of  camp,  sent  Huntmaster. 

Large masses of game approaching perimeter. 

Orikan  saw  the  thin  beams  of  the  deathmark’s  obliterator  zipping out in shot after shot. The marksman must have been firing on low-power to increase his rate. 

‘How many?’ asked Phillias. 

Incalculable. 

‘Show me.’

A  projection  appeared  in  Phillias’  data  aura,  cast  wide  and uncyphered so the expedition leaders could see. 

It was the dust storm. Yet with it approaching, Orikan could see it was  not  a  storm  at  all  but  a  rolling  bank  of  manifested  beings.  A tsunami of empyric creatures roiling and spilling and twisting around each  other  half-formed.  Mouths  and  eyes  and  hands  with  an indeterminate  number  of  fingers  twisted  in  unnatural  mudras  of power.  An  entity  that  was  at  once  comprised  of  individuals  and  a collective, bodies dripping from the crest and solidifying as they fell, then  smashing  on  the  ground  to  create  an  amalgam  soup  of creatures, the smallest flung upward like spray. 

‘Pull back,’ Valeria shouted, then when no one moved she repeated it  louder.  ‘Pull  back  to  the  labyrinth!  Get  inside.  They’re  com–  Get down!’

Orikan’s  peripheral  sensor  suite  flared  alerts  across  his  vision  and he spun away from his phos-glyph panels, left hand summoning his

staff  while  the  right  clicked  the  knuckles  into  formation  to  create Vkkan’s  Molecular Torsion. 

A tunnel of space in front of his hand sigil twisted, catching three of the aquatic screamers in its path and wringing them like rags. 

But  there  were  more.  So  many  more.  Right  on  top  of  them, swimming through the air, flashing between the expedition leaders. 

And Orikan’s tactical algorithm, its sensor suite boosted by Vishani’s environmental scry-net, identified the problem. 

The praetorian herdsmen were not destroying the beasts, not really. 

For every three they killed, two dived into the unreal dimension from whence  they  came  and  emerged  below  the  aerial  cordon  –  some almost at head height. 

He flashed the Staff of Tomorrow in a glittering arc, slicing two of them as its edge severed their connection to the dimensional plane. 

His hand made the Emitter Prongs of Ket and roasted three more in a delta of lightning. 

Another  banked  past  the  fusillade  and  shrieked  in  his  face,  weird rubbery  skin  caressing  and  beating  at  his  body.  Orikan  jammed  an arm  through  its  soft  underside  and  ripped,  tearing  out  internal organs  that  coiled,  pulsated  and  shifted  like  living  worms  as  the creature dissolved. 

Through the disappearing gauze of it he saw a screamer smash into a  praetorian’s  chest,  its  tusks  punching  through  the  ribcage  and vomiting  a  blast  of  balefire  that  cooked  the  necron’s  internals  and burst its oculars out in a cough of crystal. 

A  particle  stream  splattered  it  into  nothing,  with  two  more  shots winging  another  incoming  swimmer  so  it  crashed  to  earth.  Orikan saw the human, one arm raised to protect her head and face against the  swarm  while  the  other  zipped  out  shots  with  the  psychoactive crystal handgun she wielded. 

‘Abandon  the  perimeter!  We  will  hold  the  labyrinth  entrance!’

shouted Phillias. 

‘Confirm,  executioner,’  bleated  a  cryptek.  ‘This  would  mean abandoning the large canoptek constructs and perimeter fields.’

‘Better to lose them than the whole expedition.’ She had keyed her gravity  generator  and  ignited  both  sides  of  her  execution  scythe, 

levitating  for  clearance  as  she  spun  the  haft  over  her  head  and around her back. The two half-moon blades left circular arcs around her, burning after-images like the orbits of satellites around a planet. 

‘Encode a mass-destruction command into any canoptek that cannot fit through that gate.’

Orikan  dialled  back  his  chronosense,  allowing  his  tactical  analysis subroutine a moment to plot the points of her sweeps and thrusts, tracing  a  wireframe  lattice  in  parabolic  arcs  over  his  vision.  Such technique was worthy of recording and replication. 

He had never seen a praetorian of Phillias’ rank in full combat, and the effect was mesmerising. She was a bubble of clear space amidst the swarm. Her perception suite must be pushed to extremity, as the orb in her forehead sprouted invisible threads of sensor waves that quested  around  her  like  flagella.  Wherever  a  threat  passed  into  its sphere, a thread leapt towards it quick as lightning and the scythe followed,  cutting  into  rubbery  bodies  before  exploding  them  into ichor with a pulse of power. 

It  was  only  a  new  blare  of  threat  alerts  that  tore  Orikan’s  focus from the sight to meet another school of sky-swimmers. 

They  swooped  in  on  him  in  a  hook  pattern,  shallow  undersides skimming  the  scrub  grass  before  flooding  up  underneath  his  guard and scraping his ribcage and hips with their tusks. 

Orikan  leapt  into  the  air,  his  gravitic  emitters  buzzing  to  bear  him aloft in flight so that the stream of alien bodies failed to penetrate, instead following him upwards as though lifting him. 

‘Orikan, hold them!’ Trazyn shouted, raising his empathic obliterator. 

‘Hold them? What do you think I–’

Trazyn smashed the weapon down into the mass, immolating one in a  balefire  explosion  and  sending  jags  of  empyric  lightning  through the mass. Thoughtforms dropped, their floppy bodies spasming and eyes blowing out to release the crawling energy discharge to those around them. 

Within  a  nanosecond,  the  entire  school  disappeared  like  a  rack  of votive candles, their flames snuffed out in the wind. 

‘To  the  labyrinth!’  Phillias  ordered.  ‘Withdraw  to  the  mouth.  We cannot wait for it to be secure. Abandon the perimeter.’

From  Orikan’s  elevated  position,  he  could  see  the  perimeter defenders pulling back in leaps and swipes, their voidblades cutting through flocks of empyric creatures and their particle casters sizzling shots that killed three and four thoughtforms with each discharge. 

Behind them came the tsunami of foulness, its creatures tumbling and  changing  and  re-forming  in  combinations  that  seemed, somehow, even more perverse than that of the orks and aeldari. 

Already,  stumpy  pink  heads  –  hairless  and  pebbled  with  scales  –

were pulling themselves out of boreholes in the soil with their long arms. One opened its mouth and swallowed a praetorian’s foot as he came down, and those around it swamped the warrior, stabbing with crooked, jewel-encrusted daggers. 

The Triarch Stalkers rolled back up to walking position and scuttled backwards,  raking  a  mass  of  ambulatory  blue  orbs  with  their  heat rays. 

The  things  did  not  die.  They  instead  burst,  dividing  into  two  fiery copies of themselves that rolled and cackled and continued forward. 

It was not enough. Not nearly enough. They would be swamped. 

Orikan  opened  his  collection  ports  and  judged  the  forces  of  the cosmos, ready to drink in whatever power could be granted by these tainted stars. 

Nothing.  The  stars  were  not  right,  their  alignment  simultaneously powerful and weak, as though the sky whirled around him even as his vertigo-lagged neural spools tried to chart it. 

He would have to go back. Provide a warning as soon as they came through.  Tell  Phillias  to  make  straight  for  the  labyrinth  rather  than establish a perimeter they would only abandon. 

Orikan cast himself backwards, falling within himself, backwa–

There was no rush of the timestream. No sense of the world sliding past his peripherals or reversing course. 

Instead, the world shattered. 

His  vision  fractured  into  a  kaleidoscopic  whirl  as  images  mirrored and  separated  and  fell  into  each  other.  Millions  of  fractals  bloomed and  folded  in  a  mandala  of  splintered  moments  that  would  be beautiful were they the same. 

But  they  were  not.  Each  one  was  maddeningly,  frustratingly different. 

Orikan, calling to retreat, pointing backwards with a finger. 

Orikan, spinning to meet another wave of swimming screamers. 

Orikan, calling to retreat, pointing backwards with two fingers. 

Orikan,  dragged  down  by  pink  things  that  muttered  prayers  from secondary mouths as they ate him. 

Trazyn, dragging Orikan’s mangled body away from the mass as the human covered them with her pistol. 

Orikan, his collection ports open, drinking in the poisonous starlight and glowing with incorporeal light. 

Orikan,  Orikan,  Orikan.  In  every  fractal,  everywhere.  Doing  every movement,  saying  every  possible  curse,  trying  every  possible  ploy, all at once. 

And  in  the  background  of  it  all,  the  hissing  groan  of  the  thermal vanes around his cranium as they tried to stop his neural spools from cooking at the sheer amount of data overload in front of him. 

Above it, a voice:

‘Orikan!’ Trazyn yelled. ‘Orikan, what are you doing?’

CHAPTER TWO

‘By  your  kind  diplomatic  submission,  I  claim  this  world  in  the name  of  Szarekh,  the  Silent  King.  I  commend  your  species’

great wisdom in deciding not to resist. However, be aware that by  your  compact  of  obeisance,  all  planetary  geological, biological, and atmospheric resources are now the sole property of the Infinite Empire. Understand that continued consumption of  the  Silent  King’s  atmosphere  for  the  wasteful  purpose  of respiration shall be considered an act of treason.’

– Zukar the Merciful

Sounds in the darkness. Energy discharge snaps. Howling. 

‘Get him inside.’

‘Secure the doors! Clear the entryway.’

‘Orikan? Orikan.’

‘His lights are dim, is that bad?’

‘His consciousness is reinitialising. Orikan, I see your datashroud is active. If you can, activate your perception suite. If you cannot, but can hear me, blink your nodes twice. Ori–’

Orikan initialised his vision. 

The hunched form of Trazyn bent over him, his tile cloak spread out around his kneeling body. Beside him, the human looked on with an expression he found unreadable but he assumed was tension mixed with awe. 

Between them, he could see a phalanx of praetorians, pushing the massive  stone  doors  of  the  labyrinth  closed  foot  by  grinding  foot, even  as  Phillias  and  a  rearguard  tried  to  hold  back  the  deluge  of empyric organisms trying to force their way inside. 

His overtaxed neurals could barely make sense of the scene. They were too overwhelmed processing the revelation he had gained right before losing function – the deep, existential truth he’d grasped right at  the  moment  his  mind  had  gone  blank.  An  awful  realisation  that he’d  long  suspected,  but  had  shocked  him  to  his  core  functions  all the same. 

‘Trazyn,’ he ground out, his vocal actuators slurring with overload. 

‘The human was right – the galaxy is stupid.’

‘Well, he is himself at least. Much to our dismay.’

Orikan  stuttered.  ‘N-no.  Trazyn.  Her  hypothesis.  It  was–  Time  is broken here. The laws of the universe are–’

‘Quiet, colleague. Collect yourself before speaking.’

Behind them, Phillias activated some artefact orb, unleashing a rain squall  of  directed  antimatter  that  evaporated  the  filth  clogging  the doorway. 

‘Heave!’ she yelled, leaping backwards through the closing doors as more empyric horrors flooded into the space. Her praetorians gave a final  push,  the  doors  grinding  almost  together  –  meeting  the resistance of one final living obstruction. 

Orikan  tried  to  kick,  to  fight,  but  his  still-rebuilding  neurals  had deprioritised  motor  functions.  He  tried  to  scream  a  warning,  his words  muffled  by  Trazyn’s  hand  and  its  dampener  field.  He  dialled back his chronosense and focused energy on one hand. 

‘Grant us at least a little respite from your voice, colleague. We can both recover.’

Only when Orikan raised a heavy finger did they turn to see what had agitated him. 

‘No!’ yelled Trazyn, waving his arms. ‘No! No! No! No!’

‘I  shall  resolve  this,’  said  Phillias.  She  raised  her  particle  caster  to the obstruction blocking the door – a rubbery body trying to squeeze between the gates. 

It  nipped  at  the  end  of  her  weapon’s  emitter  with  crooked  teeth before she popped its blue orb-like torso. 

‘Down!’ Trazyn yelled. 

Half  a  dozen  things  happened  at  once  in  the  small  gate  chamber, enough  that  it  felt  like  chaos  even  to  Orikan’s  slowed  chronosense and still-reconstructing processors. 

The wriggling thoughtform burst, two balls of flame leaping out of its balloon body in parabolic arcs. 

Trazyn broadcast an interstitial alert warning of hostiles in the zone. 

The  fireballs  uncoiled  in  air,  becoming  flame-imps,  growing  arms and legs like high-divers coming out of a roll. 

Two praetorians, sensing the alert, raised their particle casters and began to track the moving targets. 

Valeria’s eyes opened wide, the whites showing, as she yelled and threw herself down in a ball, hands behind her head. 

The  first  praetorian  fired,  its  shot  winging  an  imp  and  sending  it spinning before the beam over-penetrated and smashed into another praetorian’s knee across the chamber, snapping it backwards. 

Now falling, the damaged praetorian’s shot went wild, glancing off a blackstone wall and ricocheting around in a zigzag line of neon blue. 

And at that moment, Orikan’s processors could not take any more. 

His  chronosense  normalised  in  a  snap,  just  as  the  air  filled  with crossfires of gauss, particle beams, blind-swiping voidblades and the blast of solar flares. 

A  praetorian  wheeled,  its  arm  severed  by  a  rod  of  covenant’s backswing  and  dangling  from  cables.  Another  was  dropped  by  a ricocheting particle shot that took it in the spine. 

An  imp  leapt  onto  the  death  mask  of  a  cryptek,  scratching  and gnawing,  then  leaping  away  just  before  a  canoptek’s  flayer  array washed  a  line  of  gauss  across  the  wall,  atomising  the  cryptek’s sternum and head into carbonised dust. 

The  canoptek  tried  to  scuttle  after  the  flame-imp  but  became entangled with the cryptek’s disembodied legs, which had begun to

sprint in a circle in confusion. 

The  other  imp  wriggled  into  the  bottom  of  a  praetorian’s  ribcage and stoked its fires, overheating his internals until he dropped onto his  knees,  then  face,  in  reactor  shutdown.  Fellow  praetorians gathered around the deactivated body, stamping their feet as though trying to kill a scampering rodent. 

It weaved free anyway, cackling as it dodged their feet and shots, the  flame  body  half-impervious  to  physical  damage,  before  it  leapt towards the prone Valeria. 

Trazyn  caught  it  mid-jump  with  a  downward  sweep  of  his obliterator, slapping the imp hard with the flat side of the headpiece so  it  screamed  across  the  corridor  as  it  fell  apart  –  then discorporated when it punched into the back of a praetorian’s head. 

‘Ha!’ Trazyn shouted in celebration, nodes flaring. 

Yet  his  celebration  was  cut  short  as  the  praetorian  rotated  one hundred and eighty degrees at the hips, defensive matrix triggered, and fired back. 

Trazyn dropped, shielding Valeria with his tile cloak against the heat of the solar wash above. 

‘Cease  firing!  Cease  firing!’  shouted  Phillias,  her  orders  unable  to counteract  the  spiralling  overlap  of  threat-response  cycles. 

‘COMMAND PROTOCOL – CEASE FIRING. AGAINST THE WALL.’

Every  praetorian,  cryptek  and  canoptek  obeyed.  Weapons  rose  to guard position with a synchronised clack and backs slammed against noctilith  walls.  The  wounded,  even  the  separated  lower  half  of  the cryptek, rolled or clawed clear. 

Trazyn,  though  not  under  protocol,  still  twitched  like  he  might comply. 

The clear corridor exposed the final imp, whose wavering, malicious grin  disappeared  as  it  looked  over  its  shoulder  at  the  executioner striding towards it. 

It threw up its hands to run a moment before the execution scythe pinned it to the floor, the tip sinking a finger’s breadth into the stone and  discorporating  it  in  a  cyclone  of  flame  only  two  feet  from Orikan’s frozen legs. 

Silence followed, with only the pat-pat of hydraulic fluid leaking out of the wounded and the sparking fizz of severed cabling. 

Two praetorians and a cryptek lay demolished. 

‘As I was saying,’ said Orikan. ‘The galaxy is stupid.’

‘Did  you  suffer  a  malfunction?’  Trazyn  enquired.  He  raised  a  palm emitter  and  spectromantically  probed  Orikan’s  cranium  as  the astromancer rose, only to have his hand batted away with a clang. 

‘Get your sensors off me.’

Trazyn  lowered  his  emitter.  Rude?  Certainly.  But  it  was  some comfort  that  Orikan  had  shaken  off  the  glassy  system  shock  and reverted to his belligerent self. 

‘You cannot deny something happened, colleague.’

‘Nothing happened. A mere accidental dysregulation of my thermal dissipation  systems  that  caused  a  temporary  shutdown.  I  have recalibrated them to local conditions. It will not happen again.’

‘Honesty  would  be  helpful,  especially  in  these  early  hours  –  we need data on our capabilities.’ Valeria closed a cut on her hand with an  aerosol  capsule  of  synthskin.  ‘And  that  didn’t  look  like  an overheat.’

‘Oh  you  know,  do  you,  mortal?  Did  your  order  let  you  write  a treatise on diagnosing thermic shutdowns in necron physiology?’

‘Orikan…’ Trazyn said. 

‘As  a  human  I’ve  never  seen  a  cranial  overheat,  no,  but  I’m guessing that when it happens, you don’t usually fragment into cubic pieces and swirl around like a cyclone, filling the air with the tortured screaming of the cosmic fabric.’

Orikan stopped at that, casting a visual scry sidelong at Trazyn for confirmation. 

Trazyn shrugged. ‘It appeared like you made a failed translocation attempt.’

‘Are you suggesting I tried to run?’

‘No,’ Trazyn said. ‘And keep your emitter volume in check – in the chaos Phillias did not notice anything.’

‘The  literal  chaos,’  Valeria  added.  ‘We  lost  a  good  deal  of  the expedition,  its  supplies  and  equipment,  most  of  the  canopteks…

Trazyn had to drag you up the stairs while I covered his back.’

‘That  would  explain  why  my  frame  is  so  scuffed  and  dented.  Can you not do anything right?’

Trazyn clicked with fond annoyance, glad at least that Orikan was present enough to appreciate the indignities he’d suffered. 

Valeria, by her facial arrangement, seemed less endeared. 

‘Arsehole,’  she  said,  turning  away.  ‘Huntmaster  rescued  your floating head, by the way.’

Orikan  turned  towards  Trazyn,  his  ocular’s  light  pulsing  softly. 

Trazyn  could  hear  the  sub-audible  clicks  of  his  neural  spools searching for data. 

‘What is “arsehole”?’ he asked. 

‘You do not want to know.’

‘It is not in the human lexicon you provided.’

‘I excised it. I thought it might upset you.’

‘From its context, I understand it is an insult.’

‘You understand correctly.’

‘If I am being insulted, I must know the meaning.’

‘Do not persist, Orikan. This line of enquiry ends only in horror.’

Orikan appeared ready to say more when Huntmaster stepped out of  nothing,  the  Vishani  canoptek  levitating  by  his  side.  ‘The  herd surrounds us. They have not lost interest and scattered as we had hoped.’

‘And  the  translation  anchor?’  asked  Phillias,  disengaging  from  a tactical  discussion  with  a  half-reassembled  praetorian,  who  leaned heavily on his staff while a canoptek rebuilt his leg. 

Canoptek reanimators and repair scarabs were weaving through the entire chamber, seeing to the damaged. Orikan cast a spectromantic analysis on Vishani. 

‘We  cannot  access  it,’  Huntmaster  answered.  ‘Not  without  driving the  herd  away  and  clearing  a  path.  I  sent  a  scarab  to  feed  an engrammatic  update  to  it,  informing  the  monitoring  praetorians  in orbit that we have fortified a camp, but are surrounded.’

‘Speaking of that,’ said Trazyn, ‘what I do not comprehend is why they have not come through the walls.’

‘Simple,’  said  a  technomandrite.  ‘The  counter-empyric  nexus  is active.’

‘How  did  you  achieve  that  so  quickly?’  Trazyn  shooed  away  a canoptek as he said it, which had buoyed up on its repulsor field to aim  its  reconstruction  proboscis  at  a  crooked  dagger  embedded  in his hood. ‘Not me, you cretin, work on a body that needs it.’

Its priorities overridden, and no longer compelled to treat overlord-class  beings  first,  the  reanimator  sank  away  and  began reconstructing a praetor ian’s shattered cranium. 

‘Ah, that is the intriguing part.’ The cryptek raised a long finger, still missing cubic pieces while being rebuilt by a gadfly swarm of nano-scarabs.  He  had  quite  recovered  from  having  his  top  half disintegrated.  ‘Our  estimate  of  an  hour  to  implement  an  empyric null-zone was made assuming we had to install a system and bring it online. However, what we found upon our arrival was that resonators were  already  anchored  into  the  blackstone.  We  had  but  to  replace the degraded cabling and power reserves.’

‘What  are  you  suggesting?’  Orikan  said.  He  was  standing  now, though  from  the  repeating  lines  of  glyph-code  in  his  aura,  Trazyn could  see  he  was  still  collecting  himself  mentally.  ‘That  the  Sothka Expedition secured this chamber in the same manner as we planned to?’

‘That is correct. You may analyse them personally, if you wish, Lord Trazyn.  I  will  be  pleased  to  explain  any  functions  you  do  not comprehend.’

He bowed aside with an insolent servility, and Trazyn returned the insult  by  pointedly  ignoring  him.  Technomandrite  bastards,  all  as smug  as  Orikan,  and  none  of  them  even  half  as  enjoyable  to  be around. 

‘That is not necessary. Master Orikan may, if he wishes.’

‘I already have,’ Orikan cut in. 

That  seemed  unlikely  to  Trazyn,  since  the  astromancer  had  not stepped  more  than  a  few  paces  from  where  he’d  been  helped  up, nor taken his monocular off the technomandrite. But before Trazyn called  him  a  liar,  he  caught  sight  of  Orikan’s  morbid  little  canoptek sniffing around the closest resonator node. 

‘Your  work  is  sufficient  to  hold  the  barriers  for  now,’  Orikan continued, ‘but as we wish to survive long term, I suggest you look at your rather hasty wiring.’

‘How much of the labyrinth is secure?’ Phillias asked. 

‘So far? Only this chamber. We are working–’

‘We  go  through  here.’  Trazyn  stepped  around  the  cryptek  and placed a hand on the black door behind him. ‘There should be a gate here – it is where I discovered the journal disc the last time I was here.’

‘Spectromantic  analysis  has  yet  to  penetrate  it.’  The technomandrite’s  tentacle  manipulators  bunched  and  coiled  with tension. ‘Our conclave recommends caution, using mapping scarabs to first investigate and…’

Trazyn  opened  the  door  and  stepped  into  the  darkness,  relishing the affronted squeal the cryptek made as he did so. 

By the time Valeria descended the stairs, Trazyn was already in the well  of  the  room  below,  holding  his  obliterator  high  like  a  torch  to light the chamber with its eerie glow. 

He stepped between carbonised corpses of necrons, frozen in some extreme  moment  of  heat-blast,  towards  the  structure  at  the  other end. 

‘Is that what I think it is?’ she asked. 

‘Do you believe it is a dolmen gate?’ asked Phillias. 

‘Yes.’

‘Then you are correct, Helynna Valeria.’

High pillars framed the inert portal. Atop it, the square mantel bore the  circle-and-line  glyphs  of  old  Necrontyr  script  –  not  part  of  the original  construction,  but  rough-cut  with  a  form  of  laser  or  gauss weapon. 

For  a  moment,  the  glyphs  danced  and  fluttered,  strobing  into  a series  of  gibberish  Gothic  characters  before  the  mindshackle  fixed the trans lation. 

It  read:  HERE  PASSED  SOTHKA  AND  HIS  SEEKERS  OF

KNOWLEDGE. 

Secured below was a silver disc. 

‘We are here,’ Trazyn said. He stepped forward, arms out in a grand gesture. ‘We are here in the footsteps of history, a path untrodden since the War in Heaven. Sothka has left us a message, a lone voice lain dormant for ages. Yet this voice reaches across time to–’

‘It says they went into the dolmen gate,’ Orikan cut in. ‘It gives the rela tive  date,  and  the  composition  of  the  expedition  force  after battling the things on the surface.’

Trazyn’s arms dropped to his sides with a disappointed clank. ‘You deciphered and read it?’

‘Yes, it was not hard.’ Orikan reached into the air, gesturing towards the  silver  plate  and  sweeping  one  hand  to  the  side  as  though throwing  its  essence  into  the  air  above  them.  It  resolved  into  the ghost-image  of  a  spinning  disc  and  began  to  turn.  ‘I  can  be  more theatrical about it, but I have the relevant information.’

‘That is not the point. We are a band. An expedition team. A group of seekers of truth. We should listen to this evidence together. Why would you ruin that moment?’

Orikan  made  a  dismissive  gesture,  rolling  his  hand  over,  and  the ghostly record began to spin. 

‘To those with a mind to listen and understand, know this. 

‘I  am  Kissh  of  the  Ogdebekh,  Seeker  of  Truth,  Elevated  Master  of the  Psychomantic  Mysteries.  Anointed  by  Sothka  the  Arcane  as second-in-command. 

‘Our  host  arrived  on  Amenthis  in  the  year  of  our  Silent  King’s rebellion against the star gods, a date which I have memorialised via a degenerating carbon  molecule marker placed upon this disc. 

‘For two solar cycles we have established a base camp, battling the native  empyric  creatures  in  order  to  clear  a  zone  of  operation  and conducting  site  surveys  as  we  seek  to  discover  the  best  means  of ingress. 

‘Our force has been damaged during initial contact with beings local to this rifting zone. The current strength of our complement is seven thousand,  allocated  in  this  manner.  Of  the  plasmancer  order,  one thousand and twen–’

Orikan wound his finger in the air, making circles that advanced the projected  disc,  rendering  the  scratchy  voice  of  Kissh  into  high-

pitched squeaks and burbles. His gaze caught Trazyn’s. 

‘Oh come now, admit it, no one wants to hear this section. Ah, here we are.’

‘As  you  will  note,  we  have  been  quite  mauled  by  these  first contacts. Ten per cent losses are no small thing. We are surrounded now, trapped with nowhere to go but down. 

‘But Sothka has reminded me that the discovery of this deactivated dolmen  gate  is  –  without  doubt  –  worth  the  attrition.  It  is  crude, perhaps  even  unfinished,  but  it  can  be  made  active.  Our dimensionalist  complement  have  worked  their  esoteric  art  upon  it and brought it to function. 

‘Sothka  has  ordered  that  we  enter  it  as  soon  as  the  furthest scouting  parties  have  returned,  so  that  we  might  descend  into  the planet  in  force.  Sothka  is  astounded,  excited.  He  considers  the number of empyric entities living on this mystery world to be a sign of spiritual potency rather than danger. The dolmen gate too, excites him. 

‘We were taught to build these structures by the star gods. But if so,  why  is  there  a  proto-gate  here?  Did  the  C’tan  instruct  another race long ago, who installed this crude, megalithic replica which we have needed to refine in order to use properly? Has one of our kind passed this way before, and this is merely a gate so old it has fallen to ruin? Or was it, as may be possible, built in the ancient past by those from the far future? 

‘Amenthis is a mystery world, and it is indeed full of mysteries. 

‘But hark, we descend. 

‘Made  by  the  hand  of  Kissh  at  the  order  of  Sothka  the  Arcane, under the  patronage of Szarekh the Silent King. We have left behind the keys to operate this gate should anyone need to follow. 

‘Those who follow, seek the knowledge of Mokan. Unite the circles. 

I shall greet you in the deeps.’

‘You  see?’  said  Orikan.  ‘I  summarised  the  relevant  points.  I  have appended a transcript.’

Valeria saw the document slide into her vision then disappear, as if dissolving into her memory. 

‘So  we  have  confirmation,’  Phillias  said.  ‘The  Sothka  Expedition passed this way.’

‘And they have left a trail for us to follow.’ Trazyn approached the gate,  pushing  aside  the  carbonised  shell  of  a  necron  that  stood  in the  way.  It  came  apart  in  flaking  chunks  like  burned  charcoal  that crumbled  to  dust  upon  impact  with  the  ground.  ‘But  my  sensory probes  do  not  indicate  a  mechanism.  The  gate  is  dead.  Everyone, search for a method to activate the portal.’

Valeria  stepped  to  the  wall,  running  her  fingers  along  the  joins  in the stone, scanning the floor. 

From above, a hard clang – like an artillery round ringing off tank armour – echoed through the labyrinth. The sonic force set Valeria’s teeth on edge, shook the wall beneath her fingertips, but the xenos did not react. 

‘Throne! What was that?’ she asked. 

‘The  beasts  are  trying  the  gate,’  Phillias  answered,  stepping  up  to brush carbon off the megalithic columns. She levitated as she did so, searching  with  her  hands  along  the  surface  of  the  stone.  ‘Our crypteks  are  reinforcing  it  with  fields,  and  have  tasked  repair canopteks  to  molecularly  rebuild  the  damage  between  strikes.  It cannot  hold  indefinitely,  but  the  structural  degradation  has  been slowed  to  acceptable  levels.  It  will  last  until  the  flight  of  Night Scythes arrives for our extraction.’

‘Extraction?!’  Trazyn  turned,  horrified.  ‘Surely  you  do  not  propose we  abandon  the  expedition?  We  have  only  just  started,  and  look what dis coveries we have made.’

‘Oh yes, what a promising start. Why, in the past…’ Orikan paused to conjure a mission timer the same way, Valeria thought, a human might theatrically consult a chrono. ‘…in the past hour. Has it truly only  been  that?  In  that  time  we  have  done  so  much.  Stranded ourselves  on  a  Stygian  world,  been  routed  and  surrounded  by empyric  horrors,  encountered  personal  malfunctions  and  found  an inoperable  dolmen  gate.  Speaking  for  myself,  I  cannot  wait  to  see what happens in the next hour.’

‘My dream, dear Orikan, is to one day hear you express a positive opinion without the sting of sarcasm.’

‘I am with Lord Trazyn,’ Phillias said. ‘We were under no illusion that this endeavour would involve danger. You are offering neither aid nor insight. Perhaps you could use your vast intelligence for a practical end, such as helping activate this gate?’

‘I have done that as well.’

‘What?’ Trazyn’s head snapped around back to front, eyes burning. 

‘Liar.’

‘The  stairway  tiles  descending  into  this  chamber  have  pressure mechanisms.  A  spectromantic  bombardment  will  reveal  they  are marked with algebraic glyphs written in contrary molecular patterns not  visible  from  a  basic  scry.  The  knowledge  of  Mokan  was  his greatest  proof,  the  Kii  Equation,  and  should  we  trigger  the  steps corresponding to that…’

Orikan  waved  his  hand  behind  him  without  looking,  triggering several stairs to sink and rise like keys on an Ecclesiarchal organ. 

Above the gate, a keystone ground inward, rotated and presented its opposite face – with a shallow circular depression, and a centre peg. 

‘The  two  discs  we  have  discovered  contain  entangled  particles. 

They are a matched set. Place them on the mechanism and the gate should calculate the proper destination.’

Orikan stopped speaking. 

Stunned  silence  followed.  Valeria  realised  she’d  been  holding  her breath. 

‘Strange,  I  do  not  hear  any  words  of  thanks,  or  appreciative cheering. Typical.’

‘You  were  just  letting  us  grope  around  uselessly  while  you  stood there and solved it?’ Valeria blurted. 

‘Your searching was not useless. It kept you all out of my way while I identified the solution. Do not look at me like that – are we not on a three-day time limit?’

‘Arsehole.’

‘He  is  right.’  Trazyn  unhinged  the  tip  of  a  finger  and  activated  an airstream,  blowing  millennia  of  dust  away  from  the  shallow depression. Tiny, fuchsia spiders fled as their web colony tore away. 

‘Perhaps  one  day  he  will  be  right  in  a  way  that  makes  us  want  to listen.’

‘What is that supposed to mean?’

Trazyn slotted one disc atop the peg, then the other. 

They  sat,  silver  on  gold,  until  they  began  to  turn  in  opposite directions  with  whirring  clicks,  like  a  combination  lock  on  some arcane vault. Their glyphs burned white, and for a moment Valeria thought she saw new ones arise in the after-image projected on her eyes. 

Then  they  locked,  hard  and  loud.  A  reverberation  that  echoed through  the  chamber  even  louder  than  the  bangs  of  the  daemons battering at the gate. 

Somehow,  the  discs  were  no  longer  separate.  They  had  melded, like a bimetal coin, the silver fused to the outside of the gold like a ring. 

The  smell  hit  her.  A  fusing,  ozone  stink  that  caused  her  lungs  to hitch  from  a  sudden  lack  of  oxygen  in  the  air.  She  fumbled  her rebreather up, and fastened it around her face. 

Despite long experience with xenos technology, this felt unclean in its  impossibility.  A  sensation  like  insects  crawling  beneath  her  skin made her involuntarily scratch her arms, until the soothing drone of the  mindshackle  –  the  true  insects  beneath  the  skin  –  quieted  the feeling. 

Within the gate, the wall receded, a milky light seeming to rise like floodwaters  from  the  blank  wall.  It  moved  wrong,  like  a  pool  of mercury disturbed by magnets being held beneath the surface. 

‘How  many  of  us  should  go?’  asked  Trazyn.  His  tone,  often  so casual, had an undercurrent of awe. 

‘Only  a  small  team,’  Phillias  answered.  ‘You,  Master  Orikan  and  I. 

The  human  for  her  extrasensory  functions.  A  complement  of praetorians for security.’

‘A small team?’ Orikan hissed. ‘We have no concept of what may be on  the  other  side  of  this  gate.  There  could  be  an  army  of thoughtforms, even more than those outside.’

‘If  so,  we  will  retreat  and  close  the  gate.  But  what  we  absolutely cannot  do  is  leave  our  position  here  too  lightly  defended  –  we  will

need an escape route. As Master Orikan so incisively pointed out, we have  three  days  until  the  evacuation  flight.  We  are  besieged  from without,  and  it  would  not  do  to  come  back  this  way  and  find  only empyric horrors at what is, as far as we know, the only way out. I will not risk losing this foothold.’

‘I also wish Huntmaster to come,’ Trazyn added. 

Phillias nodded. 

‘If he is taking a retainer, I am taking my canoptek.’

‘Any other demands?’ Phillias appended a glyph indicating that none would be granted, but Orikan ignored it. 

‘Yes, I insist the human answer my question.’ He turned to Valeria, ocular  gleaming  with  irritated  determination.  ‘What  is  “arsehole”? 

From  context  searches  in  human  works  of  literature,’  Orikan  said, texts scrolling by his vision, ‘I discern it means a selfish or boorish individual,  but  some  baser  meaning  has  been  redacted  from  my dictionary.’

‘Try  cross-referencing  it’  –  Valeria  gave  a  wicked  smile  –  ‘with human anatomical models.’

Orikan paused in his perusal of datafeeds and stared. ‘No.’

‘I tried to protect you.’ Trazyn shook his head. ‘But you will insist.’

‘I  am  done.  This  is  the  end  for  me.  I  for  one  will  not  travel  this path,’  Orikan  snivelled.  ‘I  will  simply  not  do  it.  You  shall  all  go through the gate without me.’

‘You  are  coming.’  Phillias  activated  her  scythe.  ‘By  orders  of  the Silent King. You have been proclaimed part of this expedition, and to shirk it is treason.’

‘I do not care.’

‘Come with us,’ said Valeria, quietly, ‘or I will tell you how we make cheese.’

‘It cannot be worse than what you have just revealed.’

‘First,  we  squeeze  the  udder  of  a  livestock  animal,  producing  the milk  intended  to  nourish  its  young.  While  it  is  still  warm,  we  add bacteria  cultures  to  acidify  the  mixture,  then  an  animal’s  stomach enzymes, which coagulates–’

‘Stop.’ Orikan raised his hands. ‘I will go.’

CHAPTER THREE

‘And so you come, corpse-traveller, to the first gate of mortality. 

Do  not  tremble  as  you  enter.  Hold  your  head  high,  and  spine straight. Pass between the guardians who line the way, staring at you with their hands on their scythes. Look not upon them, or you shall be cut down. Ask not the way, or you will be smote. 

Instead,  proclaim  in  a  proud  voice  your  arrival,  saying,  “Hail, sentinels! I come now as a child of the necrontyr, noble in blood and  bearing!  Many  were  my  servants.  Strong  was  my  body. 

Great were my deeds. Yet see now – death has come upon me. 

Mourners  weep  at  my  tomb,  and  my  lips  are  sewn  shut. 

Witness,  guardians,  that  my  flesh  is  cold.  I  wish  to  pass  the gate which may only be entered once.” Should this be accepted, the  gate  shall  open,  and  you  may  enter  the  metropolis  of  the dead.’

– The Odyssey of Death, Scroll III, Lines 4-8

‘Dead Gods,’ Trazyn breathed. ‘It is not possible.’

Even though his oculars catalogued and pattern-matched, the vista before him made no sense. 

Phillias  crouched  down,  resting  her  scythe  across  one  knee  as though overwhelmed. ‘Is this a form of fractal hallucination, or recall image?  Should  we  layer  our  ocular  readings  to  confirm  we  are  all perceiving this?’

‘Oh, it is real,’ Orikan said. ‘Real as it ever was, for all that’s worth.’

‘What is it?’ Valeria asked. 

Trazyn  hesitated  before  answering,  since  the  answer  seemed  so unlikely that it felt almost embarrassing for him to admit. Yet clearly, the others saw it as well – this was no vision exclusive to him. 

The  landscape  of  wind-blown  cubes.  Vast  plazas  and  complexes, the  pyramidal  peaks  and  subterranean  grottoes.  Towers  with  long stone  faces  emerging  from  their  sides  and  aqueducts  running  with liquid  metal,  held  on  the  shoulders  of  vast  carved  bodies  that seemed to strain under the weight. 

‘It  is  the  Eternal  Court  of  the  Necrontyr.  As  it  was  before biotransference.’

‘I  thought  your  home  world  was  lost  during  the  War  in  Heaven, misplaced amongst the cataclysms of the combat.’

‘It  was.  Huntmaster,  scout  us  a  route  down  into  the  city.  Stay  on the lookout for hostiles.’

Huntmaster  blinked  an  acknowledgement  and  stepped  between dimensions. 

‘So if it was lost, what’s this?’

Trazyn shook his head. ‘Perhaps a shadow of it, trapped here as an echo in the warp. Grown out of the conductive blackstone.’

‘Impossible,’  sneered  Orikan.  ‘What  evidence  have  you  to  support that  conclusion?  None.  Merely  a  stray  hypothesis  in  search  of evidence.’

‘Of course it is – we have not started searching for evidence. What is  your  suggestion?  The  resemblance  is  uncanny.  Observe,  we  are looking  from  the  western  mountain  slopes,  yes?  There  is  the Technomantic Library, Zarethan’s Obelisk, the Martial Temple of the Immortals, the Ossuary of Unremembered Vassals…’

‘The  Royal  Observatory,’  Orikan  said,  emitter  fairly  dripping  with acid, ‘is incorrectly situated.’

‘It is not.’

‘It is. We are facing it from the west, but that is the east gate. It has been rotated one hundred and eighty degrees.’

‘You are misremembering.’

‘How  could  I  misremember?  It  is  a  ritual  process  to  enter  the observatory in the direction of the sunrise, which in case you have forgotten, is east. To enter from the west would mismatch the action with the words of the celestial trance-chant. To even suggest such a thing is bizarre.’

‘As we have established, your engrams have likely been corrupted. I can prove it.’ Trazyn searched his own engrammatic item catalogue, translated  the  entry  he  found  there  into  a  phos-glyph  projection. 

‘This is the model of the palace complex. To scale and accurate. You see?’

He flicked his hand, sending the ghost-silhouette out ahead of them to settle like a sheet over the palace. 

‘A perfect match.’

‘This is what you provide as proof? No doubt you have altered it to support  your  point.  And  as  we  well  know,  given  how  you misremembered  the  particulars  of  biotransference,  your  memory data is entirely unreliable.’

‘Oh, of course you would dredge that up. Did we not settle it? None of us can surely say–’

‘“I  went  to  the  flames  of  biotransference  in  chains,”’  mewled Orikan. 

‘Stop that. I do not sound like that.’

‘“In chaaaaaaaaains…”’

‘Your impersonation is entirely inaccurate.’

‘“I was draaaagged. In chaaaaaains. I remember distinctly.”’

‘I apologised for that. Perhaps I should not have. Perhaps…’

Valeria slid up beside Executioner Phillias, who was kneeling as she stared  at  the  complex  below.  When  crouched,  the  praetorian’s massive melon-sized head was level with her own. 

‘Throne,’ she said, jerking her head towards the squabbling pair. ‘Do you have marriage in your culture?’

‘Only as punishment for the most heinous offences.’

Valeria blinked. When responding, the praetorian had not taken her eye-lenses off the city. ‘Is that a joke?’

‘In  part,  yes.  A  court  did  once  legally  join  them  in  a  union  as  a punitive  measure.  Once  the  punishment  was  over,  this  union  was dissolved.’

‘So they’re divorced.’

Phillias  paused,  as  though  processing  this  new  term.  ‘If  that  is meant in earnest, it is incorrect.’

‘And if it is a joke?’

‘Then it is a good joke.’

The  praetorian  said  it  with  a  detached  flatness  that  Valeria  had  a difficult  time  reading.  She  was  about  to  respond  when  the  giant continued. 

‘My apologies if I am mirthless. It has been aeons since I have seen this place. One I used to know quite well.’

‘Homecomings can be hard.’

‘It is not a homecoming. Master Orikan is correct, or perhaps Lord Trazyn is. Either way, this place is wrong. The geometries are askew in  a  way  I  cannot  place  but  also  cannot  ignore.  It  is  like  a  body rebuilt with a faulty resurrection beam. There are slight mismatches. 

Seams  beneath  the  surface.  I  do  not  know  how  my  sensors  are collecting this data, but they are.’

‘For  the  purposes  of  this  conversation,’  Trazyn  shouted,  breaking through  the  general  babble  of  recriminations  and  spite,  ‘let  us assume you are indeed correct about the observatory’s placement –

no,  be  quiet  –  and  that  you  are  not  neurally  deranged.  Could  that incorrect  placement  not  be  a  result  of  the  empyrean  twisting  the structure if it is an organic–’

‘Who exactly is deranged here? Is it I, who has personal experience of this ritual space, or you, who are basing your entire supposition on an old schematic which might be–’

‘Whatever  forces  shaped  this,’  said  Phillias,  cutting  through  with  a glyph  of  authority,  ‘we  shall  not  discover  them  by  arguing  here  on the slope. Huntmaster, have you found a path of descent?’

Affirmative, my lady. I scope no movement. No silhouettes, trails or spoor, but…

‘Yes?’

I have picked up auditory signals. 

‘What signals?’ asked Trazyn. 

‘Hold on,’ said Valeria. She cocked her head. ‘I hear it too. It’s…’

‘Chanting,’ finished Orikan. 

Phillias tapped the butt of her scythe on the rock twice, igniting a ripple of molecular field along its blade. ‘Praetorians. Two of you up front,  two  behind.  Keep  on  the  ground,  no  gravitic  displacers.  If beings are down there, I do not want them seeing us.’

And  with  implacable  tread,  they  descended  into  a  palace  of memory. 

Down in the foothills, after weaving through valleys and gullies, they came upon the city. 

Valeria  kept  glancing  back  at  the  portal,  its  mercury  surface  and crystalline light dimming each time they descended another shelf of rock.  Soon,  it  was  gone,  as  though  the  gloom  of  the  place  had settled  over  the  world  like  a  wet  cloth  across  the  face  of  a waterboarded man. The silence here suffocated her – the unnatural irreversibility of it. More than anything, it reminded her of a funeral with an open casket, and the impossible stillness of a body that had once been a living being. 

Just as the deepest sleep produced micro-twitches, the rise and fall of breath, the sound of air whistling by teeth, still landscapes were always  alive.  Their  quiet  broken  by  the  stirring  of  leaves  on  trees, the  hum  of  insects,  or  the  sub-audible  background  vibrations  of technology. Even the lifeless, frozen tundra of Melchior had not been totally  silent.  There,  after  going  alone  to  incinerate  and  bury  a particularly  dangerous  xenos  artefact,  she’d  stopped  just  before reboarding her ship. She’d had a mind to have a new experience. To take in a planet where she was the only organism alive. 

There,  the  empty  sensation  was  spooky,  yet  also  gave  her  great comfort. Around her was a world at total peace. A place so quiet she could actually hear individual snowflakes fall. Still, she couldn’t take it for more than two minutes. The sounds of her own heartbeat, the

bubbling and shifting of food in her stomach. Vertebrae grinding as she turned her head. 

This place, it was like that. Except it lacked even the muffled crunch of snow underfoot. The only hints of life were strange trails worn in the rock, seemingly carved by twin watercourses over the passage of uncounted  ages,  though  what  streams  ran  in  parallel  she  didn’t know. 

‘Can  you  digest  more  quietly?’  Orikan  hissed.  ‘It  is  disturbing  my focus.’

The  cryptek  hovered  a  hand’s  breadth  off  the  ground,  his  gravitic gen erator tuned lower even than the sound of muffled footsteps. His tail swam around him like a flagella, sniffing and sensing the air. 

‘It  isn’t  from  digesting,’  she  hissed.  ‘It  is  from  not  digesting.  We haven’t stopped for food since planetfall, my stomach is protesting. I could use a rest too.’

‘Rest,’ Orikan scoffed. ‘I suppose along with your gear, we will soon be  carrying  you  as  well.  Perhaps  it  is  because  of  your  simian ancestry. That at your core, you long to be a clinging infant, gripping on to your mother’s belly hair as she swings through the jungle.’

Valeria took a sip from the tube secured to her webbing, which ran over her shoulder to a hydration skin slung on her back. Three hours ago, the executioner had relieved her of the heavy Militarum patrol backpack she’d been carrying. The praetorian had lifted it with only two fingers, and secured it to her hip as though it were a coin purse. 

At least she thought it was three hours. Her chrono seemed unable to decide which way it wanted its radium-glowing hands to go. They ticked  one  way  for  several  minutes,  then  the  other,  then  came together to point at the horizon, vibrating like a compass needle. 

‘And now it is taking on more fluid,’ Orikan continued. ‘Next it will want to halt to evacuate liquids again.’

‘Now that you suggest it, that may be in order.’

‘Trazyn.’ He wheeled. ‘Do you not see the logistical nightmare this biological presents?’

‘Perhaps  a  halt  is  not  uncalled-for,’  Trazyn  said.  ‘It  would  allow Hunt master to reconnoitre the outskirts of the palace. We are exiting the hinterland. Inquisitor, do you have any developing sensory data?’

Valeria found a rock to sit on. Her legs ached, despite a lifetime of strength  and  cardiovascular  training  –  an  overcompensation  for  a sedentary  childhood  spent  aboard  ship.  Keeping  up  with  the  long, tireless strides of the necrons had been difficult. While they were not especially  faster  than  humans,  often  a  little  slower  in  fact,  their sheer endurance ensured they kept up a pace better than any long-distance runner. 

‘The oppressiveness keeps getting worse,’ she said. ‘The closer we get to the city, the more I feel it, but…’

‘Do  not  hesitate,  just  speak  of  what  you  sense,’  said  Phillias.  She had  come  alongside  Trazyn,  and  Valeria  realised  that  the  gleaming lenses of the whole party were trained on her. 

‘That’s just it. This whole situation is strange. I am with a party of aliens,  descending  into  an  uncanny  ancient  city  which  should  not exist,  on  a  daemon  world.  That’s  a  lot  of  strangeness  layered  on itself. When you say to speak of what I sense, you’re thinking of the way  you  sense  things.  Parsing  it,  like  data.  Quantifying  each element.  But  I  don’t  have  sensors,  I  have  feelings.  Separating  the dread I feel at the alienness of the place from the psychic emanation of  warp  energy  is  not  so  simple.  Yet  I  would  tell  you  that  there  is empyric energy here, in large amounts.’

‘Why do you believe it so?’ Phillias asked. 

‘I can’t say. It’s just a feeling. Like an indefinable force is out there. 

Like there are things flitting around at the edge of my vision. Not as though  I  see  them  peripherally,  but  as  though  I  am  about  to  see them, but they move when I turn my head to look. I don’t know, it’s useless. I’m useless here.’

She looked at her feet and saw a dot of blood on her boot. Had her nose been bleeding? She reached down to wipe it away. 

‘You must try harder,’ said Phillias. 

‘I will, but–’

Movement, warned Huntmaster. I see… Dead Gods, I…

‘What is it?’ asked Trazyn. 

Nothing.  I  scry  nothing.  For  a  moment  I  thought…  Disregard spotting report. My threat monitor must be mistaken. 

‘It  is  unlike  you  to  be  mistaken,  Huntmaster.  Shall  I  order  you directly to make your recanted report?’

I have been subject to ocular malfunction. What I thought I scryed was… a large amphibian. Or reptile. Like the Old… No. Just a ghost-glimmer, a bad memory of old hunts, but– Akkk! 

In a burr of static, the channel fell silent. 

‘Huntmaster?’ Trazyn paused. He tried again, this time emphasising it  with  the  tone  Valeria  knew  carried  his  dynastic  code. 

‘Huntmaster.’

No answer. 

‘A  reptile  or  amphibian,  from  old  hunts,’  Trazyn  said.  ‘I  did  not imagine this description, did I?’

Trazyn  exchanged  a  concerned  glance  with  the  astromancer  and the executioner. Orikan merely snorted a spool of dismissive glyphs, while Phillias made an adjustment to her particle caster that brought it online. 

‘Oh  excellent.’  Orikan  raised  his  death  mask  towards  the  vaulted ceiling, as if appealing to the stars for sanity. ‘Do you not see what is occurring?  The  human  has  infected  you  with  her  panic.  If  we  truly want to…’

An  unwholesome  shadow  fell  over  Valeria’s  heart.  Highly unscientific, she knew, for as a blood-pumping organ, the heart had nothing  to  do  with  her  psychic  essence.  Yet  this  place  was  not reality  –  was,  indeed,  divorced  entirely  from  reality  in  the  same manner as a nightmare. And in this dreamscape, the eclipsing sense of deathlike cold had indeed chilled her heart. 

‘We’re being watched,’ she whispered. 

‘Oh, so I doubt your usefulness, and suddenly–’

Trazyn broadcast a glyph that hushed him. ‘Can you pin it down?’

‘No, but it’s close.’

‘Attune  scry-beams  to  organic  matter,’  hissed  Phillias.  ‘Sweep  the environ ment.  Disregard  hits  on  blackstone  or  other  inorganic material.’

Thread-thin  beams  sketched  from  the  cranial  orbs  of  the praetorians. The patterns of their silent bombardment on the uneven rock surfaces around them cast eerie, dappling grids as they passed, 

like light reflecting on the surface of water. Yet what scared Valeria was not the eerie blue of the beams, but how prominent they were. 

It  had  become  noticeably  darker,  like  a  winter  dusk  that  comes  in quickly. An encroaching gloom that had smothered the ambient light. 

And  she  realised  the  robotic  xenos  could  not  see  it.  They  had  no idea  of  the  choking  miasma  that  had  swept  in  around  them.  She alone,  as  the  only  warp-attuned  being,  could  feel  the  threat.  She wanted to scream, to panic, to ask how could they not see it? Not feel it? 

Throne, this must be how sanctioned psykers felt. No wonder they were half-mad. 

She drew the crystalline pistol and searched the ridges above her, scanning  for  the  predator.  Trying  to  anchor  the  feeling  to  anything that  might  have  stimulated  it.  Pointing  the  weapon,  even  as  it trembled. 

A pair of eyes glowed down at her. 

‘There’s  something  up  there,’  she  whispered,  almost  sub-audibly, letting the mindshackle carry the meaning. ‘On the ridge. Could that be Huntmaster?’

‘Where?’ Trazyn’s beam swept right over the head and shoulders of the thing, enough for her to briefly glimpse its unnatural, gargoyle-like crouch. ‘I do not see it.’

‘It  is  only  Huntmaster,’  Orikan  said.  ‘You  are  jumping  at  shadows. 

My  sensor  is  registering  nine  returns,  as  normal.  Five  praetorians, Trazyn, myself, the human and Huntmaster makes nine.’

‘Huntmaster?’ Trazyn said. ‘Huntmaster, acknowledge.’

The eyes glared down, silent and unmoving. 

‘How  many  oculars  does  Huntmaster  have?’  Valeria  asked,  voice shaking. 

‘A  monocular,  like  all  deathmarks,’  Trazyn  said.  ‘A  few  barometric and telemetric nodes to improve accuracy, but primarily one.’

‘This has two.’

She  fired,  but  despite  the  prismatic  slash  striking  home,  the extreme  range  must  have  dissipated  its  power,  since  the  lurking horror launched itself into the air, heedless of the two-storey drop to the floor of the gulley. 

It landed hard on its feet, springy knee joints absorbing the impact despite the moan and crackle of ligament snapping from bone. Slick ropes  swung  from  its  belly,  spilling  out  of  the  flesh.  And  with  its moaning,   antlered  head  lolling  to  the  side,  it  hissed  out  an unintelligible dirge. 

‘Plaguebearer!’ Valeria screamed, raising her pistol. 

The praetorians beat her to the kill. 

The two in the rearguard raised their wrist-mounted particle casters and  zipped  shots  into  the  thing  point-blank,  blasting  apart  the spongy  carpet  of  green  flesh  that  covered  its  body.  Each  beam burrowed into its flesh and detonated, throwing putrescent shreds of meat  towards  the  party  that  –  to  Valeria’s  horror  –  twisted  and wriggled like maggots wherever they fell. 

One,  long  as  a  worm,  landed  on  the  cuff  of  her  trouser  leg  and began inching its way upward like a caterpillar. She slapped it away with a gloved hand and stamped on it, satisfied by the tinny squeal of its death. 

The daemon kept coming, and for a moment it appeared the brutal fusillade  would  not  stop  it.  Yet  finally,  just  as  it  raised  its  rusted poleaxe,  a  well-placed  shot  detonated  directly  in  its  lower  jaw, blowing the appendage off entirely, and scouring its throat and chest right down to the blackened skeleton. 

It fell backwards, twitching in death. 

‘Dead  Gods,’  Phillias  swore.  ‘Dead  Gods,  what  was  that?  The punishment  it  took.  I  have  never  seen  a  mortal  thing  absorb  so much particle fire before falling.’

‘It’s  not  mortal,’  Valeria  said.  ‘It’s  a  servant  of  the  Plague  God.  A daemon, or daemon-infected host. It…’

She  took  a  step  towards  it,  hoping  to  see  if  it  varied  from  the illustrations  in  the  grimoires  Trazyn  had  provided,  but  felt  the archaeovist’s cold hand eclipsing her shoulder. 

‘Quiet,’ he hissed. ‘Expedition, stay silent.’

She turned to see him looking upward. 

There were more eyes above them, glowing a baleful green in the dark.  Dozens  of  them.  She  turned  a  circle,  trying  to  estimate  how many exactly. 

As a result, her back was turned when she heard the groan of old joints, and the slurp of rotten flesh crawling together like a curtain of worms. 

She turned just in time to see the thing take its feet, the putrescent layers of fat and skin recolonising the skull, shrouding it in the hellish mask of rot. And as the daemon stood, it buzzed its chant from its now-jawless palate. 

‘Run!’  she  yelled,  firing  a  beam  that  sliced  through  the  walker’s shoulder  just  before  it  brought  the  axe  around,  staggering  it  and arresting its blow. 

In that instant, the rain of bodies came. 

The  horrors  leapt  like  the  suicidal  from  cliffs  and  rockfalls.  They tumbled down slopes heedless to pain and damage, smashing skulls against stones and snapping limbs as they landed, only to rise and pursue despite the mortal injuries. 

They came dragging bent legs or stove-in heads. Some tripped on the  wet  coils  hanging  out  of  their  exposed  ribcages.  One,  its backbone  broken  and  twisted,  scuttled  like  a  crab  along  the  rocks with its spine arched back, its torso and legs facing the wrong way. 

Their wordless chant came in unison from their open mouths. 

‘Make for the outskirts!’ ordered Phillias, ripping her scythe through a walker as it tried to rise. The thing still scrabbled at her, clutching her string of honour tiles, until she stomped on its head. ‘Flyers up front.  Praetorian  vanguard,  clear  the  way  with  Master  Orikan.  You other two, stay with Lord Trazyn and the human. Stay together. We cannot be swarmed.’

Trazyn  smashed  his  obliterator  down  on  the  head  of  a  walker, unleashing  a  crackle  of  bound  lightning  that  tore  through  three more,  burning  their  sockets  empty.  ‘Valeria,  my  dear,  behind  me  if you would.’

Valeria dodged back behind the massive wall of Trazyn’s body, then snapped a shot at a plaguebearer coming up on his side. She kept the  beam  on  it  this  time,  boring  through  its  body  like  an  industrial cutting laser until neon bile spurted from its core. The damage was satisfying – at least until the pistol emitted a high-pitched splintering sound, deltas of hairline fractures spreading in its core. 

She  let  go  of  the  trigger,  and  the  tiny  cracks  melted,  healing  as though  the  core  of  the  weapon  was  liquid,  and  solidified  only  as  it fired. Not an ideal time to learn that it needed cooldown time, she thought. 

Behind her, Orikan uttered a hex and slashed his hand out, emitting sparks but accomplishing nothing. He snarled a string of glyphs that appeared untranslatably foul in her mind. 

To her left, another daemon lunged at her with its glowing halberd, but  one  of  the  rearguard  praetorians  stepped  inside  its  blow  and severed both skinny arms with chops of his voidblade buckler before drilling a particle slug directly into its cranium. 

The  praetorian  snarled  a  curse  and  kicked  the  falling  daemon-corpse  away,  sending  it  into  the  next  stumbling  creature.  Its  legs entangled, he slammed two more shots into its chest, misting the air with glowing bio luminescent bile, then decapitated the creature as it fell  forward  –  a  practised  strike  that  appeared  almost  instinctual. 

Simultaneously,  his  particle  caster  locked  on  to  another  target  and zinged out a shot that exploded its cranium. 

The whole operation took only two seconds, but in the thick of the fight that was an eternity, and she shook off her urge to watch the sliding pistons and rotating ball joints of the artificial warrior and saw to her own safety. 

Trazyn and the rearguard were accounting well for themselves, but already more corpse daemons were landing behind them, dragging shattered bodies up to encircle the necrons with their halberds and buzzing chants. 

And  to  her  astonished  horror,  they  appeared  to  ignore  the rearguard and fix their glowing green eyes directly on her. 

The only one with a soul. 

‘Phillias!’ she said. ‘They’re swamping me!’

Valeria  stumbled  backwards,  aiming  a  shot  at  a  daemon  charging her – but the beam had barely begun to melt its forehead before the crystal began splintering and the beam juddered out. 

She  pulled  the  power  maul  from  her  belt  instead,  pointing  it forward  and  triggering  the  telescoping  shaft.  The  fist-sized  cylinder of  its  head  shot  forward  an  arm’s  length,  slamming  into  the

daemon’s breastbone just as the power field ignited, hissing blue like the pilot light on a flamer. 

With  a  lightning-strike  flash,  the  horror  careened  backwards,  its chest blown open as though it lay pinned on a dissection table. 

She’d  learned  the  trick  from  an  arbitrator  sergeant  while  battling genestealer cults on Ikthis Adassa, and she thanked the Emperor for the man’s tutelage as she turned and ducked a halberd chop from a second  daemon,  then  shattered  its  kneecap  so  the  leg  folded forward. 

Valeria  leapt  the  toppling  plaguebearer  to  exit  the  melee,  but beyond  the  horrors  were  more  horrors.  Outside  of  the  scrum,  just another developing scrum. 

Nothing  but  a  modulated  buzz  and  the  burn  of  unblinking  green eyes. Overlong arms reaching for her, their rotting flesh squirming in anticipation, the monsters crashing on her like a wave. 

And in a horrible moment of vertigo a cold hand seized her by the webbing and yanked her, doll-like, into the air. 

When  his  spine  hit  the  floor,  Trazyn  could  barely  see  due  to  the alerts and damage reports plastered across his vision. Not that there was  really  much  to  see.  Judging  by  the  increasing  weight  on  his frame,  there  must  be  thirty  of  them  on  top  of  him  –  writhing  and scratching  in  a  wriggling  mound  of  putrefaction.  Like  insects swarming a larger creature. 

Though,  he  reflected  gloomily,  insects  were  small.  These  were nearly  his  size,  and  they  were  heavy.  Far  heavier  than  bloated corpses should be. 

Another slammed down onto the pile, and his ribcage groaned with the weight. 

He raised his obliterator, its head spitting sparks, only for a pressing hand to seize his wrist and pin it down. 

‘Curse the stars. Orikan! Orikan!’ He sent it interstitially as well as vocally, not trusting the airwaves to carry data. 

Yes, I quite have my own problems, you know. 

‘Orikan, I am being crushed. I must be extracted.’

Well, I have– Dead Gods! Very well, I have plotted a course. Try to work yourself free. 

‘I am pinned. My obliterator cannot–’ Trazyn paused to headbutt a daemon that was scraping at his oculars with protuberant fangs. The thing went slack, its forehead dented inward, but his cranium rang with the shock. 

Dead Gods, but its skull was like iron. He must dissect one later. 

You cannot what? 

‘My obliterator, it is pinned. I cannot…’

It would be polite for you to finish a sentence. 

A  solution  came  unbidden  to  him,  and  he  could  not  believe  the simplicity of it. 

‘Never mind,’ said Trazyn, yanking the dangling cylinder off his hip and  thrusting  it  deep  into  the  press.  The  blinking  light  indicator  in the  sockets  of  the  cylinder’s  embossed  skull  winked  red  until  it vanished in the mass of flesh. ‘I am coming.’

The  detonation  was  anticlimactic,  really,  given  the  rarity  of  the weapon. A bang like a heavy book being slammed down on a table, and the flensing hiss of particle dust driven through rotten flesh and rattling hard bone. 

He  didn’t  even  take  his  hand  off  the  device  when  it  exploded, letting the concussion force his hand open. 

The powder inside would not hurt him. 

The empyric entities, however, screamed and caught fire – became charcoal skeletons waving their arms in panic as their flesh melted. 

They scrabbled away, glowing with dark fire, before collapsing. 

The weight on him released. 

Trazyn speared his obliterator into the writhing bodies and keyed a discharge. 

Limbs blew upward like spall in a detonating volcano, the heap of foul  things  blasting  into  the  air  to  create  a  crater  fifteen  feet  deep with him at its heart. 

Trazyn climbed, grasping melting limbs and stepping on craniums to find purchase and get him high enough to thrust a hand in the air. 

Orikan caught it, and bore him upward from the howling mass. 

They  rose  towards  the  city,  following  the  blurring  displacement fields of the praetorians. Ahead, Trazyn could see Phillias bearing the fragile body of Valeria under one arm. 

‘The explosion,’ said Orikan. ‘What was that?’

‘A  psyk-out  grenade.  Human  weapon.  I  thought  it  might  prove useful.’

Orikan  grunted,  not  with  approval,  but  strain.  His  counter-gravitic pack  was  never  designed  for  the  load  stress  of  two  bodies,  and  it dipped towards the floor as they made their way after the shapes of the other flyers. 

‘Have you any more?’

‘They  are  rare,  it–’  Trazyn  paused  as  they  hit  floor  level,  then assisted  their  momentum  by  sprinting  a  few  strides  and  leaping  to put them back in the air, sailing over a pack of empyric horrors. ‘It is made from a by-product of the human’s beacon, the Astronomican. 

Though popular myth says it is the tears of the human Emperor.’

‘So  you  do  not  have  any  more?’  Orikan  asked,  beginning  to  drop again as they reached their apex. 

‘Not  as  such,  no.’  This  time,  Trazyn’s  foot  caught  a  thoughtform’s skull on the way down, booting it with a clang before he hit the floor and pistoned his legs to loft them back into their parabolic arc. 

Like  a  bouncing  ball,  he  observed  internally,  refraining  from speaking  it  aloud  because  he  knew  it  would  infuriate  Orikan.  Best not  to  antagonise  while  he  was  dangling  from  the  chronomancer’s arm. 

‘Are  you  saying,’  Orikan  said,  nursing  more  power  into  his  gravity field  to  try  and  straighten  their  flight  path,  ‘that  this  god-monarch they  yammer  about,  and  revere,  and  invoke  for  miracles,  this  all-powerful  ruler  whose  name  they  howl  as  they  die…  he  spends  his time sitting in a chair and weeping?’

‘Well,’  said  Trazyn.  He  was  about  to  explain  the  reductiveness  of that statement, but his focus briefly turned to pinwheeling his legs to build speed for another leap. ‘I suppose you could–’

‘Pathetic,’ Orikan snarled. 

Trazyn  tried  to  answer,  but  Orikan  burned  them  upward  with another blurt of energy from his gravitic displacer and they crashed

onto  the  roof  of  a  building,  briefly  entangling  themselves  with  an unaware praetorian. 

‘On  your  feet!’  shouted  Phillias.  ‘They  are  coming  up  the  walls.  I have plotted defensive positions.’

Trazyn  arose  amid  the  tumult  of  a  scratch  defence.  Praetorians leapt  to  the  edges  of  the  rooftop,  zipping  shots  and  washing  solar fire downward. 

Valeria slashed disruptor beams down at the alleys below. She was nearly convulsing with shock, her shivering arm sending the lines of fire everywhere. 

It  didn’t  matter.  The  streets  and  alleys  around  the  building  were flooded with targets. Emerald eyes bored upward, voices buzzing so loud  Trazyn  could  barely  focus  on  the  glyph  marking  his  own defensive position. 

To  defend  it,  he  had  to  sever  fingers  and  smash  down  heads coming up over the waist-high parapet. The things were scaling each other  like  colony  insects,  reaching  and  pulling.  Paying  no  heed  to butchered limbs, hauling themselves upwards on stumps. 

Even the deltas of neural lightning were not enough. Hordes of the creatures fell burning, only to be scaled by those behind. 

In his peripheral scry, Trazyn saw a praetorian hauled over the side by his chest carapace. The warrior screamed defiance as they tore at his limbs and chest, burying his vibro-blade into a skull as he sank beneath,  the  horror’s  cloven  cranium  fountaining  sparks  as  the oscillation of the blade carved through it. 

‘Retreat, form up around the human!’

Trazyn  backpedalled,  sweeping  his  staff  before  him  to  keep  the plague-things at bay as they climbed over the parapet and came on with their slow marionette walk. 

‘Why  the  human?  Who  cares  about  the  human?’  Orikan  sneered, blasting  a  directed  gravity  reversal  that  flung  three  thoughtforms over the edge. 

‘They seem to be targeting her, and she is useful.’

‘Targeting  her?’  Trazyn  decapitated  a  shambler  and  skipped backwards. ‘Why would they be–’

‘We can leap to the next rooftop,’ stated Phillias. ‘Everyone together, fire gravitics on my mark…’

‘They want my soul!’ Valeria said. ‘I’m the only one with a soul!’

Trazyn’s  head  snapped  around,  his  neural  spools  heating  with  the rigour of formulating connections. ‘Valeria…’

‘One.’

‘Are you saying,’ Orikan crowed, ‘that they just want the human?’

Valeria, Trazyn tried to cut in. 

‘No,  let  me  say  this  before  my  destruction.  This  is  your  fault, Trazyn. I always–’

‘Two.’  Phillias  drilled  a  shot  through  a  horror’s  chest,  the  slug ricocheting out the back to stove in a second being’s head. 

‘–knew the human was a bad–’

Valeria turn on your limiter. 

He need not have said it; she was already fumbling with the little obelisk, smashing the activating glyph. 

‘Thr-eee?’

The  order  came  out  strange,  because  the  bloated  corpses  had stopped. 

Their  eyes  pulsated,  a  line  of  light  passing  from  one  to  another. 

Flesh crawled back into place. 

Then they turned and shuffled away, back into the streets, filtering towards the mountains. Thronging the city with their buzzing chant as they returned to whatever unfathomable pattern their assault had interrupted. 

Some, perhaps one in ten, simply knelt down and put their faces to the  flagstones  as  if  praying  –  and  stayed  there,  looking  for  all  the world like lichen-colonised rocks. 

Orikan  walked  towards  one  of  the  dormant  ones  and  knocked  it with the butt of his staff. Apart from a metallic clang, there was no response. 

‘They  were  hungry,’  Valeria  breathed.  ‘They  have  been  here  God-Emperor  knows  how  long  with  only  the  soulless  city.  They  were starving.’

‘Are  you  telling  me’  –  Orikan  wheeled,  his  vocal  emitter  low  and serpentine,  hissing  with  angry  static  –  ‘that  you  have  led  us  into  a

city  infested  with  ravenous  nether-beings,  and  done  so  while dangling a tasty morsel? Is that what we have concluded, Trazyn?’

‘Essentially, yes. But worry not, all will turn out well.’

‘Excellent. Most excellent. Another gala expedition, colleague. I did not know how you could top Serenade, but you have. Perhaps you would like us to take in an opera while we are here, hmm?’

‘For the sake of the stars, Orikan, when will you let that go? I have.’

‘You let it go because you were not buried under a mountain! And how is this to turn out well? Tell me how this is going to resolve, as we walk out of this nest of sand vipers with a burrow-vermin tied to our  ankle,  eh?  In  the  event  you  have  not  scryed  our  present situation, we are in a city thronged with what your delicious piece of bait here calls daemons.’

‘We have greater difficulties,’ said Phillias, kneeling over one of the slain thoughtforms. 

‘How could we? How could this possibly get worse?’

‘Because this is not a warp being,’ she said, grabbing the creature’s neck  waddle  and  peeling  its  flesh  upward  to  reveal  the  leering chrome death mask beneath. ‘This one is a necron.’

CHAPTER FOUR

‘What does it mean to lack a soul? It is hard to define. Like a pleasant  dream  that  bleeds  from  one’s  consciousness  upon waking, you feel only its absence. Without any tangible memory to grasp, one simply knows that one was happy, and now is not. 

But  even  this  explanation  is  insufficient  and  intangible,  for  we no  longer  sleep,  much  less  dream.  The  best  we  can  do  is  to know we once had dreams, and that they were taken from us.’

– Pleasures of Vanished Mortality, Sothka the Arcane

‘I would not touch it, colleague.’

Orikan did not reply – he was far too focused on gaining access to the cranial chamber. 

‘Orikan, I would advise…’

‘He’s not listening,’ the human chimed in. 

‘It  is  obvious  he  is  not  listening,  but  I  have  found  that  with repetition–’

Orikan  found  the  vertebral  pivot  joint  and  twisted,  cracking  the imperceptible mould join so he could pull the cranium free, dragging

the  branching  system  of  neurofilament  transmitter  wires  from  the spinal column. 

‘Hmm,’ he said, playing a palm emitter over the fibrous bundles of filament, hanging like the root system of a plant. ‘The substance is here as well.’

He dipped two fingers into the empty spinal column and scraped it around, then rubbed the green-black residue between his fingers to break it down and analyse the molecular components. 

‘You’re going to get possessed,’ the human stated. Orikan sensed, for a reason he cared not to identify, that her voice declared an utter lack  of  concern  for  his  safety.  As  though  she  would  not  mind  if  he had to be put down. 

‘Master Orikan,’ Phillias cut in, encoding the words with a warning protocol  that  bypassed  the  screen  he’d  put  over  his  primary consciousness. ‘I do not think it is wise to handle the specimen so directly. It could have data-plagues.’

That stopped him. Not so much the words, but that she put such official force behind them. He turned to her. 

‘Superstitious  dread  is  the  realm  of  lesser  beings,’  he  said.  ‘I understand  the  human  experiencing  it,  as  that  is  in  her  nature.  I even  countenance  Lord  Trazyn  experiencing  it,  both  due  to  his unwisely  prolonged  contact  with  their  culture,  and  because  he  is  a fool. But an executioner of the Triarch?’

There was a pause, so he continued. 

‘We  do  not  have  souls,  correct?  And  these  empyric  beings  are themselves  naught  but  whatever  emotional  animus  we  call  a  soul. 

Because  we  do  not  have  souls,  our  souls  cannot  be  corrupted. 

Therefore,  as  our  Imperial  pet  would  put  it  –  quod  erat demonstrandum – this vassal cannot be spiritually corrupted.’

‘Orikan, look at them.’ Trazyn swept a hand at the befouled necrons lying  about  them,  too  damaged  to  repair  and  rise  again.  ‘Perhaps they are not corrupted in the classical sense, but they have moved like the bearers of plagues. That cannot be coincidence.’

‘It  can,  and  it  is.’  Orikan  plucked  a  strand  of  the  spinal  wires  and ran  a  spectromantic  bombardment  of  it,  then  tossed  it  away  like  a

piece  of  straw.  He  set  the  cranium  down.  ‘Give  me  your  weapon, praetorian.’

Orikan  pointed  at  one  of  the  three  remaining  praetorians  and opened his hand expectantly for the rod of covenant. 

Phillias  nodded,  and  after  a  pause  the  praetorian  placed  it  in Orikan’s grip with some reluctance. 

Having never used the weapon before, he gave it an experimental blast towards the floor at low power, then paused to see if anything in the city moved. When it did not, he dialled the output down until it was little more than a hissing torch, then carefully passed it back and forth before the cranium, letting the ambient heat melt away the infected  flesh  while  monitoring  the  cranium’s  thermic  tolerances  in his ocular’s analytic datashroud. 

Finished,  he  tossed  the  weapon  back  at  the  praetorian  without looking,  mildly  amused  at  how  the  soldier  had  to  stagger  to  catch the sacred rod. 

‘What we have here is no infection, no corruption, no – Dead Gods help us – possession. This is a colonisation.’

‘That’s just semantics,’ the human responded. 

‘It  is  semantics,’  Orikan  shot  back,  ‘because  words  matter.  They shape how you see the issue. Much like… the word that will not be discussed. Use a certain word and it trains the mind how to interpret the  information  that  is  being  conveyed,  just  as  an  appended  glyph can  turn  a  statement  from  earnestness  to  sarcasm.  The  one  doing the corrupting here is you, tainting our investigation with nonsensical spiritual undertones, hmm.’

Orikan tapped the cranium’s side with a thoughtful finger. 

‘Intriguing.  I  have  broadcast  a  command  to  the  necrodermis  to open a hatch for inspection, but it is not responding. No matter.’

He folded back a finger at the knuckle joint and activated a pinpoint plasma torch, showering orange sparks around his feet as he cut a line above the cranium’s ocular sockets. 

‘What this vassal has experienced is colonisation, much like a moss or  lichen  colonises  a  rock.  The  empyric,  ahh…’  He  tailed  off  and raised his cutting torch to gesture in the air, searching for the correct term. ‘Parasite, let us say, is living on the surface of the warrior. On

its  necrodermis  and  in  its  joints,  even  inside  the  exoskeleton  and growing  into  fissures  and  punctures  in  the  necrodermis,  but  not  in the neural pathways or core flux.’

He  completed  his  circumnavigation  of  the  cranium  and  flicked  the top of it off with a finger, sending it bouncing across the rooftop. His right  hand  tented  in  Kessh’s  Energisation,  funnelling  power  to  the dead neural system. 

‘That  itself  should  be  impossible,’  Trazyn  responded.  ‘Even  lacking the  scarab  swarms  and  wraiths  that  should  provide  maintenance functions,  their  own  command  protocols  should  fight  off  anything that  impedes  movement.  Failing  that,  their  dynastic  commander would not allow them to be colonised so.’

‘Not  necessarily  true,’  said  Phillias.  ‘Not  all  dynasties  are  as fastidious as the Nihilakh. Auric displays and gleaming carapace are part of your legacy, but I have seen phaerons who let their dynastic hosts  decay  through  inattention,  or  madness,  or  even  to  let  local plants take root as a form of camouflage. Perhaps they were trying to blend with the empyric horrors to avoid being attacked.’

‘I  suspect  that  nothing  so  comforting  or  logical  will  be  the  culprit here,’ Orikan said, finishing with an excited clicking as the warrior’s oculars took on a weak glow. He enacted a hex to crack the neural firewall, then conjured an image of the warrior’s thought stream. It flickered  in  the  air,  already  dimming  with  the  weak  power  supply. 

‘Interesting.’

‘Perhaps  if  you  told  us,’  said  Trazyn,  ‘we  would  think  it  was interesting as well.’

‘Banish your presuppositions,’ Phillias said, ‘and tell us, is technical corruption,  or  parasitic  possession,  even  possible  in  a  scientific sense?’

‘This  poor  bastard  was  not  possessed.  He  was  not  corrupted  or even  using  this  for  camouflage.’  Orikan  gestured  with  the  head. 

‘There  are  no  wraiths,  no  daemons,  no  curses  hiding  in  this  skull. 

Only…’

He tailed off, gazing deep into the exposed neural spools. 

‘How strange,’ he said, in a tone of disquiet. 

‘What?’ Trazyn asked, taking a step forward. 

‘It  is  nothing,  only…  only  there’s  an  odd  thing  buried  in  here.’  He rotated his ocular and dug a finger into the neural mesh. ‘I think… I think  if  I  work  an  analytic  node  underneath  the  neurals  I  can  just about…’

‘Orikan…’ Trazyn warned. 

Orikan’s body tensed, then rattled with a shiver from crest to foot. 

His head snapped up, its monocular orb dilated in a roiling cloud. He saw the party tensing, hands to weapons. Combat grids flashed over their frames, suggesting kill strokes and attack routes. 

Valeria’s sidearm snapped up, but Trazyn grabbed the barrel. 

‘Steady,’ warned Trazyn. ‘Orikan? Orikan, are you–’

‘There  is  no  Orikan,’  Orikan  slurred,  jaw  lolling  open.  ‘I  am  Nuur-gal. Threefold King. Master of the Triple Buboes. Giver of Life. The number  of  my  blessed  is  three  trillion,  three-hundred-thirty-three billion, three-hundred-thirty…’

His  foot  raised  and  slammed  down  in  a  heavy,  shuffling  tread. 

Absently, he brought the skull to his mouth and dragged his teeth on the metal. 

‘He’s corrupted, on your guard!’ shouted Phillias. 

A bank of weapons rose to meet him. 

Orikan  paused,  cocked  his  cranium  slowly  at  the  weapons  of destruction, then threw his head back and laughed loud and clear. 

‘Dead Gods, you should see your data chains right now!’ he crowed, holding his sides. ‘I cannot believe you fell for it.’

‘That is not amusing.’ Trazyn depowered his staff and thumped it on the rooftop to show his displeasure. 

‘On the contrary, it is very amusing. Trazyn, you will agree with me when  you  see  the  image  captures.  Come  now,  you  must  at  least commend my performance? I am Nuuuur-gal.’ He mimed eating the skull. 

Phillias  growled.  ‘You  think  I  am  here  to  be  toyed  with  for  your amusement, Master Orikan?’

‘Indeed, quite the opposite,’ Orikan said, still chuckling. ‘This display was  a  succinct  –  and  entertaining  –  demonstration  of  how  this mortal’s  superstition  has  embedded  itself  into  your  consciousness. 

While  it  is  certain  that  this  place  is  steeped  in  the  unusual  and

ethereal,  we  cannot  allow  it  to  shake  us  from  our  empirical understanding of the cosmos.’

‘So have you discovered why they are this way?’ Phillias cut in. ‘And please, hold the theatrics.’

‘They are not possessed, they are severed.’ Orikan saw the shiver go through them, and delighted in the repeat stimulus. ‘Not severed in the sense of the Empire of the Severed, mind. The Sarkoni plague has  no  connection  to  this.  Their  engrams  are  not  wiped  of  all memory or personality – there is no great master program carrying out  a  purge  of  their  data.  They  have  simply  been  given  a  simple task, set to it, and left to rot without maintenance. Given that it has been sixty million years, they have become quite degraded.’

‘Are you certain of this?’ Trazyn asked. 

‘See for yourself.’ Orikan tossed the head to him, and was extremely gratified when Trazyn flinched away, letting it bounce on the ground. 

‘Oh well. Had you inspected it, you would see that this warrior has been  tasked  with  guarding  the  borders  from  biological  or  empyric threats – thus why, with the human’s limiter, they do not perceive us as a target. They will not surprise us.’

‘You still should not have let down your guard,’ said the being that appeared behind him. 

Trazyn allowed himself a chuckle at seeing Orikan spin and ignite his staff,  his  pomposity  well  and  truly  punctured,  as  Huntmaster materialised behind the cryptek. 

But  that  brief  moment  of  mirth  came  and  went  before  his  anger reasserted  itself.  After  all,  it  was  a  vassal’s  duty  to  guard  their master  –  not  disappear  when  he  was  buried  under  a  pile  of  rot-colonised severed. 

‘Where in the Pits of Diju have you been? We thought you had been destroyed. You gave us no warning of the oncoming horde.’

‘My  apologies,’  the  game  warden  said,  putting  a  hand  over  his reactor  and  bowing.  ‘In  truth,  for  a  moment  I  believed  that  I  had been killed.’

‘Explain.’

‘This place is a wildland full of beasts. Not these unfortunates’ – he nodded at the dead warriors – ‘but what they guard against.’

‘Beasts? What kind of beasts could live here?’

‘Chaotic ones,’ whispered Valeria. 

‘It  was…’  Huntmaster  paused.  ‘The  taxonomy  was  alarming. 

Amphibious, lacking a tail, powerful jumping legs and bulging eyes, but rotting with a horn on its head. Forgive my misidentification, but for a moment I thought it was…’

Huntmaster  let  his  words  trail  off  rather  than  completing  the thought,  and  Trazyn  felt  a  shiver  run  through  his  actuators.  His datashroud  detected  that  the  other  expedition  members,  too,  had their reactors involuntarily cycle higher. 

Trazyn glanced at Valeria. 

‘A  plague  toad,’  she  said,  not  requiring  any  prompting  by  an interrogative glyph. ‘I’ve read descriptions of them.’

Trazyn  turned  back  to  Huntmaster.  ‘I  understand  your  alarm.  But why not warn us?’

Huntmaster twitched in agitation. Began to absent-mindedly adjust the scope on his disintegrator. ‘It was close, and my usual method in danger of ambush is to secrete myself in the dimensional oubliette, slipping  between  realities  while  I  move  to  a  more  distant  shooting hide.  In  that  manner,  I  can  observe  in  safety  before  reporting  in. 

That is what I attempted. I went into the oubliette, but…’

‘But it wouldn’t open,’ said Orikan. ‘Yes, this place is dimensionally troubled.’

‘How did you know, lord?’

‘A guess. I confess, aspects of my own ritual practice have not been behaving as expected.’

‘And you did not feel compelled to inform us?’ Phillias snapped. 

‘I was not finished collecting data. For all I knew, it was a personal malfunction, requiring only recalibration.’

‘Are  you  suggesting  that  you  were  trapped  in  your  oubliette, Huntmaster?’

‘Affirmative.  I  could  not  reopen  the  dimensional  gate,  nor  could  I travel.  Only  observe  as  though  trapped  in  a  sarcophagus  with  a crystal  window.  Until,  for  no  reason  I  could  discern,  the  dimension

let go. Perhaps the retreat of the empyric energy from the corrupted warriors…’

‘Not corrupted,’ huffed Orikan. 

Trazyn  could  feel  the  heat  of  his  reactor  rising.  Vocal  actuators ground  in  his  throat.  ‘Impossible.  That  has  never  happened  to  a deathmark. No records of such a thing exist. It cannot happen.’

‘You doubt my honesty?’

‘I  doubt  your  courage.  A  whiff  of  the  old  enemy  and  you  hide, weaving  a  nonsense  story  about  dimensional  anomalies.  Such  a thing  cannot  happen  –  it  did  not  happen.  If  dimensions  could  be frozen  thus,  it…’  He  tried  to  gesture  with  his  hands  to  illustrate  a point,  but  found  his  obliterator  still  in  his  grip.  ‘Look,  I  shall  show you, if…’

Trazyn  opened  his  dimensional  pocket,  dropping  the  obliterator inside. 

He had just raised his hands and begun sketching figures in the air when he heard a clang. 

His obliterator lay on the rooftop. 

Trazyn  swept  his  hand  through  the  air,  to  open  the  dimensional append ices. 

Nothing happened. 

He tried again. 

Nothing. 

He tried again, deliberately overdoing the motion and his focus. A small  tear  in  reality  opened,  barely  large  enough  to  stick  a  fist through. It spat black sparks in protest. 

Then it slammed shut again. 

Orikan  nodded.  ‘Were  I  you  –  and  trust  me  that  I  would  be sickened  if  that  were  the  case  –  I  would  avoid  placing  anything  of value in a dimensional appendix.’

Trazyn snorted, hooked a foot under his obliterator and jumped it up into his hand. 

‘Very well, you are truthful then. But that does not explain what you meant by beasts.’

‘These unfortunates are not random packs of cannibals, they are  ‐

hunters. Coordinated or semi-coordinated packs.’

Huntmaster broadcast a recorded engram, painting it over Trazyn’s vision. In it, a bloated creature on powerful legs – Trazyn’s systems involuntarily cringed at the sight of the thing – vomited neon bile at the  shuffling  warriors  surrounding  it.  They  came  on  with  their battered,  malfunctioning  gauss  flayers  held  high  like  axes,  and butchered the creature with mechanical swings. Once it was naught but ectoplasm, they turned and walked dispassionately away. 

‘Sacred geometry,’ Orikan swore. ‘This is their purpose?’

‘Yes.  They  are  guarding  the  city.  While  I  was  trapped,  motion returned to the oubliette before it could be opened. I used the time to take a game survey.’

More engrams appeared, showing colonised warriors bowing to the ground in their dormant balls, rising to pursue threats. Plague toads wriggling up from crevasses in the mountains. They appeared slow and  disoriented,  as  though  unsure  why  they  were  there  –  but livened when attacked. 

‘Would I guess,’ Huntmaster continued, ‘I would estimate that this is going on all throughout the mountains – and has for aeons.’

‘The  strange  trails,’  Valeria  said,  ‘they  weren’t  formed  by  streams. 

They’re made by dragging feet. They’ve been eroding the mountains by walking them.’

Phillias  shot  a  look  at  Huntmaster.  ‘The  empyric  beasts,  did  they slow when the human’s nullifying pendant was activated?’

‘They did.’

‘Best  keep  that  limiter  active,’  said  Trazyn,  scrying  the  kneeling warriors around them. Already, their foul encrustations had begun to go  chalky  and  scab-like,  like  the  skin  of  an  amphibian  who  is deprived  of  water  and  enters  a  suspended  state.  ‘These  empyric parasites feed on emotion and the soul. Left to subsist off only our kind, they are essentially starving. And no wonder. I–’

He stopped, sensory augurs dancing data points around his vision. 

‘What?’ asked Valeria. 

‘The chanting,’ said Phillias, lighting her scythe. ‘It is getting closer.’

Orikan flicked a wrist, sending his Vishani canoptek aloft. Her ocular connected  to  the  expedition’s  data  aura,  flooding  images  and  scry-information into their vision. 

Trazyn  saw  the  palace  complex,  growing  smaller  as  it  retreated below.  Laid  out  like  his  model,  its  streets  straight  and  angular around the high towers, ziggurats, low tomb entrances and temples. 

But unlike his model, this was a city that moved. 

Lights floated through the angular streets, wobbling and wavering in  lines  like  burrowing  insects  following  an  invisible  path.  Trazyn could  see,  by  the  outlines,  that  they  were  columns  of  marching necrons.  The  canoptek  zoomed  in  on  one  of  the  lines  –  the  one coming closer, the buzzing chant rising in volume as it approached. 

When  the  ocular  focused,  Trazyn  could  see  the  silhouettes  of  the marchers.  They  held  aloft  ignited  staffs  and  ritual  lanterns,  the warriors  carrying  their  battered  gauss  flayers  upright  with  their generators at a low hum so ghost-light suffused their nodes. All of the  weapons  glowed  rather  than  burned,  and  in  an  instant  Trazyn realised  why  the  sentinels  had  used  their  weapons  merely  as  long halberds  rather  than  ranged  weapons:  the  atomic  power  plants within them were running down, left to rot without maintenance and refurbishment for millions of years. 

Dead Gods, it was a miracle any worked at all, a testament to the design genius of the crypteks. 

Ahead  of  the  marching  column  rolled  a  poisonous  green  haze, perhaps intentionally leaked from their core flux, or else the result of the  same  neglect.  It  was  difficult  to  make  out  details,  but  even  by the shuffling, teetering gait of the silhouettes Trazyn could see that the  members  of  the  procession  were  as  broken-down  as  the sentinels who had attacked them. 

Yet on they came, leaning and limping, bodies encrusted as though they’d been left beneath a salty sea to rust and grow barnacles. Four abreast  they  moved,  keeping  their  lines  of  march  straight  despite twisted legs and curved spines. 

In the vanguard were four lychguard, shields held in front of them and phase-blades horizontally above their heads in the ritual guard position, indicating that all should clear a path. They shouted as they came,  issuing  a  percussive  warning  every  ten  steps  that  anyone blocking the procession would be slain. 

Behind  them  were  the  lantern-bearers,  jaws  locked  open  to  emit the bilious fog of reactor vents as well as the buzzing chant. 

True to the lychguard’s order, sentinels patrolling the streets moved aside  and  prostrated  themselves,  banging  their  foreheads  on  the ground with metallic knocks. 

‘How  strange,’  said  Trazyn.  ‘This  procession  is  similar  to  court rituals, but… there is an aspect of it I cannot pin down. As though the engram that explains it has been archived to a deep repository due to lack of use. But it is royal. This is a phaeronic procession.’

‘There were no phaerons with the expedition,’ said Phillias. ‘Besides, if  it  is  a  phaeron’s  procession  where  are  the  cartouche  devices? 

Where are the heralds, the pronouncements of his coming? It is too subdued.’

‘Unless…’ mused Trazyn. ‘Orikan, order the canoptek to change its ocular scry to wide.’

Trazyn did not see Orikan move, but the projected chrysoprase view chopped out wide with a click as the canoptek rotated lenses. 

The whole of the city vista was before them now, and Trazyn could see that what he had previously believed were multiple processions were  in  fact  a  single  line,  stretching  throughout  the  whole  palace complex.  Thousands  of  necrons,  perhaps,  in  ritual  alignment. 

Running the maze of streets in right-angle turns and spirals, passing every  major  site.  The  observatory,  the  academy  of  the  Immortals, the temple of the crypteks, the blank space of the Rotunda of Pillars. 

It hit him all at once like a deathmark’s disintegrator beam, burning through his neurals. 

‘Oh  dear,’  Trazyn  said.  ‘They  have  not  displayed  the  cartouches because they have been destroyed. There is no phaeron.’

‘Of  course  there  is  not,’  Phillias  snapped.  ‘As  I  stated  –  all  were crypteks, no phaeron.’

‘You  seriously  believe  that  these  subjects  were  here,  and operational,  for  sixty  million  years  and  that  whatever  cryptek commanded  them  did  not  declare  themselves  phaeron?’  Trazyn waved an incredulous hand at the cityscape. ‘They built a palace! A palace  needs  a  monarch!  Be  they  phaeron  or  phaerakh,  someone stepped  onto  the  platinum  dais  to  lead  them.  But  now  they  have

shattered the ruler’s cartouches and process in the absence of royal authority.’

‘Because their king has left?’ Orikan asked. 

‘No, because the king is dead. Not destroyed, dead. You would not remember. After all, it has been aeons since full funerary rituals were enacted.  So  many  were  based  on  biology  and  the  preservation  of flesh.  Besides,  reanimation  protocols  and  the  chaos  of  the  Great Awakening  have  meant  there  is  little  need  or  desire  to  bury  a phaeron. But look at these processional patterns…’

Trazyn  sketched  onto  the  projection  with  a  fingertip,  indicating routes and patterns. 

‘They  follow  the  traditional  route  of  a  phaeronic  funerary procession.  After  embalming  and  the  application  of  resin  and  linen dressings,  the  living  corpse  of  the  phaeron  is  considered  to  have entered  their  death-life.  Until  succession  is  determined  and  their interment  can  begin,  the  monarch  follows  their  normal  routine. 

Social  visits,  formal  banquets,  even  appearances  at  court.  Servants are designated to drink, eat and relieve themselves on their behalf. 

All treat the phaeron as though they were still alive and active.’

‘Would treat, you mean,’ sneered Orikan. 

‘What?’

‘You  have  been  speaking  in  the  present  tense.  You  said  “is considered”,  and  “are  designated”,  and  “treat”  not  “treated”.  You speak  as  though  this  is  no  ritual  from  the  ancient  past,  but  one currently practised.’

‘Because  it  is  currently  practised.’  Trazyn  jabbed  a  finger  down  at the  procession.  ‘Look,  I  shall  demonstrate.  This  is  the  buzzing, guttural chant yes?’

He  motioned  in  the  air,  projecting  a  chrysoprase  sonic  analysis  of the chant. 

‘It  is  gibbering,  yes?  Mere  noise.  But  it  is  noise  with  rhythm. 

Cadence.  Now,  compare  this  to  the  ancient  processional  funerary chant.’

Trazyn  stirred  the  air,  and  conjured  the  far  cleaner  peaks  and valleys of the old chant. 

‘Make way, make way for the king of eternity,’ droned the simulated voice. ‘Witness his conquest of death, his victory over mortality. His sunken  eyes  behold  shores  that  ours  cannot.  His  form  has  been hollowed to fill with the spirit. In doom, he ascends to be among the stars. His–’

‘It is vaguely similar,’ acknowledged Orikan, clenching a fist to shut off the recitation. ‘But not the same.’

‘So  it  appears,  colleague,  but  if  I  apply  a  filter  to  simulate  the experience  with  degraded  vocal  actuators  –  worn  down  through aeons of chanting – see what occurs.’

The recitation’s mountain peaks lowered, the lows entering a burr of static. When it played, it buzzed and fizzled, unmistakably similar to that which droned around them. 

‘So what are you suggesting?’ asked Valeria. He could see she was sallow and exhausted by the effects of the limiter. ‘That their leader has  died,  and  in  the  absence  of  orders,  they’ve  been  marching  in circles for millions of years?’

‘More than that, dear Valeria. I will need to get closer, but I believe we have discovered the fate of Sothka the Arcane.’

CHAPTER FIVE

‘You do not perceive the world with your senses. This is illusion. 

One  sees  not  with  the  eyes  but  with  the  mind.  One  feels  not with the skin but with the soul. These appendages take in the data, but it is our brain that creates meaning from them – and is it not the meaning that matters?’

– Delusions of Matter, Scroll I, Footnote 5, Sothka the Arcane Orikan  entered  his  meditative  trance,  less  to  work  a  problem  or ruminate on their situation, and more to keep his reactor from going critical in irritation. 

Cocooned in data streams, wrapped in comforting geomantic grids of the soothingly straight-edged necrontyr architecture around him, he chose his words carefully. 

‘You  are  a  gnawing  little  worm,  Trazyn,’  he  said,  ‘a  parasite  I somehow cannot rid myself of.’

‘Yes, yes.’

‘And I do not like this plan.’

‘We needed to get close, is that not what I said? I seem to recall you arguing that it would be foolish to interrupt this display without

first verifying it was Sothka. And me responding that we would need to get close in order to do so.’

To Orikan’s irritation, Trazyn interstitially sent him a transcript of the conversation,  highlighted  sections  tagged  to  recorded  audio quotations. 

‘Yes, thank you, I also have engrams.’

‘Trazyn,’ said Trazyn, using Orikan’s recorded voice, ‘this is nearly a legion’s  worth  of  warriors  who  have  formed  a  perfect  system.  It would be foolish to risk the consequences of destabilising it…’

Orikan scrubbed through his own audio transcripts and responded with a carefully edited snippet in Trazyn’s own voice: ‘I am a fool?’

‘That is out of context. You are a fool. A puerile fool.’

Orikan  thrilled  at  the  archaeovist’s  downturned  mouth,  then  hit another  perfect  vein  of  antimatter  from  the  same  conversation.  ‘I have a hunch…’

‘That is too far.’

‘My  lords,’  interrupted  the  praetorian  standing  behind  them, crouched on the low roof. ‘The column is approaching.’

‘You  see,  Orikan?  You  waste  our  time  on  trivialities.  Prepare  your survey, unless you wish to wait a year for the procession to pass this section again?’

Orikan did not wish it, and banished the Serenade transcript he was searching  for  more  embarrassing  statements.  He  reached  out  and connected  to  the  Vishani  canoptek,  which  perched  lower  down  on the tower like a gargoyle. 

This  plan  was  madness.  A  vastly  optimistic  scheme  with  the possibility  of  terrible  consequences  –  yet,  he  reasoned,  it  was  the best option to  speedily conclude this business. 

Amenthis  scared  Orikan.  Not  only  the  strange  empyric  creatures and  mind-broken  automata  that  were  once  necrons,  but  the horrifying, unstoppable nature of the present. 

Orikan had not experienced natural time for millions of years. In all those long millennia, he had never had to contend with the pressure of the immediate. Was this how beings lived? Deciding things based simply  on  their  best  guess  at  any  given  moment?  Unable  to  edit

time, rewrite fate, retrace their steps and answer no instead of yes, or dodge left rather than right? 

Already he felt less sharp. More confused and unsettled. While true that  it  was  not  advisable  to  rewind  his  own  timeline  overmuch  –

doing so risked weakening the walls of the material universe – to be unable  to  do  it  for  more  than  a  second  or  two  was  maddening.  It was barely enough to save him in combat, and the skirmish with the severed  warriors  had  left  him  with  more  scores  and  dents  in  his necrodermis than he cared to admit. 

Worse, he could not verbally spar with Trazyn as precisely as usual. 

The  archaeovist  was  correct  –  his  gambit  had  been  puerile  and uninspired. But he had no ability to apply different insults in alpha-beta testing until he landed on one that truly stung. 

The sooner he could exit this nightmare, the better. Orikan had no wish  to  live  like  this,  teetering  on  the  knife  edge  between  present and future. 

Were it an option to simply walk out the portal, he would do so. But even if Trazyn allowed that, Phillias would not. She would steer this ship of fools to its destination, and could not come back to the Quiet Tyrant  empty-handed.  But  should  they  verify  the  death  of  Sothka, likely the executioner would force Trazyn to extract – and though he would  protest,  even  the  archaeovist  had  to  bow  to  the  will  of  the praetorian. If all went well, Orikan calculated, he could be out of the portal and waiting for extraction within two hours. 

‘Can you see it?’ asked Trazyn, ever impatient. 

‘Wait,’ he responded. 

But he could. Through the canoptek’s sensor array, stripping away the  fog  of  reactor  venting,  he  could  scry  the  heart  of  the  funerary column,  more  widely  and  elaborately  than  the  rest.  Crypto-thralls loped ahead like packs of hunting hounds, sniffing the grounds, their leashes held in the steady hands of deathmarks. The warriors held their  flayers  skyward  like  torches,  and  one  raised  the  hollowed-out horn of a warp entity to blow a note across the city. Another, skulls arrayed in front of him, beat the hollow craniums like wood drums. 

All  had  the  parasite  layer  upon  them,  sprouting  bone  horns  and pustules gone flaky with dry neglect. 

At  first,  Orikan  did  not  see  the  being  they  venerated.  Then  came the lychguard dripping in gold, the metal oily with verdigris. It was pulling  something  huge,  as  big  as  a  monolith,  silhouetted  in  the green fog. As it came closer, its shape became more apparent. 

It was a chariot. 

No, even that was not the correct word. It was less a chariot than a massive moving altar, the wheels twice Orikan’s height. In shape it was  vaguely  pyramidal,  and  around  it  staggered  an  army  of mourners  that  wailed  out  their  automated  grief.  Metal  fingers  tore rents in their spongy layers of para sitic flesh, and fists beat breasts with  such  force  that  several  had  developed  concave  ribcages  and permanent erosive dents. 

As Orikan watched, one smashed its fist into its own central reactor hard  enough  to  crack  it.  Vapour  hissed  from  the  puncture,  joining the miasma around the altar. 

Atop  it,  enthroned  with  its  arms  crossed,  was  a  figure  swathed  in sheets  of  necrodermis.  One  hand  held  a  staff,  the  shaft  broken symbolically to a stub, while the other gripped some form of ring. 

‘I see it. You are correct – it is a funeral procession, and there is a body.’

‘Can you verify it is Sothka? They will not reach the section for the naming of the dead for hours, perhaps even a day.’

Orikan  urged  the  canoptek  to  detach  and  edge  closer.  Sketched  a peri meter flight path with his mind that would circle the procession, but edge away at a hint of detection. 

‘Is it him?’

‘Wait.’

He  initiated  a  spectromantic  divinatory  bombardment,  shooting beams  at  the  wrapped  figure  that  stripped  away  layers  of  the  fine necrodermis  wrappings,  amulets  and  layers  of  whatever  they  had used…

‘Revolting,’ he sneered. 

‘What?’

‘They  did  not  have  access  to  resin.  They  appear  to  have  instead smeared the deceased in some empyric fluid, perhaps whatever pus the toad-things secrete.’

‘Can  you  form  a  reconstruction  of  the  death  mask?  It  is approaching the interception point.’

‘The  substance  is  not  cooperative.  Its  properties  are  blocking  the beam.’ Orikan projected the datamap of the face as the dots filled in, like a pointillist portrait. ‘Almost, almost… That may be the best we shall get.’

It was a long cranium, with a beard and a single eye. 

‘It is Sothka!’ said Trazyn. 

‘It is a cryptek. That is all I can say.’

‘Sothka was a cryptek.’

‘So were half the high-level members of the expedition. This tells us nothing. It could be Sothka, it could be one of any number of others. 

But… Dead Gods.’

‘What?’

‘I am… reading low-level power cycling. Background neural activity, faint but enough to register.’

‘Are you saying that whoever it is, they are still alive?’

‘That  is  the  wrong  term,  but  yes,  their  spools  have  not  been deactivated.  This  is  not  a  destroyed  cryptek  –  it  is  functioning mentally.’

‘Breath of the stars,’ said Trazyn. ‘He’s been mummified alive?’

‘Again, figuratively yes, but in a strictly technical sense…’

Executioner,  Trazyn  signalled.  We  have  detected  neural  activity  in the subject, initiate the plan. We shall attempt rescue. 

Orikan broke the trance, touching his feet down on the blackstone. 

‘Trazyn,  that  is  not  wise.  Even  if  this  is  Sothka,  what  can  we  hope to–’

Very  well,  lord  archaeovist.  Report  the  moment  you  have  an answer. 

‘Stand by,’ Valeria cut in. ‘I’m preparing to deactivate the limiter.’

‘Wheel of the cosmos,’ Orikan said. ‘Can we consider our options for a moment?’

‘Limiter off.’

‘This is the problem with mortal allies,’ Orikan grumbled. ‘Suddenly everything goes at the speed of humans.’

At  least,  he  reflected  as  the  enormous  palanquin  cart  drew  near their  rooftop,  there  seemed  to  be  no  effect  on  the  mourners. 

Perhaps this plan would simply fail, he reasoned. Mayhap the skeins of the universe would be uncharacteristically forgiving, and therefore not launch them into such a suicidal–

A sharp scream echoed across the vast space, only audible because his auditory transducers were scanning for threats. 

But that scream was not what caused the mourners’ heads to snap around, for the whole of the procession to cease in its murmuring as though it were a choir reaching the last note of a concert. 

No, the reason for that was the chorus of rising flutes, and gibbers, and hungry howls. The buzzing of jewelled fly wings and a peal of mirthful laughter. 

At  the  edge  of  the  chamber,  near  the  gateway,  shadows  rose  in multitude like a flight of birds startled by a gunshot. 

‘Oh  Throne!’  screamed  Valeria.  ‘Throne,  Throne,  Throne,  they’re coming  up  everywhere!  They’re  coming  out  of  the  rocks  like groundwater, they’re–’

Swiftly, Trazyn, Phillias snapped. We may need to evacuate through the gate. 

‘Come, Orikan!’ Trazyn said. ‘With speed – we have already gone.’

Ahead,  Orikan  could  see  that  he  was  right.  Their  accompanying praetorian had lifted Trazyn by the shoulders and launched them into the air above the howling, stampede-maddened mass of mourners. 

The  crowd  below  had  abandoned  its  soporific  dragging,  and  now surged  like  a  flooding  river  towards  the  sickly  yellow  glow  of  the empyric  intrusion  at  the  chamber’s  edge.  Indeed,  it  seemed  their plan had worked too well. 

As posited, the concept was that should the human deactivate her blackstone pendant, it might draw a group of warp intelligences out and  thin  the  amount  of  protection  around  the  venerated  corpse. 

Instead, it had apparently summoned such a ravening invasion force that  the  entire  city  was  surging  to  meet  it,  the  press  of  the  crowd trampling those in front if they dragged their feet or fell. 

For  an  instant,  Orikan  cast  divinatory  scry-packages  studying  the odds of flying in the opposite direction of Trazyn and making for the

gate. Phillias and Valeria were there, and he could easily tell them –

no doubt truthfully – that the lord of Solemnace had been dragged down  and  ripped  apart  by  the  ravening  mob.  Probability  auguries suggested  that  they  would  likely  believe  him,  though  that  did  not account  for  Huntmaster,  who  would  almost  certainly  put  him  down out of principle if Orikan did not return with his master. 

‘To flee or not to flee,’ he considered. 

Orikan felt something push forward from the rear subconscious of his  neural  spools,  a  presence  so  tangible  he  could  almost  see  it intruding to glare at him from his peripheral senses. The undigested remains  of  the  data-revenant  that  attacked  him,  he  realised.  It emerged  with  an  unbidden  and  upwelling  thought  that  he  must follow Trazyn. He pushed it down. 

‘Begone, you are not a part of this decision.’

Orikan? asked Trazyn. Orikan, where are you? We have reached the phaeron – the praetorian cannot lift us both. 

‘Very  well,’  Orikan  sighed,  keying  his  gravitic  generator.  ‘But  not because you want me to, revenant.’

‘Holy Throne. Holy Throne. Holy Throne.’ Valeria muttered the prayer as she ran, firing over her shoulder at the things that hopped, and capered, and slithered behind her. The stench was overwhelming. 

They  were  coming  out  of  the  rocks.  Squeezing  their  rubbery, gelatinous bodies through the fissures as though they were blighted flowers rising in a spring garden. 

At  the  rear  of  the  oncoming  wave  of  rotting  daemon  flesh  rose  a figure  with  a  distended  belly,  intestines  sliding  like  snakes  beneath its translucent skin. A bulbous head leaned back and sniffed the air with the mass of sucker-tubes crowning its face before it cracked a gummy smile wide as a doorway. 

‘God-Emperor protect me,’ Valeria babbled, then tripped, unable to navigate the rocky terrain while looking over her shoulder. 

‘I do not understand your religious pantheon,’ said Phillias, landing beside her and popping the monstrosity with a dart from her particle caster. ‘Is the Throne the same as the Deity-Emperor? Because you cannot possibly be praying to a chair.’

Valeria  started  to  answer,  but  the  words  choked  in  her  throat because  Phillias  grabbed  her  webbing  and  leapt  up  the  mountain ridge,  yanking  her  along  like  a  hooked  fish.  She  felt  some  minor cord, caught up in the metal grip, snap as she jerked skyward. 

As  she  spun,  dangling  on  the  harness  and  kicking  to  control  her rotation,  Valeria  took  in  the  sheer  number  of  daemons  closing  on them. She could make out a cloud of emerald lights surging towards the  rear  of  the  creatures’  ranks.  Lashes  of  flayer  beams  spangled from  the  city’s  outskirts  as  a  wave  of  corrupted  necrons  shambled and scraped towards their foes. 

Two  bloated  fly-things  rushed  towards  them  in  a  helix  parabola, circling  around  and  around  as  they  rose  until  a  sketched  line  of particles lanced through both, bursting them like wineskins. 

‘Lovely,’  said  the  deathmark  in  approval.  Valeria  could  see  the marksman  crouched  near  the  portal,  awaiting  them  along  with  the remaining praetorians. 

‘Activate your limiter, human. Let them battle. Leave them hungry.’

Valeria fumbled at her throat, seeking with her thick gloves to find the cord of the pendant. 

She found it, pinned in the executioner’s grip where it had grabbed and lifted her like a newborn feline. Followed the cord to a frayed, torn end. 

‘We have a problem,’ she said. 

‘Can you not reactivate the limiter?’

‘I could,’ Valeria yelled against the wind, pointing back towards the tidal rush of green flesh. ‘But I think it’s back there.’

Orikan thumped down on the top of the palanquin hard enough that it shivered. The massive blackstone structure was less stable than it had  appeared  at  a  distance.  Either  that,  or  the  human  had  been right  and  whatever  parasite  had  worked  on  the  necrons  had weakened the stone as well. 

‘What  kept  you,  Orikan?  Counting  stars?’  Trazyn  said.  He  already had  the  cryptek’s  wrapped  body  in  his  arms,  staggering  under  the weight.  ‘Assistance,  if  you  please.  Before  more  of  them  realise  we have quite ruined this funeral.’

Orikan put his arms around the body and found it shockingly heavy, the  standard  weight  of  a  cryptek  made  far  heavier  by  layers  of necrodermis sheet-ribbon and resin. 

‘My  lords,  we  must  away,’  said  the  praetorian.  ‘I  have  marked incoming threats.’

Orikan  was  about  to  enquire  how  many  threats,  but  before  he could,  a  number  of  glyph-tags  blinked  into  being  below  his  feet. 

Followed by more, and more, until they overlapped to the point that the space below him was a rolling ocean of indicators. 

He stole a glance down the side of the palanquin and saw the lower parts of the cart swarming with parasitised warriors, lychguard and crypto-thralls that scraped their way upwards with hands and claws. 

‘We need height. A more defensible space. Make for the top of the palace ziggurat,’ Trazyn said. ‘We will meet you there. If you please, praetorian?’

Then he leapt into space, trusting the vassal to dive outwards and catch  him  before  shimmering  up  towards  the  black  mass  of  the palace’s central structure. 

‘Bastard!’  Orikan  called  after  him,  trying  to  find  the  optimal  load-bearing  position  for  the  body,  which  threatened  to  spill  out  of  his grip  with  every  shift  of  weight.  The  indicators  were  close  now,  the sound of metal fingers scraping stone more prominent than before. 

‘Vishani!’

The canoptek buzzed into his orbit and snared the body’s feet with its  whip-tail,  helping  him  balance  the  oblong  thing  as  he  launched into the air and instructed his generator to blur him upward. 

His  gravitic  displacer  could  scarcely  keep  up  with  the  weight, struggling in the thick fog-laden air, sending it into billows as he rose and rose, chased by the enraged wailing of the mourners below. 

It did not escape his notice that the target indicators were following him,  climbing  the  stairs  of  the  palace’s  great  ziggurat  as  he  swept along its angled face. 

He  tracked  their  progress,  calculating  load-bearing  weight, acceleration, and aerodynamic characteristics to ensure he left them behind.  A  few  lifted,  trying  to  follow  him,  but  their  neglected

counter-grav nodes merely raised them ten or twenty cubits before stuttering out and dropping them on the crowd below. 

Orikan, are you coming? signalled Trazyn. We have cleared an area for us to work. There appears to be some kind of engraved ring or ritual  space  here.  Make  haste,  there  seems  to  be  something untoward happening with Phillias and her contingent. 

Hurry, should I? Perhaps you’d like to assist me with this burden? 

And insult you by suggesting you were not equal to the task? Never, dear astromancer. I believe in your ability. 

I need support! 

This is support – it is called ‘encouragement’. I am supporting you with words. Would it be helpful if I vocalised an inspiring chant? 

Orikan’s fury built in him, kicking his reactor into a higher cycle. Red warning reports crept into the edges of his vision as the stone face of the ziggurat blurred past, his executive function processor dead-set  on  closing  the  distance  and  putting  Trazyn  within  the  relatively limited striking arc afforded by the back of his hand. 

His speed was incredible given the burden he and Vishani carried –

faster than he’d hoped to ascend – and the realisation that Trazyn’s goading had indeed served a practical function only served to further fuel his incandescent rage. 

Orikan hefted the body, solidifying his grip on the bulky wrappings. 

‘Just clear my landing zone.’

And when he shot over the top, cut his displacer and landed, Trazyn met him with a leering grin. 

‘Did I not say I was hel–’

The  metal-wrapped  corpse  hit  Trazyn  full  in  the  face  as  Orikan swung  it  around,  the  encased  feet  connecting  with  the  overlord’s death  mask.  It  provoked  a  sound  not  unlike  a  servant  dropping  a metal bowl at a banquet, the percussive impact loud enough to cut off the conversations of a hundred dignitaries. 

‘Oh  dear,  I  am  sorry,’  said  Orikan,  lowering  the  corpse  to  the ground.  ‘I  did  say  to  clear  the  landing  zone.  Do  you  need  help collecting your death mask?’

That was intentional, Trazyn sent via interstitial message. He tried to speak the words as well, but with his upper faceplate missing and

the lower jaw hanging by one twisted joint, he only made a garbled buzzing not unlike the things climbing towards them. 

‘Oh, get over yourself,’ Orikan said. ‘Not everything is about you.’

He  gestured  for  Vishani  to  approach,  then  raised  his  palm  and projected  a  grid  on  the  cryptek’s  swaddled  form,  bright  lines indicating cut patterns. 

She  floated  close,  proboscis  orb  flaring  white  at  the  outer  curve before lancing down a thread-thin cutting beam that sliced through the first necrodermis layer, her segmented legs scraping and peeling the sticky resin-coated shell away. 

‘My  lords,  we  must  hurry,’  the  praetorian  warned.  ‘Lady  Phillias reports  they  are  under  heavy  attack.  They  are  withdrawing  to  the gateway.’

Vishani had cracked the necrodermis shell and exposed the bizarre resin  beneath.  It  lay  thick  as  Orikan’s  finger  was  long,  hard  and shiny like bile-yellow amber. 

The canoptek rotated its orb and switched functions, applying heat in  a  to-and-fro  wash  that  caused  the  substance  to  brown,  then bubble,  then  melt  away  in  a  putrid  stench.  Like  burned  sugar  and sizzling liver. The substance started to run, spattering the top of the ziggurat and letting loose the ritual amulets and charms held close to the body. 

They rolled away like spall, and Trazyn – his reknitting death mask temporarily forgotten – snatched them up to assess the designs. 

Orikan  was  astounded  the  archaeovist  would  even  touch  them, despite his proclivities. For the first time, he regretted installing the olfactory sensor. 

‘Look,’ Trazyn said, leaning over the revealed mask as the hardened pus melted away. ‘This is a mask no being outside this chamber has seen since the War in Heaven.’

‘Every time one of us awakes it is a death mask that has not been seen since–’

‘You are ruining the moment, Orikan. You have no sense of gravity.’

‘If you are interested in gravity, I can drop you off this ziggurat and see how well you–’

‘Huuuuaaaakkkkkkkhhhh,’ creaked the cryptek, its back arching as if it were a drowned man trying to gasp in a breath. Within the core of the  dead  black  ocular,  an  orange  glow  brightened  like  an  oil  lamp slowly turning up. 

‘Sothka?’ asked Orikan. ‘Sothka the Arcane?’

‘Sothka?’  repeated  the  cryptek,  the  word  scratchy.  ‘Sothka  the Arcane, yes. Sothka.’

Orikan’s  thumping  reactor  eased  back.  The  nightmare  was approaching its end. ‘We have come for you, to rescue you.’

‘As  promised.  You  have  returned.  I  have  kept  the  gate,  to  secure your escape.’

Orikan paused, unmoored. An alert appeared in his datashroud, an indication from the praetorian that the horrors were closing. 

‘You misunderstand, Sothka – we have not met for a long time. This is Trazyn. Do you recall Trazyn?’

The rheumy ocular rolled over as Trazyn knelt beside the cryptek. 

‘Trazyn the Infinite, and Sothka. Together.’

‘Yes,’  insisted  Orikan,  his  patience  ebbing.  ‘Trazyn  and  Sothka, together. Because you are Sothka.’

‘You are Sothka,’ repeated the cryptek, nodding. 

Trazyn  reached  forward  and  pulled  caramelised  pus  from  the cryptek’s sternum cartouche. ‘This is not Sothka.’

‘Perhaps it is just confused. Look at it – they tore out its abdominal cabling,  removed  the  central  reactor.  The  neurals  are  operating  on reserve energy stores.’

‘The  cartouche  says  it  is  Razakh.  She  was  one  of  the  expedition lieutenants. Razakh the Abacus, a master of probabilities. From our records, a bastion of reason and logic.’

‘Sothka, I have done what you asked and more, so much more. I have kept the gate for you.’

Her right hand, folded over her chest, raised up an odd ring. 

Trazyn  took  it,  needing  to  twist  it  from  her  deathly  grip,  and examined the thing. ‘Commit her story to your engrams, colleague. 

We should away soon, but first, I have a curiosity.’

‘What  happened  here?’  Orikan  asked.  ‘How  did  you  come  to  this state?  Tell  us  how  this  horror  has  occurred,  and  we  can  leave  this

place.’

‘Leave?’ Razakh asked. ‘Leave the site of our ultimate triumph?’

‘Triumph?  How  can  you  call  this  place  such?  Do  you  not  see  the horde of colonised–’

And  perhaps  he  should  not  have  brought  it  up,  for  the  words seemed ill-fated. 

Initial  storming  parties  approaching  summit,  signalled  the praetorian,  drawing  his  voidblade  and  particle  caster.  I  will  engage and stall them. You have two minutes. 

He leapt one platform down, and Orikan heard the crack of caster fire. 

‘When  you  left  us  behind  to  guard  the  way  out,  high  master,  we were  besieged.  Surrounded  by  the  plague  entities.  We  lost  a  great many in those days. Endless war, so many broken. The mad animal-things always on us. Yet through the aeons, we pushed them back. 

Exterminated  them  like  pests.  And  with  every  cubit  of  ground,  we built  the  old  city.  Performed  the  old  rituals.  Millions  of  years besieged. Time uncounted. And then, the impossible happened…’

‘Yes?’ Orikan was only half-listening, his attention drawn by Trazyn fiddling with the odd flat ring, comparing it to the inlaid metal circle embedded in the top of the ziggurat. The pattern on the floor was as wide as a large banqueting table, a pattern of wheels within wheels. 

Below  them,  the  sounds  of  a  voidblade  chewing  necrodermis sounded. 

The  archaeovist  flipped  the  ring  around,  finger  tracing  the  etched glyphs, then from his hip brought forth the expedition diary. It leapt out  of  his  hand  and  snapped  into  the  ring,  as  though  drawn  by magnetism. 

‘…the impossible, the unimaginable.’

‘You were colonised by what you fought.’

‘No.  That  is  immaterial.  Necrodermis  cannot  be  corrupted. 

Something far worse happened, far, far–’

‘Yes,  I  understand,’  Orikan  said.  The  anvil  sounds  of  voidblade blows  had  stopped,  the  praetorian  fallen.  ‘We  are  being  converged on…’

‘Our curse was that we were victorious. Our city was complete, the foe  vanquished  and  their  emergences  contained.  We  were  masters of the domain – yet to do what? To wait for you. We had no art, no stories,  no  progeny  or  work.  We  completed  our  task,  and  all  that was left was to endure. An eternity as statues guarding a tomb.’

‘I believe,’ said Trazyn, ‘that this is no mere expedition log. It is a key like the others.’

‘A key to what?’ asked Orikan. 

‘A portal.’

Trazyn  fitted  the  concentric  rings  into  a  depression  on  the  floor, slotting  it  into  the  wheels-within-wheels  design  of  the  inlaid  circle. 

Then, he rotated the diary like an ancient rotary lock. It clicked and groaned,  sparks  lighting  the  glyphs  on  it  a  dull  orange.  Latent energies  shimmered  through  the  floor  mosaic  that  was,  Orikan realised, something far more. 

‘I could no longer endure,’ the cryptek croaked, its ocular dimming. 

‘I  severed  my  connection  to  the  host  and  entered  the  death  of power-down.  Even  now,  I  am  astounded  I  live.  Battery  levels  are quite… deplet–’

The ocular died mid-sentence, the power readings in Orikan’s vision flatlining. 

Orikan  could  hear  scythes  and  hands  scrabbling  on  stonework.  A rising glow like a sunrise crested the edge of the palace summit like the ambient lights of a great city gradually growing behind a hillside. 

Trazyn slammed his palm emitter down into the centre of the key disc. In an instant, the masonry within the runic circle broke inward in  cubes,  tumbling  down  into  the  revealed  passage  underneath.  At one  edge  of  the  tunnel  floated  the  key  disc,  no  longer  substantial, but  a  wheel  of  glowing  glyphs  inked  on  the  skin  of  reality  like  a tattoo  of  lightning,  blurring  as  they  spun  faster  and  faster  in  their circles. 

Orikan set the cryptek down, dialling back his auditory receptors to mute  the  cacophony  of  screams  and  bellows  approaching  from below. 

‘We have to go,’ he yelled. ‘We will soon be overwhelmed.’

‘But  the  portal.’  Trazyn  gestured.  ‘We  have  discovered  the  next layer. Our path to Sothka is here – he left us these keys and dolmen passages to find him.’

‘We have found enough,’ Orikan had to shout now. 

Vishani zipped overhead, chirping a proximity warning. At the edge of the palace’s roof the horrors were clambering over the lip. They would arrive within seconds. 

‘I can lift you with Vishani, but we must go now. I will follow you this far, but no further. With luck, we will be able to make it back to the team before Phillias must pull out.’

Trazyn looked at him, then down the infinite tunnel. 

‘Trazyn,’ said Orikan. ‘Please, listen to me. Let me help you.’

‘You  would  not  think  of  turning  back,’  the  archaeovist  said  with  a smile, ‘if you saw what is in this tunnel. Trust me, colleague, just one look.’

There was precious little time. Alerts from Phillias were crowding his subconscious  message  centre  where  he’d  shunted  them.  But  he would  need  to  get  close  to  Trazyn  to  lift  him  in  any  case,  and  the temptation  of  the  dark  well  was  perhaps  too  much  not  to investigate. 

Orikan stepped up to the lip of it, and leaned down to peer inside at the endless tunnel of milky nothing. 

‘What exactly am I supposed to s–’

A  threat  alert  blared  just  before  Trazyn’s  hands  hit  him  square  in the  rear  carapace,  his  top-heavy  body  overbalancing  and  sending him headfirst into the fathomless unknown. 

He  triggered  his  gravitic  displacer,  but  it  did  nothing  in  the  weird physics of the tunnel, except turn him in his descending fall to see Trazyn leaping in after him. 

As Trazyn plunged through, he grabbed the wheel of glyphs above him  so  the  insubstantial  runes  tore  away  and  became  physical  –  a disc once more – the portal closing above his head as he fell. 

The last of the chamber Orikan saw was Vishani, rushing towards the collapsing breach in reality. 

And then there was naught but darkness, and the echoing peal of Trazyn’s laughter. 

‘Trazyn! Trazyn!’ shouted Valeria. It was less to get a response, and more  because  the  act  let  her  focus  on  a  problem  rather  than  the wave  of  putrescence  before  her.  She  faced  the  milky  portal  as  she did it, blind-firing behind her. 

She would hit something. 

‘Executioner.’ Huntmaster fired a beam, readjusted, and fired again. 

‘I have no signal pertaining to the advance guard. Lord Trazyn and Master Orikan have disappeared from the grid.’

‘They  are  destroyed.’  Phillias  stepped  forward  to  block  the  gap  in the  rocks  to  their  right  and  gutted  a  long-limbed  rotting  thing. 

Valeria’s  mind  could  not  process  it,  apart  from  an  equine  skull, antlers  and  raw  bones  moving  under  flesh.  Phillias’  strike  caught  it between its legs, and split it in two with a rising arc of green. 

‘They  have  perished,’  she  said,  her  tone  neutral  as  she  spun  her scythe in a figure-eight to decapitate one oncoming shambler, then another.  ‘Their  accompanying  Praetorian  sent  a  destruction certificate mere seconds ago. We shall pull back and hold the portal.’

‘Activating,’ said one of the remaining praetorians – those they’d left behind to cover the gate. ‘Dolmen active in ten seconds.’

‘Wait,’  said  Huntmaster.  ‘I  have  incoming  movement.  Let  us  not strike camp yet.’

‘Seven seconds.’

Valeria could see an object flying towards them. Huntmaster began to  snap  shots  past  it,  into  the  swarm  of  flying  daemons  that  had picked up its trail and hazed around it like a cloud of biting insects. 

As the beams flashed past, they dazzled blue on a single ocular. 

‘Five seconds.’

‘Orikan!’ she shouted. 

‘No,’ said Phillias. ‘His construct.’

‘Three, two, one…’

And Valeria could see she was right. It was the canoptek. The one with the head of a necron the chronomancer had most likely tortured and subdued. It was inbound fast. 

‘Portal initiated. Prepare for translation.’

Mercury light rippled across the ancient surface of the rock, gusting out  a  wind  that  came  from  nowhere.  Static  lightning  sizzled  across

the necrons’ bodies, creating lattices of electricity from rib to rib, and sparked between the metal gear on her webbing. 

‘Leave  it  open,’  Valeria  said.  ‘Leave  it,  we  need  to  know  what happened to them.’

Yet  even  as  she  said  it  she  ran  towards  the  gate,  her  body instinctually fleeing the daemons. Light filled her eyes so she could not look directly at the dolmen passage, and she instead focused on her shoes, ensuring she did not trip or let her mind quail and flinch away  at  the  utter  wrongness  of  that  bathing  metallic  light  that washed  cold  over  her  and  tasted  like  powdered  rust.  She  had  to focus on something, anything else, if she were to go into it. 

The blood. The spot of blood was still on her boot. 

So strange. It had not smeared, nor collected dust. It was as if–

Then  the  surface  of  the  portal  slapped  her  like  a  wave  in  a  cold ocean,  and  in  a  rushing  force  of  disassociation  she  felt  herself yanked  forward  as  though  she  were  standing  still,  but  the  world rushed past her at a thousand miles an hour. 

And  when  she  collapsed  to  the  floor  on  the  other  side  of  that journey, she was almost relieved to see an arsenal of staff heads and particle casters pointed at her from the praetorian rearguard. 

‘Close it!’ Phillias said, fighting to extricate herself as rotten hands emerged  from  the  portal  like  anemones  to  grasp  and  pull  at  her exoskeleton. ‘Deacti vate immediately!’

A  cryptek  inserted  his  fingers  into  the  control  port  and  spun  his wrist  like  a  rotor,  twisting  the  necrodermis  surface  of  the  portal  to snap decayed forearms and shrink the surface like water going down a drain. 

It  spun  and  vanished,  getting  smaller  and  smaller,  until  a  face appeared on the other side and bulged it outward. 

‘Close it!’ Phillias thundered. 

Too  late.  The  thing  broke  through,  shattering  the  ice-thin  portal surface like a mirror, spilling into the chamber to drop with a hard, metallic clank on the floor. 

Orikan’s  canoptek  lay  smoking,  burned  black  –  its  single  eye  still agleam, and reflecting Valeria’s terrified face. 

She was among necrons, and her patron was dead. 

CHAPTER SIX

‘A monster? No, not at all. In fact, I resent that label. A monster is uncontrolled and bloodthirsty. You may say a fair number of things  about  me,  dear  lady  –  and  some  would  even  be  true  –

but I am not thirsty for blood. If I were to become so, it would be quite bad for both of us. Blood-thirst does not go well for my kind.’

– Letter from Trazyn the Infinite to Inquisitor Valeria, copy held in the personal investigative archive of Katarinya Greyfax, FILE: Future Prosecutions / Subhead: VALERIA, Helynna Orikan  screamed  in  fury  as  he  plummeted  down  the  oesophageal throat of the portal. 

He  tumbled  end  over  end,  clawing  at  the  webs  of  incandescence around  him,  and  careened  off  the  tunnel  walls.  Each  rebounding collision lit the surface of the wormhole skin, producing sunbursts of orange, teal and violet. 

Trazyn  laughed  as  he  followed,  his  cartwheeling  howl  undergirded with  tones  of  excitement  that  were  only  interrupted  by  his  own smashing ricochets off the walls. 

‘Bastard!  I  trusted  you!  Bastard!’  Orikan  screeched,  firing  his repulsors to stabilise his descent. But the insubstantial, directionless nature of the dimension meant they had little to push against, and it only granted him the most anaemic control. 

‘Not  true,  colleague.’  Trazyn  twisted  around  and  braced,  trying  to vault off the odd, rubbery skin of the dimensional tunnel rather than smash  into  it.  The  result  was  only  half-successful  and  sent  him somersaulting past Orikan. ‘If you had trusted me, you would have entered  the  portal  willingly.  Instead’  –  he  paused  to  recover  after bouncing off the opposite wall – ‘you required a little push.’

‘A  little  push?’  Orikan  wobbled  like  a  wounded  insect,  his  descent coming under nominal control. ‘You dragged me into a portal to an underworld  I  thought  not  to  exist.  You  have  banished  me  to  an eternity of torment. You have– Ack!’

The  final  exclamation  came  when  Trazyn,  hitting  the  curve  of  the throat at a shallow angle, clacked off the surface and collided with Orikan  mid-air,  sending  both  spinning  away  like  balls  on  a  felt playing table. 

‘Always so overdramatic. Come. Let us coordinate, and perhaps we can slow our descent.’

‘We  are  coursing  through  a  transit  dimension  from  one  infernal twisted plane of existence to another, while the track through reality collapses  because  you  removed  the  portal  anchor.  How  is  this assessment overdramatic?’

‘What do you mean?’ Trazyn looked behind him, or above him, or perhaps it was better to think of it as where he’d just been. ‘Ah, I see.’

The tunnel was not collapsing. That would make too much sense. 

Instead,  it  was  coming  undone,  like  a  string  of  yarn  fraying  into wispy fibres. 

‘We do not want to slow our descent, because if it comes unspooled around us, we will be atomised and strewn throughout the wheel of the cosmos.’ He flared his repulsor nodes and – for the first time –

Trazyn realised Orikan was stabilising himself for a faster descent. 

‘If  I  grab  on  to  you,  it  will  be  easier  to  stabilise.  And  increase speed.’ Trazyn scryed an angle, dragging a hand in the syrupy semi-

matter near the edge of the tunnel to gain purchase before pistoning off with his legs. 

‘No,  I  refuse.  Because  I  am  currently  hoping  for  your  total existential dissolution. In fact, I hope that– Get off me!’

Trazyn’s grasping hand clanged as it locked around the golden flare of  Orikan’s  hood.  He  had  been  aiming  for  the  astromancer’s  arms, but  Orikan  had  flailed  at  the  last  minute  and  his  cranium  was  a larger, more stable target anyway. 

The collision sent them into a flipping spin, bodies outstretched like acrobats  locking  arms  in  a  high-wire  act.  Trazyn  locked  a  second hand onto Orikan’s rib, hooking his fingers underneath the carapace and through the rubbery cables beneath. 

‘There!’

‘Release me, you horrible buffoon!’

‘But  look,  Orikan,  our  situation  has  begun  to  improve.  Our  speed increases,  our  rotation  has  normalised.  Surely  we  are  nearing  the end  of  this  transit.  Remember  the  words  of  the  philosophate Ankarus – all things are passing, no state lasts eternal, and–’

Trazyn’s  quotation  ended  with  the  sharp  clang  of  Orikan’s  open hand connecting with his mouth. 

‘Ankarus was an imbecile and so are you. You say this will be over soon? We are tumbling in an empyric void outside of time. This fall may take years.’

‘You  survived  ten  thousand  years  with  me,  this  cannot  take  that long.’

‘Wrong,  it  might  take  longer.  An  endless  torment  of  being  in  your presence.’

‘That is cruel, Orikan. You are a cruel, petty being, and I loath to say this, but it eclipses your intelligence.’

‘You are a vile, arrogant collector of the galaxy’s refuse. You walk a path you cannot see because your head is looking backwards.’

‘Ha, well you are a perfect fool. What use are your so-called powers if  you  can  only  see  the  future  yet  not  how  it  comes  to  pass?  You miss what’s in front of you today focusing on tomorrow.’

‘Better than a fetishistic collector of alien ephemera.’

‘Ephemera?  How  dare  you…  you…  miserable,  plate-faced,  star-addled fraud.’

‘Fraud?  Fine  words  from  a  thieving,  stoop-shouldered,  huffy  little tyrant.’

‘Huffy? Huffy?’ Trazyn bellowed, all the more mortified because he indeed  detected  an  unmistakable  tone  of  huffiness  in  his vocalisation. ‘Let me tell you what I think of you, astromancer…’

And they laid into each other as they fell, arm in arm, reality fraying to threads above them. 

Around  her  came  the  sound  of  grinding  and  scraping.  It  filled  the walls, it filled her ears. It reminded Valeria of Aoteya, a world she’d visited  where  the  primary  economy  consisted  of  mineral-gathering. 

Along  the  rocky  coast,  bands  of  migrating  tribes  used  seashells  to scrape  anti biotic  algae  off  the  smooth,  cold  stones  of  the  shore  in order to make their annual tithe. 

The  scraping  of  calcium  on  stone,  along  with  the  drone  of devotional work-chants, had provided the soundtrack of the ten days she’d spent there, chasing rumours of orks that went nowhere. 

Except this was not shell on coastal rock; it was far worse. 

A  trickle  of  stonework  tumbled  from  the  wall,  the  resulting  hole barely large enough for the front inch of a claw to protrude through. 

The  daemon  squeezed  impossibly  through  the  crack,  as  though  it were more thick liquid than solid. A fleshy pink arm pouring through like streams of corpse-starch out of a meat grinder. 

Valeria was closest. She jammed the crystal point of her pistol into the emerging obscenity and triggered it via thought. 

It squealed as it was vaporised, stung not only by her weapon but by the presence of the blackstone node it was trying to reach. 

She  stepped  back,  making  way  for  the  praetorian  already  moving towards  her  to  jam  its  long  weapon  into  the  crack  and  fire  a  solar flare into the rock, turning it molten to seal the breach. 

‘Adequate  performance,  mammal,’  the  executioner  said.  ‘But  you tire.’

‘Of  course  I’m  tired.’  Valeria  gritted  her  teeth  and  focused.  Her sense of the warp-things was often their best warning that one was

about  to  breach  the  wall.  If  the  null-field  were  not  holding  they’d have broken in long ago. ‘It’s been three days.’

‘Sixty-seven hours, twenty-two minutes,’ the executioner corrected. 

‘Given that this celestial body does not orbit a star, the measure of days does not mean much.’

‘We’d round up and call that three days.’

‘I am already converting units to count time by your crown world’s arbitrary chronology, do not insist I go further.’

‘How long do we need to hold out?’

The executioner knelt before her so they could be at eye level. ‘It is thirty hours until Amenthis orbits back into the empyric vortex. This is  the  maximum  period  we  can  wait  for  extraction.  If  they  are  not here,  we  cannot  wait  longer.  And  you  are  at  the  end  of  your effectiveness.’

‘What?’  Valeria’s  breath  puffed  out  in  alarm,  the  cup  of  her rebreather suddenly cold despite the discharge of the rod that had made the air almost uncomfortably warm. ‘What do you m–’

‘Relax, mammal,’ the executioner chided. One massive hand pushed down the neuro-disruptor Valeria hadn’t realised she’d begun to raise in defence. ‘I do not intend to eliminate you. I sense you are at the end of your biological stamina. You must be temporarily dormant.’

‘Sleep? You want me to sleep? Surrounded by daemons burrowing towards us?’

‘Yes.’

‘You must be jesting. No. I have another syrette of stimms. I’ll–’

‘Your  circulatory  organ  is  pumping  at  too  high  a  rate.  Lord  Trazyn provided  me  your  biological  tolerances  when  he  turned  over  basic control  of  the  mindshackle.  Another  injection  may  render  you inoperable. You must be unconscious.’

‘No, I can keep sharp.’ She slapped herself, hard, the pain focusing her. ‘I can–’

‘You  are  committing  self-harm.  I  was  warned  of  this.  Commence unconsciousness.’

Valeria was asleep before she hit the floor. 

‘You…’ Orikan paused. From the ghost-lines of glyphs scrolling across his  ocular,  Trazyn  knew  he  was  searching  his  engram-banks  for another insult. 

Trazyn  gave  him  a  moment  to  consider  as  they  fell  through  the webway tunnel. 

‘Had enough, astromancer?’

‘No, no, I have one. I’m sure of it. Yes, your cape. I do not like how that tile cape of yours rattles.’

‘You said that.’

‘Did I? I have no record of it.’

‘It  was  insult  eight  thousand,  four  hundred  and  sixty-one.  Quote, 

“Your cloak makes you sound like a deranged troupe of aeldari shell dancers.”’

‘Ah,  it  was  engramatically  tagged  under  cloak  not  cape.  That explains it.’

‘Care for another attempt?’

‘Your…  I  hate  your…  No.’  Orikan  tumbled  a  slow  somersault,  his limbs  loose  to  the  passage  of  the  etheric  winds.  ‘No,  I  think  I  am done.’

‘Then I declare victory.’

Orikan said nothing. 

‘Then I declare victory, Orikan.’

‘We are hurtling through cosmic nothingness between dimensions, swept  along  through  an  endless  channel  of  purgatory  that  serves only  to  ferry  us  between  one  hell  and  another.  There  is  no  victory here. It is a pointless dimension, where nothing of consequence can occur.’


‘Spoilsport.’

‘If your sport is all I can spoil, then that is a victory.’

‘So you’re still angry at me, then?’

Orikan rolled over, and for a moment Trazyn thought he was turning to face him, but instead the astromancer only flopped onto his back to stare at the diminishing top of the strange temporary dimension, which was increasingly distant the further they fell. 

‘Do you realise how long we have been here?’

‘In the webway tunnel, or the universe as a whole?’ Trazyn asked. 

Orikan  ignored  him.  ‘My  internal  chronometer  claims  it  is  slightly over two years.’

‘Impossible.’

‘Perhaps.’ Orikan shrugged. ‘It appears to run faster at times, then backwards.  But  I  would  say  it  is  broadly  accurate  based  on  the normalised  length  of  one  of  our  arguments,  expanded  by  the number of insults.’

‘That means…’

‘Yes, that means we are long past the point where Amenthis has re-entered  the  empyric  vortex.  Phillias  and  her  praetorians  have  long since abandoned us. We are forsaken.’

‘Surely not.’

‘Surely yes.’

‘Well,  that  would  explain  why  you  are  more  than  usually despondent.’

‘Please stop talking. I wish to plummet eternally in silence.’

Trazyn let Orikan have a few hours to collect himself, then said, ‘I think that would be a poor idea.’

‘Wh– No, I do not want to hear why. Let me rust.’

‘No,  because  that  is  how  Razakh  came  to  her  pitiable  state.  She believed  she  had  no  reason  to  exist,  no  reason  to  try.  To  keep striving.  Her  project  was  ended  and  her  existence  meaningless, whereas you, Orikan, have more drive than any being I know.’

‘We are stranded. Years lost in the meaningless, timeless horror of the empyrean. It is hopeless.’

‘Aha! Hopeless is it, you glorious fool? Have you not even listened to your own words?’

‘No more insults, Trazyn. I tire of the game.’

‘No, no, no. Did you not hear that you’ve plotted our escape? It is a hell, yes, but it is a timeless hell.’

‘…I am not following.’

‘You  said  we  have  spent  two  years  here,  normalised.  But  the empyric  nexus  does  not  work  on  normalised  time.  If  anything  it  is abnormal  time.  We  could  go  delving  for  an  exit,  and  regardless  of how long it takes, we might still exit within the three-day window in

time to extract with Phillias and her phalanx! Don’t you see, Orikan, we could search for ten thousand years if we need to.’

Orikan’s  metal  hands  came  up  over  his  ocular,  and  he  began  to vibrate in the air. 

Trazyn  reached  a  comforting  hand  out  and  thumped  him  on  the shoulder  with  a  comradely  clanking.  ‘I  see  you  are  overcome  with relief, colleague.’

‘I am not! I am appalled! I am livid!’

‘But why?’

‘Because I specifically told myself that, whatever happened on this benighted  expedition,  I  would  surely  never  have  to  spend  ten thousand years with you again.’

Trazyn was about to answer with a very good rejoinder, except the world  around  them  flushed  red  like  an  infected  wound,  a  circle  of black  below  them  expanded  like  the  pupil  of  a  predator  hunting  at night, and they came to a very loud and abrupt stop. 

CHAPTER SEVEN

‘This  is  not  a  retreat.  A  nemesor  of  the  necrontyr  does  not retreat.  We  are  withdrawing  from  the  field  in  order  to consolidate  our  army  and  fortify  against  pursuit.  We  are gloriously advancing away from the enemy in an ingenious ploy to deny them victory.’

– The Life and Death of Nemesor Bishak: A Comedy in Nine Acts, Act II, Scene VII, Lines 32-33

All  was  darkness.  An  inky  void  of  night  so  totally  empty  that  the nothingness was suffocating. 

And  in  the  darkness,  a  window.  It  was  arched,  nearly  triangular, and sealed with a glyph-mantra reading: In the palace of the mind, the practitioner keeps the gate. 

A  reminder  to  shut  out  distractions,  to  focus  only  on  the  internal during the meditative state. But the irony was that here there was nothing but the shuttered window. Indeed, it was set in no wall. It stood in void. 

And despite the rising sense of panic, the pounding pressure in his cranium urging him not to, Orikan reached out and signed the glyph

of unsealing. 

He regretted it the moment flickering light began to pour into the crack of its frame as it rose like a theatre curtain. 

Behind  it  were  flames.  Green  and  billowing.  Cyclones  of  fire,  shot through with lightning and consuming the very molecules of the air. 

Dim  shapes  of  towers,  obelisks  and  ziggurats  stood  backlit  like shadow puppets against the inferno. And a whirly, ululating cascade of  trash-data  filled  his  ocular  sensors  with  the  doom  of  an  entire tomb world. 

And beyond that, the sound of scratching and chewing as nameless awful  things  worried  away  at  the  darkness  towards  Orikan’s trembling frame. 

Arms grabbed him by the shoulder, and he whirled to see the thing which had crept up so close behind him that he now stared directly into its constellation of baleful eyes. 

The  wraith  stood  as  close  as  a  lover,  so  near  that  in  his  days  of breath, he would’ve frosted a mirror with his exhalation had he been standing this near to it. 

It  stretched  its  mouth  wide  as  though  to  speak,  and  whispered, 

‘Orikan!’

Orikan  smashed  back  to  consciousness  like  a  dreamer  awakened. 

The wraith. The wraith’s voice had been…

‘Orikan!’ hissed Trazyn again. ‘You are still functional, good.’

Orikan tried to get his bearings, but his spine was not moving well. 

I  have  a  theory!  transmitted  Trazyn.  He  deliberately  sent  it  rather than vocalised it, because he was trying to keep quiet as he dragged Orikan’s semi-conscious form into the hallway. 

Orikan’s head banged over a large, solid bar of metal on the floor, shocking him into awareness. ‘What? Where–’

Apologies, that was a hatch. Let us hold the questions until we are in safety, yes? 

Environmental  recorders  buffered  backwards  over  the  last  few moments, catching him up on his temporary loss of consciousness. 

They hadn’t impacted on flat ground. Rather, it was more of a steep slope,  down  which  they’d  bounced  and  rolled  multiple  times, 

suffering deep contusions on the way. But while Trazyn’s hood had shielded  his  cranial  systems  from  the  worst  of  the  punishment, Orikan’s head had dented in so deeply on one side that he seemed only able to respond when his repair protocols had popped the panel outward and relieved the pressure on his neurals. Trazyn’s own left scapula was still wiggling its way into place. 

That,  at  least,  explained  the  anomalous  vision.  Merely  a  neural nightmare brought up by damaged engrams venting and comingling old memories. A confabulation brought about by cranial damage. 

It was already fading, the intense image drifting off like smoke from a doused oil lamp. 

‘Safe from what?’ Orikan asked, his vocals furred by static. 

Interstitial messages only, please. 

Trazyn  hauled  Orikan  into  a  sitting  position  against  the  bulkhead. 

Cracks  in  the  crystal  of  Orikan’s  ocular  reknitted  with  a  crackle  of grinding  glass.  His  upper  vertebrae  were  still  misaligned,  and  his head sat at a cocked angle. 

Safe from what, Trazyn? 

Well,  in  a  way  it  is  unexpectedly  good  news.  It  appears  we  have exited the wormhole into a human void craft. 

Trazyn  latched  his  hands  onto  Orikan’s  cranium.  Before  the astromancer  could  protest,  Trazyn  gave  the  head  a  sharp  twist, realigning  the  vertebrae  with  a  groaning  pop-crackle  of  metal.  The fuzzy  trash  glyphs  scrolling  across  Orikan’s  ocular  resolved  into environmental data just as a dagger of red flashed into the hatchway and scorched the wall. 

Safe from what? he insisted. 

I am afraid we are quite surrounded. 

Trazyn  projected  a  chrysoprase  hologram  from  his  palm  emitter, showing  a  rough  scan  of  their  surroundings.  The  space  they occupied  was  enormous,  criss-crossed  by  gantries  on  a  regular pattern,  guarded  at  points  by  rough  barricades.  Lines  of  energy slashed  out  towards  two  dots  Orikan  assumed  must  indicate  their position. 

The  image  pixellated  and  dissolved,  Trazyn’s  brief  moments  of scanning running out. 

We have translated onto a hostile craft? 

Yes,  and  unfortunately  we  have  been  discovered.  On  a  positive note, I believe we have escaped Amenthis. 

My astromantic sensors cannot locate the stars. We are still in the Maelstrom. 

Ah…  but  surely  it  is  better  to  be  on  a  vessel  than  not.  Are  you reassembled?  We  should  move  presently.  I  would  not  like  to  be cornered here when the humans and their lasguns arrive. 

‘Lasers?’ Orikan crowed aloud, breaking the silence. He stood, joint actuators  creaking,  and  stretched  his  lower  spine.  ‘That  is  why  we are cowering here? You’re afraid of a few lasers?’

‘But…’

Orikan staggered upright, shoving him to the side. 

‘Corralled  and  left  whimpering  by  a  few  low-wattage  lasers. 

Incredible.  And  I  mean  that  in  the  classic  sense  –  I  do  not  find  it credible. Move fast enough, and in the correct pattern, and there is no danger from a few lasers.’

‘Orikan…’

The  astromancer  crouched  down  on  all  fours,  limbs  out  like  a crustacean, or some form of insect. His tail curled up to sting, like a desert insect. He opened his mouth, and crackles of energy formed within  his  saw-toothed  maw.  The  raw  energies  of  reality  coalesced around him. 

He bolted out of the hatch, scuttling up its side and leaping into the chamber beyond, the click-clatter sound of his limbs speaking of the evasive path he was taking. 

A howl of las fire covered the contact sound of his limbs. First an irregular  splintering  of  fire,  then  a  kettle-drum  cacophony  of  shots that drummed into the open doorway in an almost solid pulse of red light. 

A  creature  scuttled  back  through  the  opening,  its  carapace blackened  and  smoking.  Carbonised  in  places  so  that  it  was  little more than spongy, charred metal. Its tail hung by a cable. 

It  grabbed  a  hatchway  door,  slammed  it  shut  with  a  scream  of rusting hinges, and screwed the locking wheel tight. 

‘How did it go?’ Trazyn asked. 

‘It was in fact a great many lasers.’ Orikan reached up and bent one of  his  hood  vanes  forward.  ‘It  turns  out  your  assessment  was accurate. Thankfully, they largely were not.’

‘One  can  fault  the  humans  with  many  things.  They  are  brutish, ignorant  and  self-defeating.  But  none  can  fault  their  utter commitment to the maximalisation of firepower.’

A  rumble  shook  through  the  vessel,  a  shuddering  so  subtle  that Trazyn  might  not  have  felt  it  had  it  not  been  accompanied  by  the long,  muffled  sound.  Rust  flakes  dislodged  from  the  ceiling  and drifted like snow. 

Orikan  opened  a  hatch  in  his  right  shoulder  blade,  and  a  hive  of gnat-sized repair scarabs swarmed over his frame, weaving together his pitted and burned necrodermis. 

‘Did you provoke them? Are they coming?’

Orikan gave a performative sigh. ‘Once they work up the courage. I atomised several and fixed a countertemporal hex on the mouth of the corridor. I expect the strangeness of the anomaly will delay any pursuit through fear as much as time distortion.’

‘Surprising  that  you  took  so  much  damage,  given  your  divinatory ability–’

‘It  was  many  lasers.  We  should  quit  this  place.’  He  pointed  down the corridor, casting a basic scry. ‘That way, away from them.’

‘This  is  a  human  vessel.  Whichever  way  we  go,  there  will  be humans.’

‘I would rather meet them one or two at a time in a corridor than have them swarming us in a vaulted… whatever that was.’

‘Enginarium.  We  are  in  the  depths  of  the  ship.  Which  is  good  –

perhaps  it  is  less  likely  we  will  encounter  trained  resistance.  Most human crew do not carry weapons.’

‘Those  seemed  quite  well  armed  for  engine  crew.  What  is  wrong with  the  gravity?  Must  everything  be  broken  on  these  mammal ships?’

Orikan  had  activated  the  magnetic  clamps  on  his  feet  to compensate  for  the  floor’s  tilt,  which  had  rolled  nuts,  bolts,  and other detritus to the left-hand corner of the gangway. Moving ahead, he reached out with one hand to steady himself on the left-hand wall as  the  corridor  floor  twisted  gradually  out  of  form  until  they  were walking at forty-five degrees from true. 

‘Yes, I had noticed that. It is off kilter by several degrees. Perhaps their  gravity  generator  needs  a  refurbishment.  Indeed,  that  might explain  why  they  have  deployed  in  force  to  the  enginarium.  Or perhaps  it’s  sabotage,  some  kind  of  boarding  action  or  battle damage…’

‘Or empyric attack.’

‘Not  impossible,  if  we  are  indeed  adrift  in  the  Maelstrom.  But  I would hesitate to jump to conclusions – we would likely see greater evidence of that if it were…’

Orikan stepped aside, one hand gesturing like a tutor who had just demonstrated a relatively simple proof to an unpromising student. 

‘Ah. Yes. Well.’

Blood  painted  the  corridor,  spattered  in  arterial  gouts  and  fan patterns across the walls and dotted on the ceiling. 

A  single  body  slumped  against  the  wall,  its  head  missing  so  the exsanguinated  stump  was  raw  and  pink  around  the  spinal  column. 

From the traumatised flesh, it looked like it had been twisted off. 

In  its  lap  was  a  skull  that  was  not  its  own.  A  prodigiously  sized cranium with a fanged mouth and two upswept horns. 

‘It appears to be empyric.’ Trazyn poked the skull, as though testing if it would move, before picking it up and rotating it. ‘I have always wondered why they leave skulls on occasion, even when the rest of the body dissolves to ectoplasm.’

‘I  realise  that  it  was  my  plan  to  move  down  this  corridor,  but  we should not linger here either.’

Trazyn cast a spectromantic analysis on the skull, marvelling at its strange, ultra-dense structure while turning it over in his hands. The back was smashed and hollowed out so it was empty within, and he could see through the eye sockets. Almost, he thought, like a death

mask. Given that Trazyn himself wore a death mask, one of metal, was it so strange to take one of bone? 

He slowly brought it up to his eyes, the sockets lining perfectly to his oculars as his faceplate settled neatly in the…

‘Trazyn.’

‘Pardon, yes?’

‘Stop playing with that. I am detecting biological signals. Something is moving.’

‘From behind us? Are they catching up?’

‘Ahead. One heat signature. It seems to be lying in ambush.’

Trazyn put down the front of the skull and gave a performative sigh as  he  unslung  his  obliterator.  ‘Very  well,  I’d  rather  face  one  in ambush than a mob at our backs.’

They  crept  forward  down  the  corridor,  quiet  and  careful.  Trazyn could see the heat signature Orikan was referring to, but marvelled that  he’d  identified  it  as  biological.  There  were  so  many  heat signatures on an operating voidship. Though many of them seemed to be flickering or dark here. Others, far cooler than normal. He had deck sections of human ships in the gallery, including a whole escort in largely pristine condition. He’d found that jewel floating in the void after  the  crew  died  from  some  epidemic  disease.  And  he’d  quickly discovered  it  was  nearly  impossible  to  use  thermal  vision  aboard given the cross-stitch of heated pipes and electrical systems. 

This ship appears only semi-functional, he observed. He sent it via interstitial message to keep the element of surprise. Many of its vital systems are malfunctioning or offline. 

Orikan sent a glyph of acknowledgement. They crept forward. 

It appears the empyric incursion may have damaged vital systems. 

Orikan sent a glyph of acknowledgement. 

Can  you  please  contribute  to  this  conversation  other  than acknowledging my messages? 

I could, but it would take vital focus away from the task at hand. 

Come, Orikan, you can run multiple systems at the same time. It is not–

STOP AND SLOW CHRONOSENSE. 

Trazyn  complied  without  scrutiny,  the  imperative  coding  of  the message overriding any scepticism. With time slowed to a crawl, he cast an environ mental scry and saw the problem. 

Oh dear. 

Clearly,  Orikan  had  a  point  about  the  multitasking.  A  taut  wire stretched across the corridor, pulled forward in a subtle delta by the force of Trazyn’s shin. 

It  ended  in  the  trigger  of  a  melta  bomb  –  a  large  naval  model. 

Trazyn’s oculars stripped away its surface levels so he could see the internal  trigger  already  activated  and  moving,  the  striking  hammer slowly  moving  on  an  arc  that  would  break  the  phial  of  ignition chemicals that would start the detonation. 

I told you to pay attention, hissed Orikan. 

Oh dear. The explosion will be quite large. We should devise a plan immediately. 

Should we run? 

We do not have time to run. These are used in boarding actions to breach  bulkheads  or  clear  corridors.  You  will  have  to  go  back, Orikan. Go back and warn me to stop before I trip the mechanism. 

Orikan  did  not  respond.  The  painstakingly  slow  progress  of  the striker towards the chemical ignition started to worry him. 

Orikan? 

It’s not working. 

Trazyn stood for a moment, processing. 

Please repeat this input? 

My scrying. My chronomantic reversal. This place is outside of time. 

It  is  insane.  As  the  human  said,  the  galaxy  is  stupid.  I  am  cut  off from  the  celestial  orbits,  and  am  unable  to  divine  the  future.  And there is no timeline here. No way to go backwards. Every time I try, it tears me apart. My body and mind instead goes everywhere. 

You are jesting with me. 

I am not. 

You did not think it important to tell me this earlier? 

Why  would  I?  You  never  listen.  I  can  do  some  chronomancy,  but there is not time to prepare a hex. 

Then we have only one option, colleague. 

Yes? 

You could jump on it, Orikan. 

What do you mean I could jump on it? You jump on it. It is your fault we are in this hellhole. 

But I do not want to. 

Well, I do not want to either. 

The fuse is counting down, one of us needs to jump on it, or we will  both  be  destroyed.  Perhaps  if  we  crush  it  with  our  weight  the chemical trigger will misfire. 

What an excellent plan, good luck with it. 

I think you’ll find that you are closer to the device. 

But I’m not the one who triggered it. 

We are running out of time. 

Yes, which is why you should act to contain the explosion. 

I… Yes. Trazyn had been formulating a clever rejoinder, but as his linguistic  programming  mulled  over  Orikan’s  last  barb  looking  for double meanings or ways to turn his words back on him, it instead initiated a logic chain that led to an idea. 

Orikan,  he  said,  his  spatial-movement  algorithms  running  options, planning  what  he  would  do  next  down  to  the  nanosecond.  I  hope you appreciate the sacrifice I am about to make for you. 

When  Trazyn  moved,  it  was  with  such  speed  that  even  in  Orikan’s dialled-back  chronosense  he  was  a  blur  of  motion.  His  ocular recorded a brief glimpse of Trazyn’s body extended, stretching out in a dive that passed in front of him, a halo of parabolic computations ringing his death mask. 

It startled Orikan out of his temporal reverie and normalised time. 

But  he  was  able  to  do  nothing  apart  from  taking  one  step backwards. 

Trazyn’s  body  smothered  the  melta  bomb  as  it  gave  a  mechanical tick  followed  by  the  breaking  of  something  very  small  within.  And the  space  under  Trazyn’s  ribcage  lit  with  a  flash  of  white  heat  and the spill of prismatic colour that lit the floor grating, bulkhead, and Trazyn’s grim features with pastel auroras. 

Then  everything  was  still.  Trazyn,  facedown,  showed  no  reaction apart from a trembling. 

Orikan,  in  his  deepest  sentient  thoughts,  admitted  a  certain  relief he had not been incinerated. 

‘Trazyn?’  he  asked,  stepping  forward  and  bending.  ‘Did  it  misfire? 

Are you injured?’

Trazyn quivered, shook. A vibration that might have its genesis in a damaged  central  reactor  cycling  out  of  control,  or  nerve-cable damage causing a whole-body spasm. 

But when Trazyn rolled over, it was clear he was simply laughing as he  held  up  the  black  cube  of  the  tesseract  vault,  its  necrodermis exterior blackened on one side by the explosion. 

‘We should probably not open this.’

‘You trapped the explosion in there?’

‘I contained it as you suggested.’

‘That was the sacrifice you spoke of? One of your tesseract vaults? 

I was for once thinking you very noble and had almost forgiven you.’

‘Well, it was very noble. After all, I had only two of them and now this one is permanently engaged.’ Trazyn picked himself up, hanging the  singed  cube  by  his  hip.  ‘There  are  a  great  many  fascinating specimens  here  and  I  can  now  only  take  one.  I  consider  that surrender of great consequence. I–’

‘Hush! It is moving. I will go first.’ He unslung his staff and tossed it to Trazyn. 

Orikan  did  not  wait  for  Trazyn’s  consultation  on  strategy,  nor  a rejoinder,  nor  even  an  acknowledgement.  He  simply  took  off  at speed down the corridor on all fours, using the tilted passage and a push from his anti-gravity nodes to scuttle lizard-like up the wall and onto  the  ceiling  to  avoid  any  further  traps.  Scanning  the superstructure,  he  found  a  weak  point  in  the  ductwork,  then summoned a kinetic pulse from one hand to smash through the thin plating that hid a gas exchange chute, which brought him over the heavy bulkhead wall and down into the chamber beyond. 

As he scrambled up through the ceiling, another long, blaring rattle went  through  the  ship,  and  the  irritation  of  it  unleashed  the  rage boiling  within.  He  had  been  holding  it  to  a  practical  simmer  since

landing  here,  not  wanting  it  to  blind  him  to  his  surroundings  and impede his chances of survival. But this fast-moving attack uncorked an anger that had, like wine, only sweetened and strengthened in its wait to be unleashed. 

He broke through the ceiling and fell upon them. 

The things down there were human – things, for there were three huddled  together,  wrapped  in  a  foil  blanket  to  disguise  their  heat signature. 

They made that screeching noise humans were so prone to. 

One  had  a  weapon,  a  crude  mechanical  pistol.  Orikan  disarmed him,  namely,  by  grabbing  the  limb  and  twisting  it  from  the  socket like the wing on a game bird. 

What  remained  of  the  human  made  an  almighty  squeal  and  he silenced it by heaving it into the ceiling, where it dented a panel and fell. 

Before it hit the deck, its fellow flashed out with a knife, stabbing upward  and  plunging  it  under  Orikan’s  thorax  ribcage  and  into  the rubbery  entrail  tubes  beneath.  It  did  no  appreciable  damage,  and Orikan felt a thrill when his fist hammered into the mewling thing’s chest  and  collapsed  it,  stoving  it  in  like  a  barrel  so  his  knuckles scraped the spine. Blood spattered his ocular. 

He  flashed  out  with  his  left  hand  and  grabbed  the  final  human around a bicep as it tried to run, lifting it into the air and shaking it like  a  carpet  as  the  joints  dislocated  and  separated  from  force, tendons–

Orikan stop! 

The imperative glyph slowed him, lanced a moment of introspection into  his  actions.  The  message  had  been  appended  with  an  image capture,  a  scene  of  a  blood-spattered  monster  standing  in  the middle of a charnel house. 

It was him. 

But  he  still  felt  the  urge,  so  he  slammed  the  limp  human  to  the decking. 

‘What is wrong with you?’

‘Nothing, I solved the problem.’

‘Did  you  not  think  it  would  be  useful  to  question  them?’  Trazyn threw  Orikan’s  staff  to  the  floor  and  knelt  at  the  side  of  the  man whom  Orikan  had,  in  his  rage,  given  a  deficit  of  one  limb.  The human  was  ashen,  its  eyes  wide.  It  tried  to  push  itself  away  from Trazyn on the slick deck. ‘This one is at least a little alive. Shh, shh, calm yourself. Your cardiac function needs to stay low…’

Trazyn took the man’s head behind the neck and supported it. The gesture  looked  almost  kindly,  apart  from  the  silvery  stream  of mindshackle scarabs that streamed from a hidden nesting chamber in his wrist, crawled into the human’s ear canal, skittered through its sinuses into the optic nerve channel of the skull, and then nestled in its brain. 

The  man  spasmed,  eyes  dilating  and  misaligning,  as  Trazyn  made soothing noises. 

Orikan got a sudden urge to crush the small being’s head. 

The feeling unnerved him. Anger was no stranger to him. Indeed it was more a permanent visitor, like a visiting monk taking residence in his temple. But it was a guest who did chores and contributed, a cold fury that could be put to use; it did not try to make itself abbot. 

At  least,  not  in  normal  circumstances.  Not  when  he  was  in  his accustomed physical form. 

Except in those times when you become like a god. 

The  thought  was  intrusive.  Coming  both  from  within  and  without. 

But yes, it was correct. Orikan only felt that hot rage when the stars were right, and he transmuted himself to energy. Becoming like the abhorrent and hungry star gods. 

‘Testing interface,’ Trazyn said. ‘Raise one hand.’

Muscles on the amputated arm twitched. 

‘Good.  Now  say  the  following  –  I  have  neglected  my  duties  and wish to report myself to the commissar.’

‘I have neglected my duties and wisssh. Wisssh…’

‘Good enough, you may stop speaking.’

‘It is slurring,’ Orikan observed. 

‘That should be expected given you broke some of his teeth.’

‘Direct physical trauma was the quietest method.’

Trazyn ignored him. ‘Guardsman, state name, rank and regiment.’

‘Begovia,  Leyland  S.  Battery  gunnery  sergeant.  Seventy-Seventh Masvic Mobile Artillery.’

‘How did you come to be here, battery gunnery sergeant?’

‘Don’t  know,  sir.  We  were  transiting  to  a  new  warzone.  The  Navy junkers don’t tell us where we’re going. Wherever it was, we didn’t get there. Captain said the Geller field must have failed. Things got strange. There was a lot of screaming, but we were safe. I think… I think the red devils killed the crew first. Saved us for later. We’re just cargo… Please let me die, sir.’

‘I will turn off your pain receptors. How long have you been here?’

‘Don’t  know.  Daily  cycle  lights  failed,  and  our  chronos  all  began ticking  in  unison.  Five  forward,  five  back.  I  think  it  was  two  days before  the  devils  found  us.  They  killed  most  of  us  on  first  contact. 

The  captain  had  ordered  me  to  prepare  this  place.  We  had  been safe.  Food,  water,  thermal  masking.  Refusing  to  join  larger  groups. 

No gunfire. No noise. And no blood, especially no blood. We were so careful.  We  had  learned  to  live,  until  you  came…’  The  failing  body shivered. ‘Please, let me go before the hunters smell the blood.’

Orikan scanned the room, picking up a flimsy tin container with bio-residue sliming the corners. It appeared to be sustenance packaging, part  of  a  large  stack  of  cases.  His  olfactory  sensor  picked  up  the tang of human waste from an overused bio-evacuation hatch in one wall.  Though  it  transmitted  mere  data  rather  than  sense,  his  mind still recoiled. 

‘I think they have been here quite a while. Weeks, at least.’

‘The hunters? You mean the red devils?’

The  human  gagged  on  its  tears.  It  was  having  a  hard  time answering. 

Along  the  corridor,  Orikan  heard  the  splinter-crack  of  las  fire.  A rising  chorus  of  shouts  and  weapon  discharges.  The  pounding  of heavy feet in the gangway, coming towards them. 

‘Trazyn, I think its fellows are coming.’

‘No, the red devils are scavengers. The hunters look like you.’

Orikan had overlaid his ocular with biological sensor nets, trying to pick  out  organic  signatures  given  how  busy  the  visual  data  points became with thermal sensors. And as a result he almost missed the

thing as it followed his path along the corridor wall, up through the ducting and into the room via the ceiling. 

He  pinged  a  single  alert  before  it  slammed  down  beside  them, shoved  Trazyn  aside  and  dived,  headfirst,  into  the  soft  belly  of  the mindshackled  human.  Its  claws  dug  and  worried,  its  domed  skull shoved near-entirely into the cavity. 

Trazyn howled, the pain and horror of the human’s brain backfiring into his own neurals via the mindshackle channel. 

Orikan slapped out with his staff, a clumsy blow in the small space that sent the animal rolling in a blink of atmospheric lightning before it scrabbled for purchase and came back low and dodging. 

Martial pursuits had never been Orikan’s strong suit. But the more ancient of the necrontyr divinatory arts had involved the reading of digestive organs. It was unscientific nonsense, but he’d learned the ceremonies all the same, and that had involved a number of hunts. 

He knew how to pin and put down an animal. 

Orikan  judged  the  moment  and  timed  his  thrust,  not  letting  the thing slip past his guard. 

The  staff  tip  took  it  behind  the  head,  the  orb  at  the  tip  of  the starburst headpiece discharging a zap of electricity that stunned the beast as he thrust down and forced it to the deck. 

Feral  growls  and  hisses  spat  from  its  thrashing  form.  Spine-like claws raked furrows in the metal floor. The tail wrapped his staff and tried to wrench it free. Amid the yowling blur of movement, Orikan could see red skin and exposed, rattling bone. 

Orikan leaned on the staff, using his whole body weight to keep the creature down. 

‘Trazyn, kill this thing!’

Behind him, he could sense the archaeovist stagger to his feet and raise the obliterator. 

Just  before  it  fell,  Orikan  realised  the  beast  was  not  trying  to  kill him – its desperate claws stretched towards the mutilated corpse of the human. 

The obliterator fell once, twice, with a devastating blast. 

Emerald balefire crawled in serpent-squirms of electricity across the creature’s  body,  cooking  the  organic  components,  fusing  joints  and

bursting the single orb of the ocular. 

Orikan kept it pinned long after it stopped struggling – and looked on in horror as, in its last moments, the razor claws reached down to its own thoracic well. The palsied claw had little strength to it, but what  remained  raked  a  handful  of  the  rotting  human  intestines stuffed  in  amidst  its  cabling  and  brought  the  organic  ropes  to  the immobile mandible of its death mask for one last, fruitless mouthful. 

‘A flayer,’ Trazyn breathed. ‘The cursed of Llandu’gor. Those are the hunters to whom our unfortunate Battery Gunnery Sergeant Begovia referred.’

‘It has been hunting more than sergeants.’ Orikan withdrew his staff and ripped a stretch of tough, knobbled skin from the cooked body. 

‘This is empyric hide.’

More gunfire behind. More screaming. 

‘I  do  not  think  those  humans  are  coming  for  us,’  said  Orikan.  ‘I think they mistook us for something coming for them.’

‘We  need  to  get  to  a  hangar.  Find  transportation  off  this  ship.’  He stood and tore the rebar blocking the wheel lock of a bulkhead door. 

Rotated  the  mechanism.  ‘Come,  beyond  this  corridor  is  likely  an egress point. We can find the flight deck and from there–’

He swung open the hatch. 

‘Oh dear.’

‘What now?’

Instead of answering, Trazyn stood back from the open doorway. 

Beyond  was  no  corridor  or  junction.  Instead,  two  steps’  worth  of decking ended in a snarled tear, a gaping wound in the side of the ship leaving it exposed to the outside. 

But this was not the dark of the void. Instead, it was burning with light.  A  rolling  landscape  of  rusty  sands  under  a  sky  ribboned  with dark clouds that snarled in long, grotesque faces. 

And buried in the sea of dunes were ships. The spires and vaults of human vessels, half-buried solar sails of aeldari schooners, the soft lines of t’au barges. 

Winds blew banks of sand across the immense space, driven on by the  blast  of  the  reverberating  sound  Orikan  had  heard  rattling throughout the ship. 

The blare of hunting horns, descending from the dome of heaven. 

‘I believe,’ said Trazyn, ‘that we are still on Amenthis.’

CHAPTER EIGHT

Lights flicker and gutter. Sirens wail. 

It’s  not  the  siren  that  scares  her.  The  keening  banshee  howl  that starts  low  and  stretches  higher  in  register  is  unusual,  but  the  core areas  of  the  ship  are  far  away,  and  the  sound  is  muffled.  Besides, she has lived her entire short life on voidships, and even as young as she  is,  she’s  experienced  a  beat  to  quarters  before.  Kroot  raiders. 

Suspicious  ship  signatures  on  the  horizon.  Once,  even  the wraithbone majesty of a craftworld. 

No,  the  siren  does  not  bother  her.  It’s  that  the  lights  have  gone from their comforting amber to a lurid red. 

Suddenly,  her  feet  will  not  move.  Dread  encloses  her.  They  are belowdecks,  in  arteries  of  the  ship  she  has  never  traversed  but  in drills.  There  are  rough  crewmen  down  here,  the  types  she  is supposed  to  avoid.  And  the  way  ahead  is  dark  and  full  of  red shadows. 

‘I don’t want to go there. I don’t like it.’

‘Come now,’ Barria says, pulling her. ‘Quickly. Hold my hand. There’s a good girl.’

‘You will not leave me?’

‘I will not leave you. Just do like we practised. There’s no need to be afraid.’

‘You’re hurting me, Barr-Barr.’

He eases his grip on her hand. Kneels in front of her. Her cousin’s wig  is  askew,  the  powder  on  his  face  cracked  by  frowning.  It’s  a strange, clownlike expression on him. Of all the family, he is the one who laughs most, and has any appetite for tricks and games. When he’s not around, mother says he is given to trivialities. 

Perhaps that is why he spends so much time with Valeria, because she is trivial. At least, compared to the business her mother does at the helm, or her father in the chartroom. 

‘There is nothing to fear, as long as we are fast,’ Barria says, patting her hair. ‘Your mother and father are taking care of it. But we must be away, just in case.’

‘In case of what?’

As if in answer, the corridor shudders. Behind Barria, a glow-globe drops loose from the ceiling and hangs on its cable. 

‘I tell you what,’ he says, righting his wig and smiling. ‘We’ll make it a game. We are heroes of the ancient house, creeping by night past an  encampment  of  ork  Bloodaxes.  But  we  must  be  fast,  and  we must be quiet.’

‘But Barr, I–’

‘And  you,  as  leader  of  the  house,  have  the  most  important  job  of all. You carry a sacred relic of great significance and potential profit.’

He takes the plastek bundle from under his arm and shows it to her. 

It is wrapped in the waterproof skin of a xenos creature, and pinned together  with  the  gene-locked  seal  of  House  Valeria.  She  knows what it is, even at her age. 

The House Valeria asset ledger, and its letter of marque. 

Barria  puts  it  in  her  shoulder  bag,  the  one  holding  her  identifying documents. 

‘But come now, we must go.’

She  is  fast,  then,  her  imagination  taking  over  the  way  it  always does  with  Barr-Barr’s  games.  All  the  way  he  tells  her  she  is  brave. 

Tells  her  to  close  her  eyes  as  they  pass  a  sleeping  ork  shaman, whose dreams can see into their minds. 

He lifts her over something, and her feet brush an obstruction. In surprise her eyes open, and see that Barria is indeed stepping over

sleeping  crewmen,  footsteps  unsure  on  the  decking  as  though  he were walking on marble in bare stockings. 

‘Eyes closed, Lynna. It’s all a game. Just keep playing the game.’

She  closes  her  eyes  again,  pressing  her  forehead  to  his  unshaven cheek. 

Her cousin is not a strong man. Even as a child, she knows he is small and wiry and that equine rides on his back are often brief, yet he carries her like a fainted maiden far longer than she expects. 

Then  in  an  instant,  she  half-gasps,  the  sting  of  realisation  hitting her. 

‘My carnodon! Barr-Barr, we left my–’

He shushes her with uncharacteristic harshness and she strangles a sob,  thinking  of  her  ragged  slumbertoy  lying  in  her  bunk,  button eyes  gleaming  in  fear.  Something  about  her  cousin’s  manner communicates  that  they  will  not  be  going  back  for  her  feline companion with his chewed ears and faded pink fur. 

She whimpers into his shoulder, then wipes her tears on his braided uniform. She is of House Valeria, the Princes of the Stars. Nobles of House Valeria do not cry over abandoned carnodons. 

‘We’re  here,’  he  whispers.  And  there  is  relief  in  his  voice  that surprises her. 

He puts her down, punching a code into the clackboard beside the hatch and wincing as the gene-lock needle pricks his thumb. 

‘In  you  go.  Remember  –  reach  up,  pull  down,  belt  around  and snap.’

‘I know,’ she says. 

‘I’ll time you. Ten, nine, eight…’

‘Don’t  count!’  she  says,  nestling  into  the  pod’s  contour  seat.  She reaches  up  and  pulls  the  shoulder  bars  down,  the  stuffed  leather padding nestling on her shoulders as the auto-tightening servos click and lock it in place. A water tube tickles her cheek and she gives it a sip as she feeds the fail-safe lap belt through the clips on the front of the harness, then jams the metal end towards the buckle. 

‘It’s stuck.’

‘What?’  Barria  is  only  half-listening  to  her.  He’s  looking  down  the corridor as if he’s heard something. ‘What, treasure?’

‘My buckle won’t buckle.’

He comes to her, still looking down the corridor, and digs for it. It’s dropped down into the plush seat cushion of the pod. And he has to put  something  heavy  on  the  floor  between  her  feet  to  pull  it  out again. 

It’s a pistol. One like house security carries. She has only ever seen one before this – on the hip of her father’s bodyguard, Sulva Grathis. 

‘Barr-Barr, why do yo–’

‘Shh,’  he  hushes  her.  And  like  before,  it’s  so  harsh  that  it  works immediately.  Barria  is  listening;  she  can  tell  that  even  with  the shoulder harness blocking her sight. 

She hears it click into place. 

Down  the  corridor,  she  sees  a  shadow  slide  and  shift,  like  it  did when the light broke loose and cast its red glow all askew. 

Barria  picks  up  the  pistol  and  creeps  towards  the  hatch.  She  can see his left hand clenching and unclenching. 

He  goes  past  his  empty  jump  seat,  and  fumbles  for  the  pod’s activation stud while peering into the darkness. 

Silence beyond. 

The thing comes out of a nook in the ceiling, both fast and slow at the same time. She can easily see its long, barbed limbs, iridescent like a black beetle, unfolding before it drops into a crouch. 

Barria  slams  a  hand  on  the  activation  stud  and  steps  forward  to fire. Puts himself outside the pod doors, between the predator and Valeria. But the thing is on him before he can even pull the trigger. 

One  sickle  claw  spears  him  in  place  through  the  shoulder,  exiting out the back, as the other stabs down behind his collarbone. 

The  thing  bleeds  him.  Slashing  his  face,  hands,  and  upper  body with the silver-blue sickles that are not claws but curved knives. He twists  and  turns  with  the  impacts  of  the  hooked  razors,  spinning around, cut to ribbons. 

Reinforced  armaglass  shutters  slam  together  and  seal,  cutting Valeria’s sightline to the massacre. 

She can still see movements, made opaque through distance. Barria fallen  in  a  heap.  The  thing  on  top  of  him,  ripping  and  shredding. 

Fans of red stippling the crystal before running down. 

The  pressurisation  process  seems  to  take  aeons.  It  hurts  her sinuses. 

There is time. Time for her to cry. To beg Barria to get up because he’d promised not to leave her alone. 

Time  for  a  pale,  long-fingered  hand  to  wipe  a  clear  space  in  the glass and look in at her. The thing is no insect at all, but it is far from human. 

The face has huge ink-black eyes, and a receded nose. Sickle ears pierced with intricate chains and hoops. Crimson hair, piled up tall as though it were a high lady going to a trade signing. 

It’s  taller  than  any  adult  she  has  ever  seen,  as  though  it’s  been stretched. 

When it smiles, the pointed teeth are stained red. And it raises the end of the curved dagger to tap, slowly, on the glass. 

Tick. Tick. Tick. 

Bang. 

The  explosive  bolts  blow,  and  her  stomach  lurches  as  the  lifepod blasts rearward, carrying her far enough that the leering face is the size of a doll’s. Secondary thrust engines flare, burning their limited fuel to take her out of the lee of the Golden Opportunity. 

For  a  moment,  just  a  moment,  she  sees  the  exterior  of  the  ship that has been her home. It is the first time she has ever seen it from the outside, and it will be the last. For once it recedes to stern, she will never see it again. 

Within seconds, there is nothing outside the armaglass viewport but the  measureless  void,  pockmarked  by  stars.  Cabin  lights  dim, conserving  their  energy  for  the  distress  beacon  and  life  support functions. 

In  the  dimness,  the  infinite  cosmos  shines  all  the  brighter.  An expanse so dizzying that it triggers immediate vertigo. 

She looks down at her shoes. Her white fencing shoes she’d been wearing  ever  since  Barria  had  interrupted  her  lesson  to  bring  her belowdecks. And that is when she sees the only bright colour in the dim, claustrophobic lifepod. 

On the varnished toe of her shoe is a single dot of blood. 

‘Human,’ an alien voice says. 

It is Barria’s blood, shining dark in the starlight. 

‘Mammal.’

Her  vision  darkens  at  the  edges,  tunnelling  down  to  encompass only the slick white of her shoe, and the rich blood. Is it still warm? 

It will still be warm. 

‘Valeria…’

‘Inquisitor Valeria.’

Her  eyes  shot  open,  breath  gasping  into  her  sore  throat.  She coughed, clawed at the object covering her mouth. The drukhari had got inside. Was suffocating her. 

‘Valeria.’

It  was  only  when  she  ripped  away  the  rubberine  cap  of  the rebreather and sucked the spiced air that she zeroed her time and place. 

Amenthis. The expedition. 

A xenos voice, but not an aeldari one. A necron. 

Above her, the executioner knelt. 

‘Were you processing and collating experiential data?’

‘Dreaming.’

‘They are the same. You have one minute to collect your thoughts.’

Valeria looked at her boot. 

There  was  no  bloodstain.  No  dot  of  dark  red,  glistening  in  the starlight of a lifepod. 

But it had been there. In the Nurgle chamber. She had kept noticing it but had not understood the symbolism it held for her. An almost subliminal trigger sunk deep into her brain. 

She  had  drifted  in  that  lifepod  for  a  week,  barely  surviving  off  its stacks of rations and water. Her only entertainment reading through the family ledger and letter of marque Barria had put into her arms. 

When  the  Naval  frigate  found  her,  responding  to  the  distress beacon and reports of a battle, there was only nineteen hours of air left in the pod. 

‘Had Barria made it inside, we wouldn’t have had enough oxygen. 

We would’ve been corpses.’

‘You  will  need  to  clarify  that  statement  quickly.  Your  minute  is nearly up.’

‘Never mind.’

‘The  flight  of  Night  Scythes  is  inbound.  We  have  endured. 

Extraction is imminent.’

‘Trazyn and Orikan?’

Phillias  raised  her  hand,  palm  upward,  as  though  to  say  only  the cosmos knew. ‘The transit is progressing. Within hours, Amenthis will be  too  deep  in  the  Maelstrom  for  us  to  be  retrieved.  We  can  no longer wait.’

Valeria nodded, pushing her aching body up and dragging her pistol from  its  holster.  Of  all  the  parts  of  her  body  that  hurt,  her  trigger finger had the sharpest pain. ‘Will we fight our way out?’

Behind  the  executioner,  half  a  dozen  praetorians  pressed  their shoulders against the gate as claws scraped through the gap in the centre, the metal finally giving way. 

‘That  will  be  unnecessary,’  Phillias  said.  ‘We  need  not  sully  our hands  with  these  animals  when  we  have  a  superior  mastery  of  air power.’

Flagstones rocked under Valeria’s feet, hard enough that she had to grab out for the solid structure of the executioner’s arm. 

Daemons screeched outside. Dust slapped through the gaps in the battered doorway. An energy pulse-weapon screeched over and over, like the call of an exotic bird. 

‘Open it.’ Phillias crackled her scythe active, and strode towards the doors. ‘Stay behind me, mammal.’

The  praetorians  wrenched  the  doors  inward,  exposing  the  long staircase and the plain below. 

A  crescent-shaped  fighter  banked  by,  its  twin  weapons  unleashing torrents  of  electricity  that  writhed  and  twisted  together  before fragmenting in a root system of lightning that lashed into a fleeing group  of  daemons.  The  crackling  forks  leapt  from  body  to  body, freezing  the  horrors  in  place  and  turning  them  into  incandescent outlines of themselves, their skeletons briefly visible. 

Valeria kept her head low, moving hunched with one hand pinning her respirator in place and the other holding the pistol ready. 

A pink daemon capered towards her, gibbering and waving a knife, but before she could raise her pistol another fighter ripped overhead and  unzipped  it  like  a  coat  with  a  pencil-thin  energy  beam.  Out towards the horizon, a cyclone of screamers swam through the air, rising towards a lone craft making a pass. 

As it dipped towards the column of flapping nightmares, the slower-moving  aircraft  released  a  small  spherical  piece  of  ordnance  that flickered as it descended in its parabolic arc. 

It  detonated  among  them,  tearing  reality  apart  in  an  improbably powerful  explosion  that  sent  another  wave  of  dust  and  debris whipping outwards. 

Ashen  remains  of  daemons  powdered  them  as  they  walked,  and with  the  detached  unreality  of  trauma  Valeria  realised  that  the crunching  things  beneath  her  feet  were  the  charcoaled  remains  of the daemon horde that had battered their gates. 

One of those impossible bombs had been dropped directly in front of them to clear their path. 

Valeria  was  so  groggy  at  the  realisation,  and  blinded  by  the  dust storm, that she did not notice that they were trekking beneath the shadow of a structure. 

‘Halt,’ Phillias ordered. ‘And mammal, I suggest you hang on to me.’

Above  her,  the  shimmering  emerald  pool  of  a  portal  opened.  A captive  wormhole  in  the  belly  of  the  descending  craft  that  was already drawing her up in a cold wind. A sensation even more alien and unpleasant than the gates she’d experienced on Amenthis. 

‘I don’t,’ she gasped. ‘I don’t know if I want to–’

That  was  as  far  as  she  got  before  her  atoms  were  blasted  apart, streamlined,  and  dragged  across  the  galaxy  like  a  chain  rattling across rockcrete. 

CHAPTER NINE

‘Expeditionary log, placed for the sake of perpetuity and by order of His  Immeasurable  Eminence,  the  Silent  King  by  his  servant  Sothka the Arcane. 

We estimate it to be expedition day one hundred and eighty-three, though that is merely a fiction agreed upon. There are no stars or planets detectable to track the passage of time. Atomic clocks have failed  us.  An  attempt  to  isolate  carbon  mol ecules  to  track  decay proved unsuccessful when the molecules refused to degrade, and at times, built themselves back up in violation of all known principles. 

Kissh  has  developed  an  algorithm  to  track  the  cycle  rate  of  our central reactors, logging the number of revolutions and determining the  date  based  on  the  average  number  of  revolutions  per standardised  solar  cycle.  However,  this  too  is  an  approximation,  as we have learned that our reactors no longer cycle at the same rate, even  when  we  attempt  to  set  standard  parameters  for  personal systems operation. 

‘It was in comparing cycle rates that we discovered that Djedona, high  cryptek  of  the  plasmancer  order,  was  infected  with  the  virus. 

Had  we  not  known  the  condition  was  among  us,  it  would  have simply  passed  without  notice.  She  stated  that  her  reactor  cycling seemed  to  be  fast,  yet  her  simultaneous  interstitial  message  used

the  incorrect  glyph.  Rather  than  the  glyph  indicating  a  fast  speed, she sent the glyph indicating the abstention from food. 

‘She was trying not to think about eating. 

‘A  scientist  to  the  end,  she  refused  our  now  customary  offer  of execution  or  exile.  Instead,  she  requested  that  we  monitor  her progress  as  she  devolved  into  ravenousness.  In  keeping  with  her wishes,  she  was  lashed  to  one  of  our  last  functional  command barges,  and  Kissh  took  to  measuring  her  lengthening  fingers  and twisting exoskeleton. 

‘As  her  affliction  progressed,  increasingly  Djedona  thrashed  and screamed.  She  tried  to  break  loose.  Any  proximity  to  the  beached mortals who inhabit this chamber caused further degradation of her mental state. 

‘Within four cycles, all indications of personality had gone, and we ceased  referring  to  her  by  name.  Within  eight  cycles,  her transformation  was  complete.  The  reverberation  that  yet  blasts across the chamber at irregular intervals – remini scent of a hunting horn – appeared to agitate her. 

‘It  was  during  one  of  those  long  notes  that  the  flayer-cursed  we once knew as Djedona broke her bonds and killed the barge crew in their cradles, ploughing the craft into the sand. Her mad howls must have  called  our  fallen  expedition  members,  as  they  burrowed  up through  the  sand  and  swarmed  the  crash  site.  We  left  the  vehicle behind as we continued towards the great fortress wall. 

‘That is no matter, for the attrition rate of the virus is such that our party  cannot  now  utilise  all  the  equipment  we  possess.  Every  day, more expedition members drop their armaments and walk entranced into  the  rusty  sandstorms,  ready  to  join  the  lurking  flayed  and  the bellowing crimson ones. 

‘Yet is this not proof that we necrons are not immutable machines? 

What use is tempting a being with no soul?’

‘Please  stop  playing  these  entries,’  Orikan  growled.  He  cinched  the bloodstained  cloth  around  his  head.  He  had  taken  to  wearing  it weeks ago in order to shield his cranial inputs from the dust of the desert. ‘We are not gaining any more knowledge from them.’

‘It helped us discover this crash site, did it not?’

Trazyn zoomed his oculars, scrutinising the downed barge. He had tracked the signal from its beacon, which still registered as a weak pulse  amidst  the  eroding  shipwrecks  that  emerged  from,  and  at times sank back into, the shifting sands. They had lost the trail more than  once  amid  the  dust  storms  that  regularly  drew  across  the chamber like a curtain. Now they were prone on the top of a dune, sheltering  in  the  lee  of  a  burned  Thunderhawk  gunship  hull  and watching flayers lurk and root around the downed barge. 

‘Yes, it told us about the vehicle,’ Orikan said, with exactly as much grace  as  Trazyn  could  expect  of  a  being  that  had  been  trudging through the desert for weeks. ‘And precious little of use ever since.’

This  was  not,  by  Trazyn’s  measure,  strictly  accurate.  Finding  the disc attached to a stele on the fourth day had vastly changed their approach to crossing the desert towards the vast fortress wall in the distance,  the  only  structure  they  could  see  that  might  harbour passage deeper. 

By  that  time,  they  had  already  decided  it  was  safest  to  avoid  the shipwrecks that dotted the sand sea. Each rearing hull or cluster of beached engines served as a lure for both the flayer-cursed and the crimson  empyric  daemons  who  besieged  whatever  crew  remained alive inside. At times, a group of mortals would make a break for it –

streaming out in a rushing tide in hopes of escaping their beached vessel. 

Such  events  invariably  ended  in  mass  slaughter,  as  degenerate necrons and warp spawn fell upon them, herding the fleeing crews into  the  low-lying  canyons  the  way  aquatic  predators  surrounded, concentrated, and devoured schools of prey. 

Trazyn and Orikan had not needed the journal to tell them to avoid contact  with  these  events,  but  it  had  offered  subtler  insights.  For example,  that  neither  the  flayers  nor  the  empyric  thoughtforms would  pay  them  much  heed,  provided  they  kept  their  distance.  Or that they could move in greater safety during the dust storms that blew up, propelled by either the hunting horn or a screaming wind. 

They’d also learned from Sothka’s writing to screen the sounds of that  horn  from  their  auditory  transducers.  Likewise,  it  had  advised

that  they  swaddle  their  death  mask  inputs,  scanner  arrays  and servos to prevent the contaminated dust getting into their systems. 

Trazyn’s geomantic analysis of the grain samples confirmed it was –

perhaps  predictably  –   empyrically  tainted.  Atomic  weight  also confirmed that the grains were tiny flecks of iron. 

Iron extracted from blood. 

Trazyn had a fair amount of experience with blood iron, given that he  had  once  owned  a  bell  partially  forged  from  it.  And  given  how empyrically resonant that artefact had proven, he was wary of letting too much of the substance into his frame. 

‘It  is  functional,’  Orikan  said,  casting  the  heat-waver  of  a  sensor beam  down  at  the  crescent-moon  craft.  It  was  bigger  than  the average barge, more the size of a Night Scythe or fighter craft. ‘But I am reading significantly drained capacitors.’

‘Will it fly?’

‘Yes. Though how well I cannot tell. It is partially buried, and parts sheared off in the crash. With a few repairs, it should be preferable to walking.’

‘Excellent.’ Trazyn shrugged the necrodermis strap off his shoulder and  laid  his  empathic  obliterator  by  his  side.  He  took  out  the  four concentric expedition discs he now carried, laid one inside the other, and  rotated  them  so  their  glyphs  and  cosines  spun  and  met  in esoteric  combinations.  ‘If  the  last  few  cycles  are  anything  to  judge by,  a  dust  storm  should  blow  up  within  a  few  minutes  to  a  few hours. When that occurs, we may move in undetected. I will handle any  threats  while  you  effect  repairs.  We  can  take  off  towards  the fortress wall, as indicated in the journal.’

‘I  will  say  again  that  this  very  risky  action  wouldn’t  be  necessary had you not dragged us down into a–’

‘We  agreed  not  to  start  that  again.  The  only  way  out  is  through, and we stand a greater chance together.’

Orikan ground static in his vocal actuator, then stared down at the flayers  in  silence.  Below,  a  horned  red  thoughtform  had  burst  up through  the  sand,  and  the  cursed  fell  on  it  in  a  whirl  of  bladed fingers and tattered skins. 

‘Do  you  believe  in  nature,  or  nurture?’  Trazyn  asked,  as  they watched  their  warped  kin  mutilate  and  dismember  the  empyric entity. 

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Take  these  flayer-cursed,  for  instance.  Do  you  believe  they  fell  to this stimulus because there was already a latent virus in their core flux triggered by this environment, or do you think this environment somehow caused the error?’

‘When  we  fought  the  Deceiver  on  Serenade,  the  one  that  you decided to–’

‘The only way out is through.’

‘My point is that the Deceiver induced a spontaneous change in the tomb guards. But only a portion of them. Suggesting at least in that case it was nature. However, the colonised severed in the previous chamber clearly were impacted by their environment.’

‘So nature, or nurture?’

‘Why  entertain  this  simple-minded  dualism?  Nature  or  nurture. 

Good  and  evil.  Earth  and  sky.  You  have  been  conversing  with humans too long – they have infected you with their obsessions with converse pairs. Soon you will start trying to convince me that there are  such  things  as  east  and  west,  and  they  are  opposites.  It  is  all perspective. Perhaps nature and nurture work in conjunction. Can it not  be  both  nature  and  nurture?  Can  a  being’s  nature  not  be nurtured? Can its tendency to nurture not be a part of its nature?’

‘Yes, well, forgive me for thinking you might possess unique insight on the nature of causality. Given that you are likely the only being in the galaxy who personally experiments with changing events.’

They quietly watched as the flayers stripped pieces of hide off the empyric  creature  as  the  body  melted  into  bloody  ectoplasm.  Two were fighting over the skull, facing off against each other with their long  talons  splayed  in  an  almost  avian  threat  display,  heads connecting in darting pecks that sounded like strikes on an anvil. 

‘What  I  have  found  in  the  main,’  Orikan  said,  ‘is  that  events  are frustratingly  difficult  to  change.  But  not  as  difficult  to  change  as minds.’

‘Oh?’

‘How many times have I advised you to do something, and you did the exact opposite?’

‘I have not been keeping statistics.’

‘Neither  have  I,  though  the  closest  figure  is  countless.  And practically none of those times have you simply trusted that I knew more  than  you,  that  I  had  played  out  this  scene  before  and returned, knowing a specific action will not work.’

‘Well,  how  would  I  know  you  are  not  lying  to  get  your  way?  You cannot be travelling back and forth constantly, you would never do anything wrong.’

‘There  are  limits.  Realspace  wears  thin  with  too  much  rewriting. 

And  each  change,  though  seemingly  an  improvement,  may  lead  to unforeseen  consequences  along  the  timeline.  Consequences  that happen far enough from the change that it is either not worth going back  to  make  a  different  decision,  or  where  reversal  is  difficult  or impossible. Overwriting can lead to a certain kind of madness, where one constantly second-guesses and overanalyses one’s actions rather than simply moving on and letting the past be the past.’

‘Forgive  me  if  this  question  is  impertinent,  but  I  have  always wondered… do you destroy yourself when you go backwards?’

‘What?’

‘When I take over a host body, a preformatted lychguard or other being implanted with my programming, I temporarily suppress their spirit-algorithm.  But  when  you  go  backwards,  your  consciousness that  knows  future  events  is  the  one  that  remains.  Do  you  kill  your past self?’

Orikan stared at him, aghast. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘It  is  not  ridiculous  –  what  happens  to  that  previous  personality engram? Is it overwritten?’

‘No, it is… That is not…’ Orikan gesticulated, as if trying to explain via his limbs. ‘It is combined. The same way you would merge two versions of a chrysoprase scroll where one has undergone changes. 

Only the changes, the new knowledge of future events, is integrated and the rest discarded.’

‘Which is discarded?’

‘I suppose the past one. Does it matter? The result is one being.’

‘I would say it matters to the one being discarded.’

‘You are making this sound dualistic and oppositional again. It is a formality.  An  algorithmic  handshake.  The  past  self  recognises  its future  counterpart,  understands  that  this  other  self  has  greater knowledge and is happy to merge and integrate, most of the time.’

‘Most of the time?’

‘Well, in rare cases there’s some initial resistance. Run my timeline back far enough and the future spirit-algorithm has changed to the point that the past self does not immediately recognise it and reads it  as  a  foreign  intruder  until  codes  are  exchanged.  Which  is  only natural. This is all simple chrono-paradox, Trazyn. Think about it. If you travelled back and met yourself, tried to convince your younger self to perform an action or warn of a dread result, would you even listen?  Would  you  even  recognise  yourself,  or  simply  shake  off  an insane stranger?’

Trazyn was about to speak, but Orikan ploughed on. 

‘But in practical terms that will never happen. I cannot travel past my  own  destruction  and  reanimation,  at  least  not  without  severe algorithmic  damage.  Which  naturally  rules  out  longer  journeys.  My body  must  remain  intact  to  maintain  a  clean  transfer  along  the timeline.’

‘So your body…’

‘Why  am  I  explaining  this?  What  about  you  and  your  body transfers? Do you lose parts of your own code in all that streaming from vessel to vessel?’

‘I… On occasion I have had a bad transfer or two.’

‘And when you dupe part of your consciousness and send it out on missions  where  you  do  not  wish  to  risk  your  whole  self,  do  they believe  they  are  the  true  Trazyn?  Has  any  returned  hoping  to challenge you for Solemnace, leading to a confusing self-duel?’

‘Well, I will not say that has never happened, but–’

‘In that case, how can you be sure you are the real Trazyn? Perhaps you were the dupe, and you live now as an impostor, a shadow of–’

‘You  are  just  cranky  because  you’re  suddenly  having  to  live  one second at a time like the rest of us. If I could change the past–’

‘You cannot. But you could apologise for it every once in a while.’

He paused. ‘There’s a storm coming.’

‘Is that a threat? And you accuse me of being dramatical.’

‘No.’ Orikan pointed to an oncoming bank of dust half a mile high. ‘I mean we should prepare to seize the barge.’

Crackles  of  lightning  jagged  through  the  haze  of  dust,  lighting  the craniums  of  the  flayers  in  a  corona  as  it  immolated  their  neurals. 

Oculars  popped  and  fractured,  gouting  green  flames  through  the cracks. 

Trazyn  reversed  his  spin  and  struck  another  flayer,  destroying  its internal  systems  and  arcing  another  lash  of  power  into  a  blood daemon emerging from the red-orange miasma. 

Orikan  leapt  and  flew  over  him,  the  wind  of  the  howling  storm buffeting  him  in  flight.  He  reached  out  to  one  side,  adjusting  his counter-grav nodes to correct for the drift. 

He  landed  on  the  barge,  scrambling  for  a  hold  on  the  canted surface.  Mag-locking  himself  in  place,  he  reached  up  to  open  the chamber  in  his  shoulder  blade  and  released  the  swarm  of  nano-scarabs. 

‘Go, prioritise gravitic systems and reactor function.’

He scrambled up into the portside pilot cradle, resting high in the air  at  the  tip  of  the  craft’s  crescent  shape.  It  was  like  climbing  a giant hooked sickle, and without the aid of his flight generators and grasping tail he might not have made it. 

Trazyn had disappeared in the howling dust below, visible only as a shadow  attached  to  a  whirling  emerald  comet  as  the  head  of  his obliterator swept and struck. 

More  deltas  of  electricity  flared  outward  into  the  gloom,  meaning more enemies were coming. 

After weeks of avoiding contact, they’d called it on themselves. 

Orikan slid into the cradle, playing his hands over the control orbs. 

The instrument panels lit a weak amber, like an oil lamp nearly out of  fuel.  Chrysoprase  holograms  winked  into  existence  above  the controls, then guttered and went out. 

‘Engine  control  and  helm,’  Orikan  ordered  the  scarabs.  ‘There  is  a loose connection on this channel.’

A  portion  of  his  consciousness  streamed  through  them,  watching and  nudging  as  the  scarabs  raced  through  the  dark  tunnels  of  the craft’s  internal  systems.  Scuttling  and  buzzing  over  wiring.  Tiny orbicular  eyes  sweeping  blue  beams  over  damaged  conduits. 

Mandibles  and  legs  knitting  broken  necrodermis  together,  the constructs’  tiny  disassembly  beams  scything  down  rusted  couplings so they separated and moved once more. 

Orikan, faster. 

‘This is not something I can hurry. Do you wish it to lift off only to come back down?’

These things are dangerous. 

‘So is gravity.’

There. Deep within, the swarm had found the main reactor conduit, shaken  loose  in  the  crash.  They  went  to  work,  swarming  over  the separated distribution hub to weave and rebuild. 

Orikan swept his hands over the orbs once, twice. They flared and died. Dust crumbled from between the panels. 

He slammed a palm into the instruments and let off a kinetic pulse, expelling a cough of rusty dirt from the buttons and orbs. 

The  panel  lit  a  strong  yellow  and  he  swept  his  hands  back  to  the controls. 

Power coursed through the barge, awakening the derelict machine from  its  death  state.  Running  lights  flickered  and  lit.  Orbs  burned eerily  in  the  gloom.  A  series  of  striped  phosphorescent  panels guttered  on  one  after  another,  climbing  up  the  scorpion  tail  that reared  above  the  craft’s  command  dais.  Orange  light  coursed through  the  channels  and  nodes  between  the  barge’s  segmented body panelling, standing out in regular line-and-circle patterns. 

And the light illuminated the dust around it – revealing the flayers crawling up the side of the craft towards Orikan. 

‘Trazyn, time to mount!’

Orikan  reached  over  his  shoulder,  rearranging  his  left  hand  into  a diamond  pattern  so  Tzona’s  Arc  ripped  out  over  the  body  of  the

craft,  dislodging  two  flayers  and  sending  them  tumbling  down  the slanted hull. 

He  set  power  to  full  and  swept  his  hand  back  and  forth  over  the primary  control  orb,  rocking  the  barge  back  and  forth  in  the  iron sand, its bladed form wiggling out like a knife being extracted from a corpse. 

‘Trazyn!’

Something  big  slammed  down  on  the  plating  next  to  Orikan  –  a large metallic figure, wrapped in flapping skin. He raised his hand in the Sign of Akkan and–

‘Hold it!’ yelled Trazyn, yanking the cloth from around his face. ‘Pull us out of here, I’ll keep them clear.’

Orikan muttered an incantation of wishes for speed and threw the orb forward with full force, lighting the craft with such brilliance that he  could  see  the  streams  of  flayers  coming  through  the  dust  for them in all directions. An endless tide of the hungry damned, raising needle  fingers  with  razor  edges,  their  eyes  glowing  dull  red  in  the darkness. 

The  barge  came  free  with  a  hiss  of  falling  sand,  only  partway righting  itself.  Damaged  gravitic  nodes  held  it  at  a  diagonal  angle, the  horizon  indicator  before  him  dipping  to  starboard  forty-five degrees from true. 

They  could  not  get  altitude.  All  the  height  he  could  coax  was  ten feet  above  the  ground  –  close  enough  that  the  first  flayers, mounting  each  other  like  swarming  insects,  began  leaping  to scrabble aboard. 

‘Go!’  Trazyn  yelled,  kicking  a  flayer  off  the  edge  and  crushing  a climbing hand with the butt of his staff. ‘Just go, go, go!’

Orikan went. 

He  rolled  the  acceleration  orb  to  full  and  punched  it,  fighting  the yawing craft through the wind of the dust storm, and trying to keep the nose up despite the tilt of the half-functioning nodes. Shadows reared  below  them,  claws  and  swords  scraping  the  bottom  of  the craft as they tore above the gathering multitude. 

They were going at speed now, fast enough that a flayer who leapt from a passing cliff smashed into the leading edge of the craft and

came apart like a toy, its torso shattering and sending limbs and its cranium rolling astern. 

The  looming  rock  face  flashing  by  scared  Orikan  more  than  the cursed necron. Though he could see heat-lightning flashes of green strobing  the  nose  of  the  barge  as  Trazyn  battled  flayers  astern,  he could  make  out  little  else.  And  if  they  drove  headlong  into  a shipwreck or launched off an unseen wadi, this joyride was going to be over very quickly. 

He clocked an unused reserve of power in the underslung weapons batteries – stripped off in the crash – and funnelled it to the forward sensors and light strips. 

Twin  lamps  lit,  blazing  narrow  cones  of  brightness  into  the  storm, just in time to illuminate the oncoming silhouette of a golden eagle, its  edges  sand-eaten  and  jutting  from  the  prow  of  a  human  escort ship stranded in the dunes. 

Orikan  blurted  a  scream  of  static  and  ripped  the  barge  starboard into a barrel roll, using the lopsided gravitic nodes to fling it end over end in a manic evasive manoeuvre. 

‘What  are  you  doing  up  there?’  Trazyn  shouted  over  the  wind. 

Orikan  could  see  him  in  a  rearward  scry,  feet  kicking  air  as  he dangled upside down by one mag-locked hand. 

‘What are you doing back there?’ Orikan retorted, rolling the barge back to an approximation of true. ‘Finish those boarders off and get up here in the other cradle.’

Trazyn  slapped  the  final  cursed  thing  off  as  it  came  at  him  on  all fours, then slid into the opposite command cradle. 

‘See,  colleague?’  he  said.  ‘No  time-trickery  needed.  It’s  more  fun when you need to do it on the first try, no?’

Orikan  couldn’t  help  it:  he  laughed.  The  sort  of  relieved,  almost drunken laugh he rarely remembered using of late. Within him, the anger loosened, then receded, replaced by a rising effervescent joy. 

It  seemed  to  happen  as  he  heard  the  horns  fading  into  the distance, and they exited the dying storm to see their first detailed glimpse of the wall. 

And the army below them that was putting it under siege. 

CHAPTER TEN

NEMESOR  VULANTOS:  Leave  no  weapon  unused  in  this conflagration.  Detonate  the  stars.  Boil  nebulae.  Turn  matter against itself and unleash the very forces of physics to snuff out the debased villains that call themselves the Old Ones. If they wish to create life to prolong this war, then we will end life to conclude it. 

– War in Heaven, Act XVI, Scene LXII, Lines 91-93

Below  roiled  a  carpet  of  empyric  entities.  They  rushed  forward  in tides and streams, crashing towards the fortress and retreating like the ocean pounding a sea wall. 

Trazyn  tried  to  understand  their  hue,  but  it  was  difficult  in  the extreme.  It  was  not  that  they  were  always  changing;  it  was  that when  you  looked  at  them,  each  colour  seemed  to  reveal  a  deeper one beneath. Pinks slipped to purples, blended to mauves, filtered to opalescent shine that appeared black. 

The  things  had  crustacean  claws  and  spiked  feet.  Sinewy  bodies that appeared jointed in anatomically unlikely ways. Lashing tongues studded with nodules of jewels and hooks. 

Their  movements  were  strangely  reptilian.  Heads  wide  and  large-eyed.  Mouths  perversely  stretched  in  an  almost  amphibian  manner that  carried  a  disturbing  familiarity.  Others  slipped  into  dances, willowy  limbs  spinning  with  blades  in  movements  that  had  a practised air that was vaguely aeldari. 

But  more  frightening  than  the  mass  were  the  towering  figures  of long limbs and spears that stood above it, their nobly horned heads festooned  with  dangling  golden  charms.  Each  powerful  body  was taller  than  a  mono lith,  so  when  the  barge  dodged  around  the  first one, they whipped past its knee and tore a hole through a billowing silk shawl. 

‘Dear  Orikan,’  Trazyn  said,  ‘I  think  we  have  finally  discovered  a group that disdains clothing as much as you.’

‘You are about to get a closer look at them – our reactor is dying.’

‘What do you mean by that, dying?’

‘Do  not  look  at  me  like  that.  It’s  a  miracle  I  managed  to  get  it airborne at all. And we’ve overtaxed the engine.’

‘Can we get up the wall?’

Orikan rolled the craft to port to slip around a siege tower teeming with  empyric  entities,  which  screeched  at  them  with  needle-spine teeth as they passed. 

‘No, we will be fortunate to get to the base of it, much less on top.’

‘What  if–  What  is  that?’  Trazyn  appended  a  location  glyph, indicating  a  rising  column  of  smoke  along  the  massive  outer defences. ‘That is gauss fire there. I recognise the signature. A huge amount of it.’

‘It’s  a  breach  in  the  wall.’  Orikan  gunned  the  engine,  nursed  the nose upward. His hand danced on the chrysoprase projection panels, running a divinatory flight path. ‘Get to the rear. Start cutting off any parts  of  the  craft  not  required  to  fly.  If  we  buy  ourselves  some weight, we might make it.’

In fairness, they got very close. 

The  portside  rear  thruster  went  first,  flaming  out  as  they  rushed towards the V-shaped break in the wall at twenty feet of altitude. It put them into a spin that left the other rear thrusters guttering, its backfire finally overtaxing the counter-grav nodes and sending them

smashing  down  on  the  invading  army  like  a  smooth  stone  skipped across the surface of a dawn sea. 

The first impact nearly jarred Orikan from the cradle, and splashed up  a  wave  of  mauve  ectoplasm  as  the  daemons  under  it  ruptured like rotten fruit. 

Trazyn  hunched  in  his  cradle,  mag-locking  every  part  of  his  frame capable of it as the barge smashed to earth again, shedding panels with a squeal of rending, dragging metal. 

He  could  see  nothing.  The  world  was  spinning  too  fast  for processing, even for a mind as vast as his. Even if he could, alerts painted his vision into blindness. 

There was only a sense of purple flesh, crumpling metal, impacts, tunnels  of  gauss  beams,  the  sense  of  a  broken  V-shaped  breach inverting. 

And finally a final crushing stop – and darkness. 

Trazyn. Trazyn. 

…nakiro? 

Trazyn awaken. 

Nakiro si taht…

Trazyn  caught  the  inversion  processing  error.  Such  things  usually only happened when he’d taken a particularly hard knock, and it had been  quite  some  time  since  he’d  been  so  badly  affected.  He rebooted his language centre and activated his oculars. 

‘Orikan?’

‘Thank the stars, Trazyn. I was worried you were inoperable.’

‘Oh my, that is quite a nice thing to–’

‘Because  that  would  have  robbed  me  of  the  satisfaction  of  killing you.’

Trazyn was, naturally, going to protest this extremely hostile return to  consciousness  –  at  least,  he  was  before  he  registered  that  his arms  were  not  functioning  as  intended  due  to  the  metal  hands pinioning them behind his back. 

He  and  Orikan  were  on  their  knees  in  an  official  chamber,  heads forced towards the floor. Even through the thick walls, he could hear the sounds of battle. 

‘Who  are  you?’  Trazyn  demanded.  ‘I  demand  you  release  us  at once.’

‘Shut up,’ hissed Orikan. ‘That is not going to work. You cannot talk your way out.’

‘Why not?’

‘I believe most of them are incapable of speech.’

Trazyn  could  not  look  directly  up,  but  he  turned  his  head  to  the side, feeling out with a peripheral scry and emitting a proximity ping that gave him a working layout of the room and those in it. 

There were about twelve other necrons present. In addition to the two  holding  Trazyn  and  Orikan  captive,  ten  flanked  a  dais  at  the other end of the room, standing in a half-moon formation that – in other circumstances – Trazyn would swear was indicative of a formal court. 

But what stopped his reactor cycle momentarily was the nature of those  figures.  For  those  he  could  see  in  the  detailed  wash  of  his peripheral scry were not courtly aristocrats, but maniacs. 

To his left, a hulking lord levitated on a sled, its legs replaced with repulsors  to  carry  the  bulbous  enmitic  exterminator  that  drooped from one arm. The weapon’s triple tubes gleamed with an evil, sickly pallor. 

To his right, a multi-armed former cryptek clicked back and forth on its  tripod  legs,  eager  to  use  the  collection  of  disintegrator  pistols fused to its seven arms. Two of the limbs kept twitching upward, as though restraining an urge to unleash a barrage directly into Orikan’s cranium. 

Slowly,  pushing  backwards  against  the  pressure  of  his  captor, Trazyn raised his hooded head to see the half-circle of the mad and depraved. 

They  were  barely  necrons  any  more.  Instead,  they  had  made themselves weapons. Every limb was a blade, a pneumatic spike, an armament of the most dangerous and foul type, inimical to biological life.  Long  claws  and  cleaver  hands.  Vertebrae  lashes  and  phials  of nuclear poison. 

Trazyn had seen Destroyers before. Many times, in fact. But he had never seen Destroyers this horribly depraved. 

They  had  been  here  a  long  time,  and  lacking  resources.  Their modifications were ad hoc and cobbled together from spare material. 

A  few  contained  chunks  of  noctilith.  Others  bore  weapons  stripped from  vehicles  likely  left  behind  in  the  desert.  But  what  most disturbed him were the differing colours of the limbs, with red-tinged metal joined to green, gold with bronze. 

Patchwork  monsters,  modified  from  the  bodies  of  the  dead  –  and most likely, the living as well. 

The figure on the dais had its back to them, its tripod legs quivering with excitement. In its left hand it held Trazyn’s obliterator, proud as a  king  with  his  sceptre.  And  in  its  right,  the  ringed  diary  entries taken from Trazyn’s hip. 

A third arm emerged from its torso, gingerly slotting a new copper disc around the outside. 

Then it held out its hand, finger in the disc’s centre hole, and let it turn. 

‘Sothka the Arcane. Perhaps my final entry. 

‘We have reached the fortress guarding the gate. What lies beyond I cannot know, but what lies behind me is perhaps the most awful trial yet faced. 

‘The  things  that  we  battled  through  to  get  here  were  not  the  Old Ones. Yet somehow, with each passing moment they seem to more resemble  the  great  enemy.  And  those  who  see  them  as  such  have begun to… It is difficult to explain. I have never seen the like. They mutilate  themselves,  and  for  what  purpose?  How  can  one  hope  to retrieve a soul in such a state? 

‘They call us soulless. I have seen soullessness now. 

‘I go on to the core. But we are besieged in this fortress, and not all can follow. Yet that is the problem, is it not? Most no longer wish to follow. The vast remainder of our party will not leave the walls, will not cease killing. 

‘Yet this group needs a commander. And though I am loath to leave him behind, I have the perfect candidate. A being I trust entirely.’

The  figure  turned  around,  its  sharp  tripod  legs  clicking  on  the noctilith as it exposed its barrel chest and massive taloned hand. A

hooded  head  sat  upon  great  shoulders,  with  a  death  mask  Trazyn recognised. 

‘I suppose,’ whispered Orikan, ‘you did go with Sothka after all.’

There were many timelines where Orikan knew he might have been killed  by  Trazyn  the  Infinite.  But  this,  this  was  set  to  be  the  worst one. 

The  Trazyn  Destroyer  stepped  forward  and  pointed  the  obliterator at them, a deep moan rattling through his chest. 

‘You stand,’ squawked a translation plasmacyte beside him, ‘in the presence of His Eminence the Silent King, Monarch of Reality, Forger of Metal Bodies, the Breaker of Gods.’

‘Dead Gods,’ Trazyn swore. ‘I must have sent a copy with Sothka. 

Perhaps a formatted lychguard with encoded engrams.’

‘You did not mention this.’

‘I did not know about it.’

‘Silence,’ bleated the plasmacyte. It floated to them, its nautilus-like shell  sprouting  an  articulated  orbstalk  and  a  lashing  tail.  ‘Do  not speak  unless  spoken  to.  The  Silent  King  wishes  to  know  your intentions here at this fortress.’

Behind it, the Trazyn Destroyer floated back to the wall, fitting the expedition  discs  into  a  shallow  depression  beside  a  shut  gate, nestling them onto a peg and turning them idly this way and that. 

Glyphs around the gateway flared and shifted, changing places with one another. Shuffled like cards. 

Yet the gate did not open. 

‘Passing through,’ said Orikan. ‘We are… I believe we are trying to get through that gate there.’

‘It is impossible,’ said the plasmacyte. ‘The Silent King is the prime genius of the cosmos, and he is unable to effectuate an opening of the outer gate. What chance stand you?’

‘What is happening here, mighty king?’

‘Is it not obvious?’ The plasmacyte whirred closer, its proboscis neck extending  with  a  dragging  wrench  of  vertebrae  on  shell.  ‘It  is  a siege. The armies of the Old Ones attempt to destroy our king and species, and we shall destroy them instead. Our purpose is to guard

the gate to the core, to protect the paradise within. Beyond this door is the antechamber to the domain of the pure land.’

‘Excellent,’ Trazyn said. ‘Excellent. And how may we help with this objective?’

The  Destroyer  Trazyn  turned,  sweeping  them  with  a  scry.  Its  face had been half-replaced, the eyes now an insect cluster of lenses. 

‘You  will  worship  your  king  with  loyalty.  In  loyalty,  you  will  visit violence on his enemies. You shall become a being made to destroy, and smite his foes until you yourself are destroyed. So goes service to the Silent King.’

‘This is at least an accurate delusion,’ mused Orikan. ‘And if we do not?’

‘Then  you  will  be  apportioned  among  the  court,  who  will  salvage your  bodies  to  further  augment  themselves  in  pursuit  of  the perfection of slaughter.’

‘I see,’ said Trazyn. ‘What if I told you, herald, that I am Trazyn of Solemnace?’

The plasmacyte zipped closer and sent a beam over his face. 

‘This  is  not  accurate.  Trazyn  the  Infinite  was  a  part  of  the expedition. No more foolish questions, it is time to choose. Consider yourselves  fortunate  you  are  provided  a  choice.  Had  you  not delivered a great quantity of useful salvage and an artefact staff to our  monarch,  we  would  not  have  extended  this  honour.  You  shall stand  on  the  wall,  battling  the  horde  of  the  Old  Ones  and  their empyric armies until the end of all.’

‘Will  you  cannibalise,  Orikan,  or  be  cannibalised?  I  am  not  sure that–’

‘But  we  have  not  presented  the  monarch  with  our  greatest  gift,’

Orikan  snapped.  ‘Should  we  argue  over  a  wrecked  barge  and  a minor staff when the most wondrous treasure still lies unopened?’

Behind the plasmacyte, the Trazyn Destroyer raised a hand. 

‘The  king’  –  it  paused,  computing  –  ‘wishes  to  be  presented  with this gift.’

Orikan  tilted  his  head.  ‘It  is  there,  with  our  other  belongings.  In that tesseract vault scorched on one side.’

Trazyn opened his mouth to play along, then shut it. 

‘What is it?’

‘A  wonder  beyond  wonders.  A  bound  star.  The  latest  exoskeletal modifications from the crypts at Mandragora, brought in tribute by I, Orikan the Diviner.’

The Trazyn Destroyer went still, as if in momentary recognition of the name. As though a whisper of the previous personality engrams crept through the delusion. 

It held out a hand. 

One  of  the  few  of  the  court  who  still  had  hands  picked  up  the tesseract  vault  and  brought  it  to  the  Destroyer  monarch.  The courtier  bowed  her  cabled  head  and  held  it  up  in  presentation, feathering out her voidblade quills in obeisance. 

The Trazyn Destroyer took the vault and inspected it, setting aside the obliterator to better investigate the gift. It turned it around in its hands. 

‘It  will  turn  the  tide  against  the  old  enemy.  Weapons  beyond description.  Horrors  undreamt  by  moral  minds.  And  it  contains modifications enough for all the court.’

The  Destroyer  king  gazed  in  hunger  at  the  vault,  the  black  box reflected in its dull grey oculars. 

And  as  it  pressed  a  thumb  into  the  activation  slide,  the  other members  of  the  court  gathered  close  in  their  greed  to  see  the wonders inside. 

Are we going for the gate chamber behind him? sent Trazyn. 

First, we should likely shelter ourselves. 

They threw themselves down only an instant before the seal on the tesseract  vault  cracked,  the  arrested  energy  of  the  melta  bomb finally completed its combustion, and the majority of the Destroyer court was indeed heavily modified. 

Into shrapnel and liquid metal. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Each  eye  shall  water.  Each  garment  will  be  rent.  Overlords, blacken  the  gold  of  your  panoply.  Growers,  let  your  fields  lie fallow, so in hunger you know loss. Open the grand mausoleum, light incense, and beat sword on shield to mark the dirge-song. 

Slay  prisoners,  so  there  will  be  thralls  to  pull  his  spirit-chariot into eternity. 

– Mourning Chant for a Royal, Chronicles of the Nihilakh Dynasty, Solemnace Archive, Section Seven: ‘Cultural Fragments of the Flesh Times’

‘I  have  convened  this  conclave  to  give  you  sorrowful  news,’

Executioner Phillias said. 

She  spoke  it  aloud,  as  well  as  in  interstitial  glyphs.  And  she appeared  to  be  taking  time  with  it.  In  Valeria’s  experience, conversations  with  necrons  could  be  either  glacially  slow,  or  like trying to follow the ticker tape at a particularly busy trading house. 

This  appeared  to  be  the  former,  given  the  long  pause  after  the opening statement. 

Around  the  archive’s  reading  room  table  stood  what  Valeria assumed  were  the  powerbrokers  of  Solemnace.  Viziers  and grandees,  archivists  and  high  curators,  representatives  of  cryptek conclaves and security forces. A few she recognised without knowing their names, having seen them only in passing. Of the rest she knew only those from the inner circle. Hunt master, standing at a distance. 

Trazyn’s  royal  warden,  Ashkut,  his  back  straight  without  the  hefty weight of his weapon, hands on the table. 

They looked like a semicircle of metal statues. Necron stillness was eerie  to  behold  individually  –  the  way  they  did  not  blink,  swallow, shift or breathe – but to be in a room crowded with creatures that were alive but inanimate sent a clawing panic up her throat. 

She  stared  at  the  table  and  noticed  its  inlaid  turquoise  mosaic. 

While  her  understanding  of  necron  art  was  rudimentary,  she identified it as a depiction of the departure of the Silent King. 

‘Trazyn,’  continued  Phillias,  breaking  the  horrid  stillness  with  a sweep of a hand that appeared ritual in its movement, ‘Overlord of Solemnace,  Archaeo vist  of  the  Prismatic  Galleries  and  He-Who-Is-Called-Infinite, has been lost.’

The unmoving crowd shifted in discomfort. One, a cryptek, blurted disbelieving static. Ashkut lowered his glassy optics to the table, and made  an  intricate  symbol  with  his  fingers  before  touching  it  to  his forehead. A hiss of interstitial messages passed from one to another. 

‘You  doubt  me?’  Her  statement,  neutral  on  the  surface,  carried  a hint of challenge. ‘I bring as official dynastic witnesses Huntmaster and a human thrall called Valeria.’

‘Pardon my pedantry, executioner, but lesser races cannot serve as legal witnesses in official proceedings,’ a cryptek suggested. 

Phillias  appeared  about  to  speak,  her  fists  balling,  when  another cryptek spoke. 

‘Please  understand  that  our  doubt  is  not  a  judgement  on  your words.  It  is  not  unusual  for  Lord  Trazyn  to  disappear  for  long periods. He rarely informs us when he decides to extend the time or scope of an expedition or project.’ As he spoke, the cryptek pulled up phos-glyph panels and scrolls of various incidents. On a few, Valeria glimpsed images of Trazyn’s body mangled and twisted. 

Only then did she recognise the speaker – Trazyn’s chief archivist. 

Perhaps his unusual confidence came from the fact that the meeting was happening within his sphere. 

‘Indeed,’  the  archivist  continued,  ‘due  to  his  abilities  we  have received  convincing  reports  of  his  destruction  before,  only  to  have him  return  bearing  new  exhibits  from  some  faraway  cataclysm  or obscure region of space. Given these circumstances, you understand why we approach reports like this with a certain scepticism.’

He  slid  the  phos-glyph  tablets  through  the  air  towards  her  with  a flick  of  his  ball-jointed  wrist.  Phillias  waved  them  away  like  cigar smoke, batting them into cubes that fizzled and died. 

‘This instance is different,’ said Phillias. It was more of a purr than a growl this time. ‘The last I saw your lord, he and Master Orikan were in a chamber within the mystery world of Amenthis, surrounded by severed  colonised  by  empyric  fungus.  After  three  cycles,  they  had not  emerged,  and  we  were  forced  to  evacuate  before  the  planet’s orbit transited back into the frothing tides of the old enemy’s realm.’

‘…So you did not see him destroyed?’

‘He  was  surrounded  by  enemies,  bereft  of  allies,  sealed  within  a chamber  inside  a  planet  about  to  be  plunged  into  the  immaterial dimension.’

The  archive  cryptek  tilted  his  head  but  kept  quiet,  perhaps  not wanting to be the sole voice of dissent. But his points had created an opening. 

‘And you are certain,’ said Ashkut, ‘that this was his primary body, that he has not transferred his soul-algorithm? Perhaps even to one of your praetorians? On his previous venture to the planet–’

‘Silence.’

Valeria had never heard the word spoken with such authority. Not from  the  lips  of  her  father,  at  the  helm  of  his  ship.  Not  from  the sternest drill-abbot at the Schola Progenium. Not from any inquisitor, general, or even an Angel of the Emperor. The depth and power of it overrode  all  conversation  and  straightened  every  back.  She  swore that the tiles of the mosaic shivered under her fingertips. 

‘I am not here to debate or hear your theories. Despite his rather presumptuous  name,  Trazyn  is  not  infinite.  He  is  almost  certainly

destroyed,  or  at  the  very  least  permanently  lost  to  realspace.  In either eventuality, Solemnace must initiate its succession protocols.’

‘But…’ the archivist started. 

‘Who is designated regent?’ she snapped. ‘Ashkut? As royal warden your guardian programming would update first.’

‘Overlord Trazyn has never named a formal successor. The de facto regent in his absence is Sannet the Light-Sculptor, but we believed he had departed with the Lord of Antiquity.’

‘He did. Trazyn sent him back. Is he not present?’

The  archivist  raised  his  many  hands,  palms  upward.  ‘A programmatic  scry  indicates  his  systemic  privileges  have  been revoked,  but  state  no  reason.  Perhaps  the  World  Mind  received  a signal notice of physical destruction. But even then, if Lord Trayzn’s dynastic cartouche has been destroyed, it must be reforged. And he must be entombed with the proper rituals for any succession to be legal – even once we have a successor.’

‘Let me summarise, then. We are standing here, convened upon a planet  containing  the  most  hazardous  and  destructive  organisms, weapons and artefacts in the galaxy, and there is no one formally in charge?’

There was a pause. To Valeria, it seemed a long one. 

‘This assessment is accurate,’ the archivist replied. 

‘I will not allow it. Solemnace, without leadership, is a threat to the entire  Nihilakh  domain.  As  representative  of  the  Silent  King’s authority, I cannot allow this destabilising force to go unmanaged.’

‘So will you appoint a regent for the interregnum?’ Ashkut asked. 

‘Szarekh the Silent King will serve as regent for the interregnum.’

Valeria  had  become  used  to  seeing  interstitial  messages  and  data auras around necron craniums. They, in some ways, took the place of  breathing  and  micro-movements  of  humans.  So  it  was  all  that much  more  shocking  when  the  miasma  of  glyphs  in  the  air  of  the chamber disappeared like ice in warm water. 

‘The  Silent  King?  Coming  here?’  the  archivist  asked.  Even  Valeria could sense the panic in his voice. 

‘Of course not. Do you believe this vanity project, dangerous as it is,  warrants  Szarekh’s  personal  attention?  I,  as  client  of  the  Silent

King,  will  institute  a  dynastic  override  and  assume  the  position  as regent of Solemnace.’

Silence. 

‘Does any representative of Solemnace challenge my assumption of these powers?’

Valeria’s  head,  panning  back  and  forth,  was  the  only  thing  that moved.  All  at  once,  she  was  acutely  aware  that  the  executioner’s honour guard of four praetorians were the only ones in the chamber with  weapons.  And  as  she’d  seen  on  Amenthis,  their  rods  were anything but ceremonial. 

‘It  is  decided  then.  Solemnace  will  enter  a  three-day  period  of mourning while we prepare to entomb Lord Trazyn and forge a new cartouche  of  command.  My  praetorians  know  the  proper  rituals  –

they  have  buried  more  than  one  phaeron.  It  will  be  a  simple ceremony, practical. No planetwide processions or weeks of wailing. 

But we will follow procedure.’

‘Well  then,  Executioner  Phili–’  began  Ashkut,  then  stumbled,  his programming rewriting. ‘How may we address you?’

‘Regent will suffice.’

‘Regent Phillias. What are your directives during the mourning?’

‘Provide  full  access  keys  to  Solemnace’s  galleries,  its  records,  and any existing accounts of objects and locations.’

‘You  misunderstand.  No,  not  misunderstand,  regent,  but…  but…’

The archivist looked around for support. 

‘There is no catalogue,’ said Ashkut. ‘Overlord Trazyn long resisted formalising this data.’

‘I  am  aware  of  this.  Therefore  I  command  that  all  gallery  work cease immediately. All expeditions will be recalled. No improvement shall be made on displays or new spaces cleared. Everything but the maintenance  scarabs  will  halt  work  immediately,  and  all  those bonded  to  the  gallery,  be  they  crypteks,  curatorial  scribes  or canopteks, are hereby retasked with developing a catalogue of their exhibits,  which  shall  be  delivered  to  me  as  regent.  And  I  wish  the Lord of Antiquity to be catalogued and unloaded. It is mostly human artefacts  –  Valeria,  given  your  familiarity  with  human  objects,  you will be in charge of this. All legion troops shall return to stasis.’

‘My  regent,  please  understand…’  The  archivist  raised  his  hands, splaying them open in an indication of vulnerability. ‘I worry you do not fully appreciate the peril Solemnace will be placed in by such a sudden  upheaval  of  duties.  Millions  of  things,  sinister  and destructive, are kept here. And the legions assigned to the galleries are  placed  there  as  security  reserves  in  case  of  an  accidental specimen release.’

‘My  praetorians  will  provide  security.  Indeed,  when  you  return  to your  chambers,  you  will  already  find  representatives  of  the  Triarch present  to  supervise  the  cataloguing  process.  And  as  for  the hazardous and delicate nature of the artefacts, that is all the more reason for there to be an accounting.’ Phillias stretched out a hand, gesturing to the mosaic of the Silent King being drawn in his chariot. 

‘Do  you  not  think  that  our  monarch  should  know  what  is  in  his custody?’

‘Faster,  faster!’  Trazyn  turned,  guarding  the  open  doorway  to  the audience chamber with his obliterator as Orikan rotated the discs in the gateway lock. ‘I can sense reinforcements coming.’

The fight in the audience chamber could have barely been called a skirmish. After the melta bomb explosion, Trazyn had taken on the remaining  Destroyers  –  but  he  had  regained  his  obliterator  in  the aftermath  of  the  blast,  and  his  opponents  were  wrong-footed  and shellshocked. The biggest danger he’d faced had been from tripping over the body parts that carpeted the room. 

Rising  noise  echoed.  Not  just  the  clang  of  necrons  running,  but scuttling and hissing too. ‘Almost here!’ he added. 

‘Open!’  Orikan  shouted.  He  pulled  the  discs  off  their  locking mechanism and shouldered the big double doors open. 

Trazyn ran for the opening, shadows beginning to dance down the corridor  towards  them.  He  made  it  into  the  open  gate  just  as  a Lokhust  Destroyer  hove  into  the  audience  chamber,  its  enmitic exterminator flinging drops of neon condensate as it swung towards them. 

They threw themselves against the doors and slammed them shut a second before the beam washed the outside. 

Internal locking bars engaged and banged home, the heavy slam of it echoing throughout the chamber. 

Trazyn placed the front of his cranium against the closed gateway, as  though  collecting  himself.  He  began  to  shudder,  metal  teeth chattering. 

Orikan  wondered  if  he  was  weeping,  or  more  likely  pretending  to weep.  A  response  to  wholly  overwhelming  data.  A  fragmentary mental  throwback  to  mortal  behaviour  that  at  times  overtook  the necrons in times of total sensory insanity. 

He  wondered  if  the  Destroyer  madness  had  infected  him.  Trazyn, after all, was susceptible to going overboard, of taking obsessions to an extreme. Had that not been the fate of his lesser self? 

But no, he realised – Trazyn was laughing. 

‘Can you believe they fell for that?’

‘So we are not going to discuss it, then?’

‘We  are  discussing  it.  The  explosive  tesseract.  Gods!  You  can  tell with  all  their  modifications  they  never  upgraded  their  neurals.  Too long  fighting  nothing  but  empyric  shadows,  humans  and  mindless flayers. Nothing compared to a pair of true, cunning overlords, eh?’

He clanged Orikan’s shoulder plate with a fraternal blow. 

‘Now,  what  do  you  think  of  this  great  gate?’  Trazyn  gestured upward.  ‘Surely,  with  its  layers  of  protection  and  outer  doors,  this must  be  the  final  portal,  yes?  To  be  truthful,  I  expected  it  to  be larger.’

It was not unimpressive, exactly. Indeed, it was somewhat cunning as  far  as  improvisational  architecture.  The  circuitry  of  a  damaged monolith  had  been  embedded  into  the  side  of  the  null-reactive stone, its gateway widened to the size where it might accommodate three  or  four  warriors  marching  abreast,  and  the  height  of  a  large canoptek stalker. 

Orikan took in these details with a peripheral scan, while preserving his  main  field  of  view  to  stare  at  Trazyn  while  broadcasting  tone-sigils of cold fury. 

‘Look there.’ Trazyn arched his back and pointed, one hand on the small of his spine so a wayward vertebra popped back into place as he stretched. ‘The inscription. “Here passed Sothka the Arcane into

paradise,  where  only  the  pure  in  spirit  may  follow.  Destruction awaits  all  who  have  fallen.”  Ah,  that  is  thoroughly  practical.  Don’t you think, colleague? It is a filtered portal. Should any of the tainted be detected when passing through, they will… What?’

Orikan growled. 

‘Why do you look at me thus?’

‘You sent a copy of yourself on the expedition. And you did not see fit to tell me?’

‘Well, I did not recall doing so, and have no record of taking such action, so it would be difficult for me to inform you, wouldn’t it?’

‘A copy of you already fell to the Destroyer madness. So much so that it believed itself to be the Silent King. Does that not worry you?’

‘No, of course not. It was a copy. A formatted lychguard…’

‘One,  I  presume,  with  your  memories?  Is  that  not  your  procedure when you wish to send a surrogate?’

‘Yes,  but  that  does  not  mean  it  will  react  the  same  as  a–

Understand,  even  a  C’tan  shard  may  be  different  than  its  larger piece, you know that.’

‘You are comparing yourself to a C’tan now?’

‘You are overreacting as usual. Did I not extricate us? Are we not here, at the gates of the next chamber? Look at us! Look at how far we have come, and done so together! We are the pure in spirit, we have  reached  the  end.  Neither  of  us  is  strewn  in  dismemberment across the sands or twisted into a hideous caricature.’

‘You were twisted into a hideous caricature!’

‘Don’t  pretend  you  know  not  the  difference  between  a  mere  copy and the original, Orikan – I will be insulted.’

‘That  we  arrived  here  intact  is  not  important.  You  are  under  a delusion that there are no consequences.’

‘I beg to differ.’

‘What is important is that we should have never been here to begin with.  I  did  not  want  to  come.  You  manipulated,  coerced  and swindled me. But worse, you refused to listen. You ignored me.’

Orikan saw Trazyn pause in his chain of thought. His eyes narrowed their spectromantic beams as if to pierce deep into him. 

‘Ignored you? Orikan, of course I ignored you. I have been listening to  you  talk  for  aeons.  The  sheer  amount  you  say  that  I  simply  let pass without anger could fill the databanks of a tomb world, because if I listened and reacted to everything you said I would have smote you  with  my  staff  long  ago.’  Trazyn  raised  his  staff  backhanded, theatrically, as if to dramatise the threat. ‘So forgive me if it is hard to  sift  through  the  stream  of  rubbish  that  comes  out  of  your  vocal actuators and discern what things are actually important.’

‘It has nothing to do with infinity, or our metal bodies, or the aeons. 

You ignored my warnings when we were of flesh. My warnings about the Deceiver. I told you all biotransference was–’

‘Oh Dead Gods, not this again. You–’

‘–a horrible mistake, and you shut your eyes and believed the lie. 

You  always  believe  the  lie.  You  didn’t  listen  to  me  then,  and  you don’t listen to me now you–’

Trazyn’s  actuator  ground  out  a  growl  that  swelled  to  a  roar  of frustration.  In  an  instant  so  fast  Orikan  could  not  even  think  to defend himself, Trazyn seized him by the collar of his ribcage and the side of his vent hood, bringing them close. 

‘Do you know why we did not listen to you, Orikan? Hmm? Do you?’

‘Stop shaking me.’

‘Has  it  ever  occurred  to  you  to  ask  that,  in  those  tightly  wound spools  of  yours?’  With  a  double  clank  of  impact,  Trazyn  rapped  his knuckles  on  Orikan’s  cranium.  ‘It’s  because  you  trained  us  not  to listen.’

‘I did no such–’

‘You  did.  Every  time  you  opened  your  mouth  it  was  to  tell  us  we were  stupid.  And  you  were  so  much  brighter.  And  how  everyone’s ideas were for the dung heap except the great, brilliant Orikan. After a lifetime of that, all of us did the only thing practical – we stopped listening.’

‘I–’

‘Anytime you opened your mouth and showed us those little brown teeth,  we  closed  our  sense  organs  to  you.  We  treated  all  of  your interjections  like  a  bad  course  at  a  feast  that  you  poke  at  out  of

politeness,  then  let  the  table-servants  take  away.  A  thing  to  be suffered briefly, then politely forgotten about.’

Trazyn let him go. 

‘I– That is not… You are twisting things.’

‘Your  warnings  went  unheeded  because  you  made  yourself insufferable. You refused to listen to us, so we stopped listening to you. That is the truth. And yet epochs later, you still insist it was we who were in the wrong for not listening. You did not speak to us in a way that you would be heard.’

Orikan’s cranium heated. His thought-algorithms racing and looping. 

He was heading towards overheat in an inadvertent attempt to run through  every  conversation  he  remembered  from  before biotransference. Scrubbing reams of sensory data and thought-logs. 

Attempting  to  find  a  scrap  of  encoded  phrasing  or  past  statement that would prove the acidic hypo thesis wrong. 

‘That is not true.’

‘It  is,  and  you  can  feel  it.  I  see  it  by  the  way  your  thoughts unspool.’

‘Even if it is, how can you say a thing so cruel?’

‘You speak of my delusions, Orikan. Very well, I have my delusions. 

I  own  them.  This  is  your  delusion.  That  you  can  hurl  abuse  and invective  as  though  you  have  no  need  of  anyone  or  anything,  as though you would not care if the stars burned out, then expect me to still care for you.’

It was quiet between them before the great gate. Orikan encoded a stop command for his thoughts, trying to halt the blinding crawl of memories-that-were-not-memories blurring and obscuring his vision of Trazyn and the expression on his death mask. 

Necrons had no reason to smile. No ability to smile. 

And for once, Trazyn was not smiling. 

‘Very  well,  colleague.  I  will  no  longer  have  that  expectation.  Our connection, whatever it was, is broken.’

‘Good,’ said Trazyn. 

They stared at one another, their thoughts concealed. 

Orikan could not be sure, but he believed there was a softening of Trazyn’s  death  mask.  As  though,  for  a  moment,  the  necrodermis

began to shift to an expression of remorse. 

‘I–’ Trazyn said, raising a hand. 

Yet at that moment, the gates of the core opened. 

And  as  the  translation  field  resolved  into  a  doorway,  they  saw  a paradise waiting within. 

ACT THREE: SHUYET

‘In  the  old  folk  stories  of  the  necrontyr,  there  was  a  tale  of  a hidden  kingdom.  It  was  a  place  without  war,  without  cancers and  plagues,  where  those  who  dwelt  there  knew  no  death.  It was known as Shuyet, the Dreaming Place. Shuyet, the Eternal. 

But mostly as Shuyet, the Pure Valley. 

‘This  was,  of  course,  before  the  star  gods  came.  And  the necrontyr ceased talking in wonder about life eternal.’

– Discourses on Soullessness, Sothka the Arcane

CHAPTER ONE

‘There is profit in understanding what others do not.’

– Favourite saying of Ottor the Great, founder of House Valeria When  the  executioner  gave  it  to  her,  Valeria  knew  her  task  of identifying  and  cataloguing  all  human  objects  on  the  Lord  of Antiquity was impossible. She’d assumed, naïve as she was, that this represented a reprieve. 

Necrons were nothing but functionalist creatures. Terrifyingly so. If they  saw  value  in  an  object,  a  planet,  or  a  person  they  would squeeze  it  out,  no  matter  how  long  or  hard  they  had  to  squeeze. 

That  was  why  one  had  to  be  careful  when  dealing  with  them,  but she had at times turned it to her advantage. 

At  times  during  her  confinement  she  had  worried  that  Trazyn  had tired  of  her,  or  was  considering  imprisoning  her  within  stasis.  The best  defence  against  this  was  to  be  useful  and  cooperative,  while also  becoming  mired  in  a  project  that  could  be  stretched  almost indefinitely.  Trazyn  was,  after  all,  very  distractable,  and  tended  to lose  track  of  both  ongoing  projects  and  the  passage  of  time  on  a human  scale.  And  any  intentional  malingering  she  could  blame  on

mortal  concerns  like  exhaustion  and  illness  that  Trazyn  had  been disconnected from for long enough that he could not tell when she was faking. 

So,  an  endless  cataloguing  project  appeared  to  be  an  ideal opportunity  to  stay  far  away  from  any  violence  that  might  occur during  Phillias’  usurp ation,  while  also  remaining  employed  in  an endeavour  that  would  stretch  for  aeons,  grant  her  certain  access over  the  gallery,  and  provide  ample  opportunity  to  engineer  an escape. 

She thought, at least. 

In  reality,  interstitial  messages  requesting  project  updates  had arrived  with  such  regularity  that  Valeria  suspected  they  were automated. The moment she had identified an exhibit and matched it to an area of the gallery, canop teks swept in to begin the transfer process. 

Clearly, the executioner was a far more involved manager than the overlord of Solemnace. 

After years of interacting with the world’s vassals she had thought she’d learned how necrons worked – in reality, it had only taught her about  Trazyn.  And  his  existence  no  more  resembled  a  standard necron  way  of  operating  than  her  life  of  Inquisitorial  rosettes  and xenos mercenary bands resembled a normal human life. 

She and Trazyn had both been outliers, thinking they were learning about  each  other’s  species  by  studying  their  most  eccentric  and unusual members. 

Phillias’  messages  were  hard  to  answer.  Many  objects  had  plinths with  phos-glyph  projections  describing  the  exhibit,  but  even  more had  nothing.  She  found  herself  staring  at  dusty  ash-urns  with  no labels,  caskets  of  random  junk  furred  by  rust,  and  in  one  case  an object simply labelled ‘instrument’. She spent fifteen minutes trying to  decide  whether  it  was  a  musical  instrument  or  a  medical  one, before  another  update  request  dropped  into  her  vision  and  she decided to simply record that the object had a ritual purpose. 

It  was  ludicrous  that  she  was  expected  to  possess  the  totality  of human knowledge, but perhaps this was not too great a request of a necron with their encyclopaedic memory banks. 

Yet  it  was  in  the  War  of  the  Thumbs  gallery  that  she  had  the realisation.  It  came  to  her  as  she  stood  in  the  ten  steps  of  open ground  before  two  armies  of  human  fanatics,  ready  to  crash  into each other in the hell of sectarian conflict. 

They  were  murdering  each  other,  the  plinth  said,  over  the  proper position of the thumbs when making the sign of the aquila. One side cocked them to best resemble the twin heads of the eagle; the other entwined  the  thumbs  to  show  the  unity  of  all  man  under  the Emperor. 

It had taken her nearly half an hour to walk into the centre of the gallery,  and  on  that  lonely  walk  it  occurred  to  her  that  Phillias  had given her this task precisely to keep her removed from the centre of power during such a crucial time. Chasing ever-elusive benchmarks with  regular  check-ins  to  keep  her  head-down  and  busy,  searching for forgotten exhibits down dark galleries. 

Phillias  knew  this  task  was  both  impossible  and  absurd.  She  was counting on that. 

Valeria  was  the  only  individual  on  the  planet  not  subject  to  the command  protocols.  She  was  a  wild  card,  and  had  been  kept  far from  the  levers  of  power,  on  a  ship  in  orbit  or  buried  deep  in  the gallery.  Indeed,  probably  her  potential  use  was  the  only  thing keeping her alive. 

‘Shit,’ she breathed. The feeling started in her back, a sort of prickle up  her  spine  matched  with  a  heart  flutter.  A  feeling  she’d  come  to know during her work with the Inquisition. ‘I’m being watched.’

Yes, hissed the voice. I apologise. 

Part of her training with the Inquisition had focused on training her not  to  startle.  And  she  was  thankful  for  that,  since  otherwise  she might have screamed. 

Instead, she turned quickly, raising her dataslate like a weapon. 

Seventy yards away, a shadow melted back into the darkness. But she’d heard the buzz of anti-gravs and caught the gleam of an orb on top of a questing stalk. 

A plasmacyte. She’d been followed by–

It followed you here, madam. Monitoring your movements. 

‘Who is speaking?’

‘I am here, to your left. Look carefully.’

She did, her head turning slowly until she caught him. 

He was easy to miss. In fact, she’d missed him the first time she’d looked. Only on tracking back with her eyes had his shape resolved amid the charging bodies, as if he were a visual glitch in a holo-grid, popping into an image already rendered. 

He  was  bent  and  battered,  leaning  on  a  staff  that  flared  with  the minimal light it could produce. Knelt down to better blend in with the human-sized figures around him. His face was a strange distortion of data,  as  though  her  visual  cortex  couldn’t  piece  it  together.  It seemed  to  scramble  like  pieces  in  a  puzzle,  sliding  and  sorting beneath a veil of a necron glyph stamped cold upon the air. 

She pushed the mindshackle scarabs to the back of her mind and tried to focus with the human part of her brain. 

‘Sannet.’

‘Yes, Madam Valeria.’

He  was  uninjured,  but  otherwise  in  poor  shape.  Necrons  were durable  creatures,  but  that  sense  of  invulnerability  masked  how often  they  ran  basic  repair  programs  on  their  living  metal,  or  were under the constant ministrations of nano-scarabs so small you could only see them when the light was right. 

Sannet  had  not  had  maintenance  since  she  had  seen  him  last. 

There were semicircular scuff marks on his ribcage where his arms had scraped his sides. Various scratches and dings. Two fingers were blackened  as  if  scorched  while  adjusting  some  form  of  unbound energy node. 

She  wondered  if  he  were  in  mourning,  whether  this  was  an equivalent to human customs of refusing to bathe or shave following a death. 

There  was  a  darker  possibility,  of  course  –  that  whatever  had happened to him, it had robbed him of the ability to call upon repair. 

‘Where have you been, Sannet?’

‘Overlord  Trazyn  marked  me  with  the  Glyph  of  the  Ban.  My sentence is to be forgotten, overlooked and unseen by any vassals of Solemnace.’

‘So you have been hiding here? Because of Trazyn’s order?’

‘You  misunderstand.  I  have  no  need  to  hide  myself.  They  cannot see  me.  Any  under  dynastic  protocols  simply  look  past  me,  while  I am cursed to carry out my duties.’

‘Why?’

He  paused.  ‘It  was  I  who  contacted  the  executioner.  I  had  hoped she  would  forbid  him  from  launching  such  a  reckless  expedition.  It seems my faith in her was ill-founded. She did not prevent my lord’s loss, but encouraged it.’

‘And  is  profiting  from  it.  Sannet,  she  is  forging  a  new  dynastic cartouche. In three days they plan to declare Trazyn destroyed and entomb one of his replicas.’

‘So soon? Who will be regent?’

‘She will, on behalf of the Silent King.’

Sannet said nothing to that; he only raised one trembling, skeletal hand to his death mask. ‘Oh gods, I have done this. Serpents of the Abyss, he was right to punish me. I brought a usurper into his midst, and have turned the collection over to the most dangerous being in the galaxy.’

‘Listen,  Trazyn  should  never  have  gone.  You  should  not  have brought the praetorians. There’s enough blame here for everyone to eat their fill. Let’s focus on what we can do.’

‘Do we know affirmatively if Trazyn was destroyed? He is extremely resourceful.’

‘No. And I don’t believe Phillias thinks he’s destroyed either. If she did, she wouldn’t be moving so fast.’

‘Phillias  is  cunning.  No  doubt  she  prepared  for  this  possibility.  A double gambit – if Trazyn succeeded, she would reap his discoveries. 

If he failed, she would acquire the gallery for her master.’

Valeria  started  to  lean  out  to  see  the  shadowing  canoptek,  but Sannet steadied her. 

‘It  is  out  of  auditory  range,  and  has  been  instructed  to  keep  its distance.  When  you  emerge,  act  as  though  you  have  merely  been inspecting the exhibit.’

‘Do you have a plan?’

‘I  have  seen  the  praetorian  ship  in  orbit  –  it  seems  to  be establishing a quarantine of Solemnace. Should Lord Trazyn attempt

to return by ship, he would likely be blocked.’

‘What about translation?’

‘Almost  certainly  they  will  block  such  signals  during  the  funerary ceremonies. But… Lord Trazyn has an ability to travel that many of my kind do not.’

He  paused,  rubbing  his  long  beard  in  a  way  so  familiar  it  had polished a smudge of it bright gold. 

‘There is a relic piece of technology. A beacon I often kept on this ship in case it was needed. I will acquire it…’

‘And sneak it into the ceremonies?’

‘I cannot. Phillias is not part of the dynastic protocols of Solemnace, I will be seen. Will you be in attendance?’

‘I believe so, yes.’

‘Do not try to find me. Transfer most of these exhibits to the closed gallery  section  on  the  surface,  near  the  Sothka  Collection.  I  still retain  an  access  there  which  few  possess  –  even  the  executioner. 

There I shall give you the beacon.’

‘You will not be seen?’

‘Dear lady, there are more than a few advantages to being a ghost.’

For  a  bare  instant,  Trazyn  believed  they  were  experiencing  a dimensional refraction. 

That  could  happen  with  these  gateways.  In  the  bridging  between here and there, folding space between realities, it could throw up an eerie  mirror  image  of  those  waiting  to  enter.  And  what  made  it  so strange was that the dimensional refraction was ever so slightly off. 

Perhaps through image distortion, or casting the image in negative. 

Colours could appear mismatched, or the movements slightly ahead or  behind.  Dark  legends  –  ridiculous,  of  course  –  suggested  that these were glimpses of other realities, other selves, who might step out and slay those who’d initiated the gateway. 

Trazyn himself had told these stories to not a few scholarly visitors to Solemnace, since reactions to it might tell him a great deal about who he was dealing with and their personal proclivities. 

That’s what he thought he was seeing at first, given there were two silhouettes standing beyond the gateway – one a cryptek, the other

a tall lord with a crystal crown and tile cloak. But then the blaze of the  initiating  gateway  faded  and  the  details  filled  in  like  an  artist’s fresco going from indistinct sketch-shapes to a full masterwork. 

‘Sothka,’ Trazyn breathed. 

Sothka the Arcane raised a hand and beckoned, and Trazyn stepped into the shimmering pool of the translocation portal. 

‘Dead Gods,’ he said on emerging. ‘Sothka, is it truly you?’

‘Do you need reassurance?’ He opened his arms wide and smiled. 

‘Touch me if you wish, I am no illusion.’

‘No, it’s only – you are just as I remember you. And, we have seen strange things on this journey.’

Orikan stepped through the shimmering gateway. 

‘May I present Master Orikan.’

‘Cryptek Kissh, I presume?’ Orikan said. 

Kissh  nodded,  her  body  slightly  stiffer  than  Sothka’s.  ‘Master Orikan, I have heard great things of you.’

‘I learned of you only a few days ago. In the expedition journals.’

‘I hope those were some use in navigating the perils of Amenthis.’

‘Some  use,  beyond  the  mad  ramblings.  There  could  have  been fewer long discourses on the soul.’

‘No  mind.’  Sothka  waved.  ‘Let  us  not  taint  this  joy  with  criticism. 

You are here, but in what strength? How far behind lags the rest of your expedition?’

‘We  are  all.’  Trazyn  raised  a  hand,  palm  up.  ‘The  others  did  not make it past the Chamber of Nurgle.’

Sothka’s  oculars  dimmed  in  concern.  He  stepped  forward  and  laid hands  on  a  shoulder  of  each.  ‘Do  not  tell  me  that  you  braved  the other chambers alone, just the pair of you? I had always known you were formidable, Trazyn, but that…’

Orikan shrugged off the hand. ‘No touching, thank you.’

‘Orikan!’

‘My pardon, Master Orikan. Forgive my ebullience. Since we passed through  to  the  core,  none  have  followed.  Whatever  you  have experienced, all horrors are past now. Please let me welcome you to the heart of Amenthis. An oasis of the soul, where all that is broken may be mended!’

He waved at the floor, and the docking clamps released. 

So  transfixed  had  Trazyn  been  by  the  appearance  of  his  old mentor – like an angelic ghost – that he had not realised the balcony on which they stood was in fact a barge. 

It detached and floated outward, its counter-gravity nodes rumbling a  pleasant  tremor  through  the  structure  as  it  descended  on  a diagonal path towards the nirvana below. 

‘Dead Gods.’ Trazyn walked to the railing and gripped it for support, since  the  vista  had  compromised  his  gyrotic  balance  system.  ‘It’s more magnificent than I dreamed.’

Within,  at  the  centre  of  the  planet,  was  a  vast  paradise  moon.  A world  inside  the  world.  Mountains  rose  in  snow-capped  peaks,  the stone forming a stunning grey of almost a blue tone. As they dipped down  into  one  of  the  deep  valleys,  Trazyn  could  see  a  dusting  of yellow  and  crimson  that  –  when  they  swept  nearly  within  arm’s reach  of  the  slopes  –  revealed  itself  to  be  fields  of  high-altitude wildflowers. 

Orikan  bleated  an  alarm  as  the  craft  shot  under  the  torrent  of  an enormous waterfall, the pounding passage of it leaving them slicked with glacial meltwater. 

Far  below,  in  the  valleys,  Trazyn  could  see  shapes  moving  amid terraced fields of shiny black trees. It took him longer than it should have to realise they were necrons, wading in the ankle-deep water of the fields – but no necrons like any he had seen before. 

They  were  warriors  who  carried  no  weapons,  their  gauss  flayers detached.  Instead,  they  tended  the  fields,  kneeling  and  gathering, tying bundles of the black tree limbs together as lychguard cut down more with their warscythes. 

Canoptek  stalkers  followed  them  on  their  long  legs,  kneeling  to receive more bundles of branches on their work-worn carapaces. 

‘Noctilith crystal,’ Sothka said, tapping the crown that rested on his cranium. He leaned his elbows on the railing and laced his fingers, idly toying with his hands in a manner so unintentional that Trazyn could  barely  look  away.  ‘It  is  not  actually  noctilith,  though  it  has similar  properties.  The  chem ical  structure  is  different,  and  is  not quite  as  durable,  but  it  is  nearly  as  resonant.  We  have  learned  to

cultivate  its  components  in  a  chemical  solution,  grow  trees  of  it, harvest it. Normally it would take centuries, perhaps millennia, for it to  even  produce  a  finger  length.  But  some  of  our  chrono mancers have  learned  to  selectively  tailor  the  chrono-field  we’ve  created  so time  passes  differently  in  the  fields.  We  now  get  a  crop  every decade,  and  with  much  of  the  moon’s  surface  planted  we  have enough to build.’

‘Build what?’ Orikan asked. 

‘Ah, that is the best part.’ Sothka smiled and raised his arm. 

Trazyn  knew  that  his  old  master  had  intentionally  stalled  for  a moment – after all, was it not from Sothka that Trazyn had learned a penchant for drama? And indeed, as the cryptek raised his hand like a magician, the barge swept around the corner of a craggy slope so it drew away like a curtain and revealed the heart of Amenthis in full splendour. 

‘Behold the monastery of Shuyet, treasure of Amenthis, the Temple of Souls.’

Above the valleys and terraces, nestled on a slope dominating the valley, stood the mist-shrouded form of a temple. No tomb was this, but  a  vibrant  complex  of  noctilith,  its  walls  high  and  thick  and colonised  by  strands  of  creeping  vine  that  climbed  its  latticework stone windows and bloomed with flowers of pastel pink and violet. 

Figures  moved  amid  the  structures,  their  forms  clothed  in  hoods and capes. A strange thing to see necrons do, after millions of years during which clothing was unnecessary. 

The  complex  was  large,  but  compact  –  it  could  easily  be  walked end  to  end  in  half  an  hour  –  and  spoke  of  the  old  pre-biotransference  style  with  windows,  arched  gates,  and  a  central garden of plants and fruit trees. 

All of this Trazyn’s mind devoured, cataloguing, mapping and poring over  each  aesthetic  and  practical  choice.  But  those  were subroutines. His primary focus was on the pool of shimmering light that  stood  atop  the  central  pyramid.  An  ancient  arch  of unrecognisable  stone  whose  interior  surface  roiled  like  that  of  a boiling pot, its etheric glow arcing out a rainbow that framed it in a perfect circle. 

Even Orikan straightened, his hands gripping the rail. 

‘What is that?’

‘That,’  said  Sothka,  relishing  yet  another  delicious  pause,  ‘is  the Cauldron of Souls. A filter across the empyrean, stretched like a net across a river to snare and capture the energy of spirit – what we call the Kah, the spiritual force. It is the prize we came for, and the method we have used to return our souls to us.’

As  the  barge  approached  the  apex  of  the  pyramid,  Orikan  cast  a scry-crawl over the Cauldron’s structure, measuring and probing the octagonal structure of its outer ring. Waiting for the analysis to fill in the data before speaking. 

‘It is a relic of the great enemy?’

‘That is our belief, yes.’ Sothka stretched out a hand, and ran it over the  strange  glyphs.  They  appeared  to  shift  as  Orikan  looked  on them,  burning  after-image  sketches  that  lingered  in  his  vision  as though  they  carried  different  meanings  at  different  angles. 

Immaterial  language,  infused  with  the  shifting  nature  of  the  warp. 

‘But it may be that this is older, and the enemy merely turned it to their  use.  Its  vibrations  shape  much  of  this  world  –  you  will  have noticed  how  the  unfortunate  impure  are  affected  by  its  signal  –

driven mad by memories of the heaven war.’

‘Incredible…’  Trazyn  stepped  forward  and  reached  out  a  hand, placing it next to Sothka’s. As he did so, the milky boil in the centre of the Cauldron brightened and quickened. 

‘It  likes  you,’  Sothka  said,  and  laughed.  ‘Or  perhaps  it  senses  our connection.  As  a  receptacle  of  Kah,  it  senses  the  presence  of intelligences. It yearns to reunite.’

They were remarkably similar in body, Orikan reflected. Both large and  hooded.  But  where  Trazyn’s  back  was  bent  in  his  permanent hunch,  Sothka  stood  tall  with  an  ease  that  was  unnaturally biological,  and  made  him  appear  eerily  paternal  next  to  the archaeovist. 

‘Master Orikan, come,’ beckoned Sothka. ‘Do not be afraid. See how it responds to you.’

‘I will stay here at present, observing.’

Kissh chuckled. ‘Wise. Observation is the bedrock of all knowledge. 

The keystone of discovery. But recall that even in mere observation both subject and observer are changed. And here in the tides of the empyrean, that is true fivefold.’

Orikan  did  not  like  how  the  surface  of  the  thing  moved.  At  a distance it had appeared indeed like a boiling cauldron, but from this closer vantage it was more like a kaleidoscope – filled with reflective splinters of things that were and were not, glimpses of near and far, the  possible  and  the  impossible  falling  and  folding  into  and  out  of each other. Flowers of space and time that bloomed, shrivelled, and bloomed again. 

Millions  of  lives  and  possibilities  refracted  and  mingling  in  a fractured universe of simultaneous collapse and renewal. 

‘You extract the Kah from here?’

‘Only  when  the  body  is  ready  to  receive  it.  One  must  cultivate oneself  to  receive  the  soul,  much  as  we  cultivate  the  crystalline blackstone. Sadly, the receptacle of most necron bodies is too crude to host even a breath of the Kah. A good cryptek like Kissh might get half her soul returned. But it is only overlord ranks or above that can truly create a dwelling place for the returned spirit.’

‘Is my soul here?’

Orikan  detested  the  desperation  in  Trazyn’s  voice,  and  he involuntarily hissed his disapproval. 

‘I see your companion is a sceptic,’ said Sothka. He snaked an arm around  Trazyn’s  shoulders.  ‘So  is  Kissh,  I’m  afraid,  despite  all  the miracles she has witnessed.’

‘With  time  and  research,  you  can  perhaps  convince  me.’  Kissh dipped her cranium. ‘Thankfully we have both here.’

‘Perhaps,  Kissh,  you  might  show  Master  Orikan  your  research  on curing the unfortunate impure. He will no doubt appreciate a more grounded project – and you certainly do not wish to descend into my dwelling chamber to hear me lecture on the soul once more.’

Sothka raised his hand in dismissal, and the barge-balcony split in two. 

Anger  burned  in  Orikan’s  neural  spools.  Curses  and  blasphemies unfolded  unbidden  across  his  sight  when  he  looked  into  Trazyn’s

face. 

Yet as the crack between their platforms opened, then widened, a serpent of doubt nosed into the back of his subconscious. As though a thought was stirring alive there and coiling in alarm. 

‘Dead Gods,’ Kissh hissed. ‘I worried we would be trapped within his lecture for a year. My companion never shuts up – does yours?’

The  butt  of  Trazyn’s  staff  clicked  on  the  floor  of  the  chamber  with each  step,  echoing  off  the  interior  walls  of  the  temple  chamber beneath the Cauldron of Souls. 

Trazyn  had  expected  there  to  be  more  to  it  –  sub-chambers  and power  conduits  and  perhaps  fiendish  machinery  of  a  species  long vanished.  A  vast  archive  of  extant  texts  or  recreated  volumes inscribed painstakingly from mnemonics onto new paper or stone. 

This  would  have  been  no  surprise  to  him,  since  it  was  Sothka’s penchant for collecting that had inspired his own. Why would he not fill his private chambers with antique sculptures, slabs engraved with arcane  meanings,  and  proscribed  souls  from  dead  cultures?  It  is what he would have done, and was Trazyn not Sothka’s successor? 

Given  this  hypothesis,  Trazyn  was  shocked  to  find  the  great chamber beneath to be empty apart from a large block in its centre and an array of focusing orbs nestling in the vaults. Glyphic chants circled  the  walls,  but  they  were  anything  but  arcane.  Indeed,  they were rudimentary meditation-chants, used to return attention to the task at hand when the mind wandered. 

My mind is a stylus. I control its direction. I shall focus my mind on the point of the stylus. All attention gathered in the point, set to the task at hand. My mind is a stylus…

Ghostly pain – not true sensation but the memory of it – cramped Trazyn’s right hand as an ancient recollection surfaced. 

‘I  recall  you  forcing  me  to  write  this  passage.’  Trazyn  gestured. 

‘Over and over. An entire scroll of it…’

‘Then  forcing  you  to  wear  it  around  your  neck,  yes.  Your concentration was always a wayward, wandering thing. If I let it go for  a  moment,  it  was  out  over  the  horizon.  Eventually  I  learned  to instruct  you  only  in  chambers  that  lacked  a  window.’  He  chuckled, 

deep and throaty. ‘But as you see, I have held myself to the same standard. My own attention is known to take the occasional voyage.’

‘But  attention  to  what?  When  you  announced  success  in  imbuing the Kah soul, I expected machinery, treatises, formulae… You are a collector, Master Sothka, I expected you to collect.’

‘Ah, and I did, Trazyn, I did. I collected knowledge, and artefacts, and samples of every chamber I passed through – I collected objects and  theorems  for  no  other  purpose  than  having  them.’  Sothka leaned back on the block, his elbow servos making only the slightest hiss as they took the weight. ‘And I did learn, but the final step was to cease my external searching, lie here and plumb the discoveries waiting within.’

He smiled and tapped his cranium. 

‘You meditated?’

‘No,  not  precisely.  I  gave  up  everything.  I  discharged  all  my possessions.  Deleted  whole  volumes  from  my  mem-banks.  Ensured that all the clutter around me was clear – even blocked off my name and discovered something extraordinary.’

‘What?’

‘I  was  still  myself.  Without  my  name,  without  my  possessions, without those around me. Especially without those. You never notice how  much  others  define  who  you  are  until  you  spend  time  with yourself. And how much those ideas shape you. All that was left was myself, and that was when the soul emerged from the Cauldron and dwelled within me.’

Sothka  leaned  back  and  reached  towards  the  orb  chandelier,  his ocular deactivated and his mouth in an ecstatic smile. 

‘And  my  student,  that  is  when  I  began  to  feel  whole.  When  I mended my broken self. When I opened my eyes to a world I had not seen – not truly seen – for millions of years.’

‘How is that possible?’

‘I hope to show you. Because I could see in how you reached for the Cauldron how you are broken, as I was. And I know that you are ready to be healed.’

‘I would not say I am broken, Sothka…’

‘No?’  He  pushed  himself  off  the  slab  and  straightened,  his  hands knitted behind his back. It was a move so natural, so familiar, Trazyn involuntarily  stepped  back.  ‘Do  you  not  strike  out  for  discoveries, collect  objects  around  you  to  fill  the  hollowness  within?  Chase excitement  and  novelty  in  order  to  pierce  the  muffling  shroud between you and the cosmos? Feel yourself rotting, not in body, but in mind and self? Do you not feel yourself eroding away, unsure of what you have remembered and what you have forgotten?’

‘That is not, well, what I mean is…’ Trazyn trailed off. ‘Sothka, I am deeply indebted to you. You shaped me, taught me what I know of the archivist’s profession. This I know. And I will admit that I have felt  diminished  of  late,  that  I  am…  lacking  parts  of  myself.  But perhaps more than anyone else in this galaxy, I know who and what I am.’

‘Do  you  truly  know  yourself,  Trazyn,  when  you  cannot  recognise your own father?’

CHAPTER TWO

‘Crypteks  succeed  through  knowledge  and  fail  through ignorance.  Judge  a  master  not  on  what  they  know,  but  what they do not know.’

– Maxims of the Chronomantic Order

‘You will be pleased to know the Silent King has returned from exile,’

Orikan said. 

‘Pleased?’  Kissh  laughed.  ‘Are  you  pleased?  For  the  one  who bargained us away?’

Orikan chuckled in return. ‘Perhaps not. But he will at the very least help us tame the galaxy of the spawn of the Old Ones. Believe it or not,  in  the  sixty-five  million  years  after  you  vanished,  mortal  races trouble us still. The king’s return will no doubt assure victory.’

Their  half  of  the  barge  swept  down  over  the  garden  and  to  a sizeable  temple  next  to  the  Cauldron  pyramid.  It  docked  with  an upper floor, allowing them to step off into a laboratory. 

Orikan’s threat matrix shocked him into stillness for a moment, as it read the signature of a flayer. 

It  turned  and  stared  back  at  him,  dried  blood  flaking  off  the  ball joint of its neck. 

Orikan spun his staff off his shoulder and put it on guard, held like a spear. 

‘Be easy.’ Kissh pushed the head of the staff down. ‘They are study samples.  A  low  null-field  in  the  blackstone  crystal  container  keeps them contained. After all, how else would I study the warp?’

He  stepped  away  from  the  crystal  tube,  still  casting  a  peripheral awareness field on it as he passed by. 

‘Do not call it that. It is a term steeped in superstition. That is the language of beings that can be changed by the immaterium. We are immune.’

Kissh  laughed,  a  clear  sound,  like  a  ringing  bell.  It  was  like  no necron laugh Orikan had ever heard, for it contained a layer of true mirth rather than a performative mimicry of it. ‘Do you really believe that, after what you have seen? Come now, Master Orikan, are you not a being of reason and science? Look at the data. What did you see in these chambers?’ Kissh waved a hand, conjuring phos-glyph panels  of  howling  flayer-cursed,  twisted  Destroyers  and  the colonised severed. ‘Would you call these things part of our inherent state? No, they are twisted, changed – warped.’

‘All of these conditions exist outside the bounds of the immaterium. 

Exposure  to  the  unreal  dimension  does  not  cause  them.  Nor  can they  be  made  –  I  once  saw  a  powerful  C’tan  shard  induce  flayer transformation  in  those  who  possessed  the  curse  latently.  And  we certainly  would  not  call  the  gods  of  realspace  born  of  the immaterium, would we?’

‘Gods of realspace,’ Kissh hissed. ‘Gods! The loathsome C’tan are no such thing. We do ourselves no favours by naming them such. True, they are ancient, eldritch beings. Powerful beyond comprehension…’

‘Yet we defeated them, Kissh. We won the war. We broke the gods.’

‘Gods  cannot  be  broken.  That  is  what  makes  them  gods.’  She turned and tapped a manipulator tentacle on a crystal container with a  skinny,  horned  thing  curled  up  inside.  ‘You  destroy  one  of  these beings  in  realspace,  do  you  know  what  happens?  It  returns  to  the warp intact. It was created by an atrocity in the past or future, and

now  exists  perpetually.  True  permanence,  at  least  in  its  home dimension.  You  think  we  can  resurrect  our  legions?  Ha!  Even  the most  robust  warrior  eventually  falls  prey  to  read  errors  in  the resurrection chamber or is scattered in phasing. The attrition rate in an  empyric  army  is  zero.  There  can  only  be  more  of  them,  never fewer. And the more the galaxy wars, the greater the atrocities, and thus more empyric manifestations spawn.’

She  stopped  to  crawl  her  arachnid-like  hand  over  a  datascroll  to advance  its  holographic  text,  then  jotted  an  observation  on  the starving  thoughtform.  ‘This  one  is  finally  starting  to  diminish, however.  Captivity  in  even  a  subtle  lace  of  crystalline  blackstone starves  them.  Like  an  insect  in  an  airtight  box.  They  can  no  more sustain  their  existence  in  realspace  than  we  can  exist  in  the  deep warp.’

‘What does your research pertain to, Mistress Kissh? Surely not this absurdity about locating and reimbuing us with necrontyr souls?’

‘Nothing so fantastical.’ She drifted to the next specimen, a severed necron with scabs of mossy decay clustered over its face like a cowl. 

It  was  clamped  to  a  slab,  its  chest  splayed  open  in  a  vivisection. 

Mock  organs  made  from  the  spongy  colonising  tissue  thudded  and squished in a mimicry of organic operation. She raised a manipulator and caressed its cheek, erupting with buboes. ‘We once contained a part  of  the  empyrean  in  us,  Orikan.  A  single  flame,  an  ember, perhaps  just  a  spark  of  a  raging  fire.  But  that  is  long  lost.  One cannot retrieve a spark once it is cast back into the inferno. Not even Sothka believes that, despite the imbuing.’

She  lanced  one  of  the  throbbing  boils  with  a  manipulator  probe, squeezing  its  sides  with  her  fingers  so  the  structure  burst  and vomited fluid into a crystal sample dish. 

‘Imbuing?’

‘Sothka  underwent  a  ritual  where  the  empyrean  was  imbued  into his core flux.’

Orikan froze, waiting for her to laugh, or admit she was jesting. 

She instead turned her head, waiting for his reaction. 

‘Why? Why would he do such a thing?’

Kissh  raised  her  bile-spattered  hand,  its  palm  upward,  as  though asking  the  cosmos  for  the  answer.  ‘Because  he  is  a  fanatic.  He believes  it  gives  him  spiritual  power  –  well,  I  suppose,  spiritual anything.  A  sort  of  ineff able,  mystical,  numinous…’  She  trailed  off, rolling  her  hand  over  as  if  searching  through  a  database  of  terms. 

Her  mouth  twisted  in  a  mocking  half-smile.  ‘…something. 

Transcendence, perhaps. You see how he acts.’

She  took  a  few  swaggering  steps,  as  if  mocking  Sothka’s  semi-biological  ease  of  movement.  On  the  third  step,  she  noticed  the foulness crawling on her fingers, and heated the core temperature of her hand, burning it off. 

‘You did not stop him? He is your colleague. You have been through so much, over aeons, and you let him–’

Her  silver-chime  laugh  cut  him  off.  ‘Why  would  I?  It  did  not  do anything. Orikan, I thought you were far too intelligent to fall for this ludicrous superstition? Not like that moronic overlord of yours. That is  always  the  tragedy  of  the  cryptek,  is  it  not?  We  play  the supporting  roles  to  these  obsessive  egomaniacs  when  really  things would be far better if we controlled the cosmos. It is only we, after all, who have a clear view of it. A singular vision, one might say, ha!’

She tapped her monocular to make her double meaning clear. 

Orikan did not favour her with a laugh. 

‘Eh,  yes,  well,  forgive  my  rusted  humour.  I  have  spent  a  great amount of time with few of my level to share it with.’

‘If the procedure did not imbue him with the empyrean, why does he act so… different?’

‘Very  simple  –  because  he  is  mad.  It’s  a  psychological  placebo.  A belief  that  shapes  his  own  view  of  himself.  Sothka  thinks  he  has  a soul, therefore his programming has rewritten itself to act as though he has a soul. We psychomancers have known about the possibility for  some  time.  All  of  us  have  programming  written  at  our  making, programming  that  is  nigh  impossible  to  alter,  but  change  the information input and you change the personality algorithm. This is true even in lesser constructs like this.’

She  patted  the  restrained  warrior,  which  had  begun  to  twist  at  its bonds. 

‘Do not speak of it like a canoptek. I do not know what they teach psychomancers  in  the  Hermitage  of  the  Consciousness  out  on Tenthos, but that is no construct.’

‘Wrong. We are all constructs. To say otherwise is mere sentiment. 

It  is  immaterial  whether  we  originated  through  biotransference  as you  and  I  did,  or  were  assembled  like  a  scarab.  All  of  us  are  built things, varying only in our complexity.’

‘Then you’re suggesting that this warrior changed itself?’

‘No,  I  am  saying  that  changing  was  the  logical  course  given  its environment.  It  is  severed.  Colonised  by  the  totems  of  death  and decay.  Living  in  a  city  which  for  all  of  us  represented  naught  but repetition,  stagnation  and  the  thump  of  funereal  drums.  A  city  of tombs.  So,  it  became  a  shambling  half-dead  thing,  as  we  were before  biotransference.  There  is  no  curse,  it  is  just  the  natural entropy of its environment.’

‘Its data input did this. That is your hypothesis?’

‘Oh yes, very much so. And these hunters, steeped in an eternity of blood and slaughter, egged on by the hunting horn.’ She gestured at the cursed they had passed, scratching at the wall of a field with its long-bladed fingers. ‘How could they help but fall to the flayer curse? 

Millions  of  years,  Orikan,  with  no  environmental  input  but  meat, bone, and visions of things eating and being eaten. Not all fell, true, but those who could fall did.’

‘And  the  Destroyers,’  Orikan  finished.  ‘Re-enacting  the  War  in Heaven.’

‘It was always an arms race, our fight with the star elders. Had it gone  on  perpetually  it  is  inevitable  some  of  us  would  have  gone slightly overboard.’

Orikan threaded the crystal prisons, looking in at the shambler, the feral beast, and the maniac. ‘But how? Did the empyrean know each exploit? I can imagine the flayer curse coming about naturally, but to build a near-perfect replica of the palace – or cause one to be built –

or to draw out latent traumas instilled by the War in Heaven… That seems so targeted. So brilliantly specific in its twisting of our minds.’

He raised a hand to press it against the crystal, and on the other side, a maddened Destroyer – lacking hands – pressed its forehead

to his palm. 

‘Evolution is transformative, yet invisible.’ Kissh came closer to him, her voice full of passion. ‘A million deep-sea shrimp die before one is born  who  can  adapt  to  the  undersea  volcanic  vent.  Trillions  of viruses  perish  before  one  learns  to  infect  a  species.  Evolution  and erosion.  The  empyrean  is  the  sea  beating  on  a  rock,  and  it  will eventually find and wear away the weakest minerals. It only appears targeted to us. In fact, it is mathemat–’

Orikan’s staff caught her beneath her arm joint. The glowing head moved so fast that it burned a semicircular arc on the air as it ripped her  diagonally  from  ribs  to  shoulder,  spraying  his  death  mask  with neon hydraulics and dropping her in two pieces. 

‘Orikan… why? Why? You are tainted…’

The  head  clawed  weakly  towards  him,  the  attached  arm  grasping and pulling at the tips of his feet. 

Orikan picked up the disembodied head and arm and held it upside down, staring into the dying monocular. 

‘Because you are not Kissh. Mistress Kissh disappeared during the War in Heaven. You expressed no surprise at the Silent King’s return. 

Yet  Kissh  wouldn’t  have  even  known  that  he  had  exiled  himself. 

Neither would she have known what I meant when I used the oath Dead  Gods.  And  a  true  psychomancer  would  know  that  their Hermitage of Consciousness is on Bastir, not Tenthos.’

The dying ocular strobed. 

‘Ergo, I have concluded that this is not Kissh, indeed not a necron, but  a  facsimile  or  dead  shell  puppeteered  by  something  that  has difficulty keeping track of timelines.’ Orikan tossed the head aside. ‘It was your glee that truly betrayed you, though. There was a bit too much  pride  in  how  you  explained  the  corruption,  too  much defensiveness in my talking about killing gods. Now show yourself. I tire of speaking to a puppet.’

The chamber shifted beneath Orikan’s feet, grinding and sliding. He stepped back, stumbling clear of a rising circle of blackstone floor, as wide as a monolith. It rose to the height of the dais, then continued to grind upward. 

Crystal tubes raised in curls of smoke. Their imprisoned subjects fell to  their  knees,  tapping  their  heads  on  the  floor  and  muttering ancient necrontyr chant-chains in ecstatic awe. 

Orikan’s  neurals  entered  an  awe-state  of  their  own,  one  that increasingly manifested as cold fear the higher the cylinder went. It was  blackstone  crystal,  he  saw,  hazed  and  crackling  with  snaps  of counter-empyric energy, which bound the thing inside. 

It was incomprehensible. Folded in on itself like a pickled specimen in an alchemist’s jar. There seemed to be no legs or hands, and no body  to  speak  of.  Only  wet  feathers  that  rubbed  against  the crystalline structure containing them, and the scrape of smokestacks and  engines.  Sense  organs,  emergent  fans  of  flagella  and  rubbery insectile antennae, rubbed at the crystal. 

And  eyes  –  so,  so  many  eyes.  It  had  eyes  the  way  a  tree  has flowers,  all  opening  in  manners  unalike  one  another.  The  slit-eyed stare of a serpent alongside the black gaze of a shark; the bulging compound  panopticon  of  an  insect  next  to  mechanical  ocular implants that dragged on the crystal. And most perverse of all, the enormous rheumatoid orb of a human who had not slept for days. 

‘We  are  Pestamutadis,  the  Observer,  beloved  of  the Arkifane,’  the  thing  said. ‘Fall  to  your  knees,  and  scream thanks  to  the  Master  of  the  Soul  Forges  for  the  knowledge that will be gained in your vivisection.’

‘My  father?’  Trazyn  said.  ‘That’s…  not  possible.  I  would  remember that.’

‘Would you?’

‘Most assuredly. You were a large figure in my life. My mentor, my tutor  in  the  arts  of  preservation  and  historical  analysis.  When  you went on this expedition, you entrusted your collection to me.’

‘And would I bequeath my most precious things to a mere student? 

Would I have relied on that same student – one who already had his own life, his own career and endeavours in the war against the star gods – to receive my messages?’

They were circling now, not like opponents, but like felines meeting and  getting  the  measure  of  one  another.  Trazyn  marvelled  at

Sothka’s movements. So fluid, so smooth. Trazyn’s necrodermis body was  a  masterwork  of  living  metal,  but  it  was  still  at  bottom  a machine.  He  was  used  to  comparing  himself  to  vassals  of  lesser rank,  whose  movements  were  stiff  and  basic.  Indeed,  Trazyn  was practically  languid  by  necron  standards.  But  Sothka’s  steps  were biomechanical,  his  micro-movements  and  expressions  subtle  and natural in a way that made Trazyn ache. 

‘Well?’ he asked. 

‘You might,’ Trazyn said. ‘I recall I was a very good student.’

Sothka laughed, a rich, mirthful sound with none of the hollowness Trazyn now recognised in his own. ‘You always had a quick wit. Very well, I see you will need some reminding. Tell me what you recall of your father.’

Trazyn opened his mouth. ‘He… I do not know.’

‘I see.’ Sothka stiffened, arresting his walk. He shook his head, the lattice  tiles  trailing  from  his  blackstone  crown  clattering.  ‘I  suppose that is to be expected. We are all of us damaged by the Deceiver’s crime. Parts of us missing. That is what happens, I fear, when a non-corporeal  being  takes  apart  a  thing  of  flesh  and  blood  and  puts  it back together.’

‘I–’  Trazyn  tried  to  answer,  but  could  not.  Sothka’s  body  language stunned  him,  stole  his  words.  Its  unplanned  awkwardness,  the beautiful  pain  communicated  by  that  mere  shake  of  the  crowned head.  Watching  him  was  almost  intoxicating.  ‘Orikan  and  I  have discussed before whether our memories were restored selectively, or even if there were alterations to further the Deceiver’s aim.’

‘You have evidence of this?’

‘He  and  I  remember  events  in  a  contradictory  manner.  Each recalls… a crime. During biotransference. Yet we each see ourselves as victim, and Orikan remembers me as the perpetrator. Both cannot be true. If… Pardon me, you laugh at this?’

‘My apologies. It was inappropriate.’

‘This was a difficult admission. I have never told any being this.’

‘Trazyn,  don’t  you  understand?’  Sothka  stepped  forward,  reaching out  and  laying  hands  on  Trazyn’s  shoulder  blades.  ‘Were  these memories  planted  in  duplicity?  Perhaps.  It’s  possible  the  Deceiver

knew  that  there  was  some  power  in  the  two  of  you.  That  you  are two opposing ends of a battery that could illuminate a great change in the galaxy. A force that it feared enough to prevent your alliance.’

‘The Deceiver need not have bothered.’ Trazyn stared at the floor. 

He  was  finding  it  difficult  to  meet  Sothka’s  gaze.  ‘Orikan  is…  Any friendship  is  broken.  He  is  broken.  And  I  fear  that  I  am  broken  as well.’

‘Or…’ Sothka put two fingers under Trazyn’s chin, a gentle gesture that  caused  him  to  raise  his  head  as  if  corrected  in  his  posture. 

‘Perhaps Orikan is just mistaken. Maybe his resentment against you has overwritten your image onto the engram, or it is some strange fragmentary  memory  left  over  from  his  chronomantic  practice.  Or perhaps  you  are  both  more  mortal  than  you  know.  Even  for  us, memory is not a perfect record. In this, you are like any other being in  this  galaxy  –  imperfect  and  full  of  uncertainty.  But  change  is possible.’

‘Not permanently,’ Trazyn said, breaking away. There was a strange discomfort  to  Sothka’s  physical  closeness.  Not  because  it  felt violating and wrong – just the opposite. It was unnervingly natural. 

‘I have tried. Entropy sets in. It is easy to backslide, to stop putting in  the  energy  and  return  to  our  default  programming.  I  cannot remember my past and cannot imagine a future, much less adapt to it. Each year, I feel my interest in the galaxy and its workings grow dimmer.’

Trazyn turned to face Sothka. 

‘I do not remember which Trazyn you knew, but this is the one who exists now.’

Sothka  dipped  his  cranium  to  one  side,  as  if  suggesting  that  this might  be  true,  then  gave  a  slight  smile.  ‘Can  I  tell  you  about  the Trazyn I knew? The Trazyn I knew was curious. Ever curious. A child who  collected  everything.  I  could  hardly  walk  across  your  chamber without a piece of a rock collection digging into my foot, or upending a glass jar with a sand burrower habitat.’

Sothka came forward, his oculars glowing softly. 

‘The  Trazyn  I  knew  wanted  the  world.  Gods!  He  wanted  the cosmos. He became notorious for thievery. A stealer of things whose

thefts made no sense. He already had a stylus, why take someone else’s? Well, that stylus was a slightly different model. Its nub had a different  pixel  command  output,  or  it  was  old,  and  bore  the  wear marks  from  generations  of  fingers.  He  was  a  child  who  showed uncommon  attachment  to  small  things,  and  took  joy  from  them.  I had to secretly throw out sticks, stones, and leaves you gleaned on the way to our dwelling. Another child wouldn’t notice, but you did. 

And when your parents fell to the cancers and you came to me to be my student and charge, it was the honour of my life when you asked me to formally adopt you.’

Sothka  came  on,  and  Trazyn  found  himself  unable  to  retreat.  Nor did he want to, for he felt an almost physical state change as buried engrams  unlocked.  A  fingertip,  touching  the  cool  surface  of  a  flat stone. The scent of leaves pressed between wax parchment pages. 

Trazyn  knew  he  could  not  weep.  Globules  of  oil,  yes.  An approximation  of  true  tears,  but  without  the  emotional  catharsis  of real  weeping.  Yet  all  at  once,  he  felt  back  in  the  flesh,  the dysphorakh smashing down upon him strong and feral. And like the severed felt the urge to rot, the flayers felt the hunger to eat, and the  Destroyers  experienced  loathing,  he  all  at  once  wanted  to  cry and could not. He wanted it. 

And one last sensation. The sting of a… What? He could not recall. 

And the reverie was broken, as panic swarmed up inside him like…

like the sand-burrowers he now saw so clearly. They had been in a crystal jar, one that had had a smoky tint to it. The sand-burrowers had  blue  carapace,  nearly  the  same  shade  as  the  Nihilakh  colours. 

When he put them on the back of his hand and tilted it, he could see the yellow iridescence dance across their backs. 

Sothka dipped his head. 

‘Do you remember the seashell?’

Trazyn’s oculars snapped up to Sothka, but his executive mind was far  away.  The  exquisite  pain  in  his  finger,  pricked  by  the  bright purple spine of a seashell brought to him from off-world and placed into  his  hand.  A  curiosity  from  a  planet  with  forms  of  life  entirely different and alien to him. Brought by an authority figure who had gone so out of his way when returning from his long journey to bring

Trazyn something unique. And the terrible, slow, inexorable moment that his hand jerked away and the shell fell, turning over and over until it hit the flagstones with a dull crack and split in two. Split, so he  could  see  its  interior  spiralling  around,  around  and  down  like  a vortex…

His  knee  joints  began  to  give  out,  but  Sothka  took  his  shoulders and prevented him from toppling. 

‘Trazyn,’ he whispered. ‘That child is not gone. He is not in the past. 

He is still locked within you. Change is possible. You can be fixed –

look at me. Don’t you see how I have reclaimed myself?’

‘How?’

Sothka smiled, and swept a hand towards the altar at the centre of the room. 

Orikan  reached  for  his  staff,  his  neurals  calculating  a  throw  that would send it sailing across the space and bury the headpiece into the immense crystal cylinder. 

Had  it  been  in  a  dimensional  pocket,  he  would  have  managed  it. 

But  the  wire  necrodermis  sling  was  too  clumsy,  and  the  defiled necrons too fast. 

In the fraction of a second it took to bring it off his shoulder and draw back for the throw, they were on him, hands clamping his arms and dragging back the staff. 

‘We think not.’

A  Destroyer,  its  hands  replaced  with  pneumatic  crushing  clamps, scuttled  up  alongside  him  and  tackled  him  onto  a  plinth.  He struggled,  metal  scraping  on  grasping  metal,  until  particle-whip restraints  constricted  him  in  bands  of  glowing  black.  A  vivisection clamp  pinned  his  cranium  in  place,  denting  his  hood  vanes  with  a creak so he could only stare at the vaulted ceiling. 

‘In truth, we are pleased to drop the charade. It is far more satisfying to discuss our achievement here openly. After all, we  would  like  you  to  appreciate  what  extraordinary attention  to  detail  we  paid  in  the  construction  of  these chambers.  An  aeons-long  project  to  corrupt  the incorruptible. By the by, did you enjoy the Destroyer Trazyn

we  made  for  you?  It  was  not  easy.  We  failed  with  several other  formatted  lychguard  before  discovering  one susceptible  to  the  madness.  Thankfully,  your  colleague  left us so much material to work with on his first exploration of this world – he does leave around bodies so carelessly.’

Orikan looked out, past the arches of blackstone, the mossy etheric flesh he had not seen lurking in the high shadows, and searched for the stars. 

‘Oh, poor Orikan.’ She came up alongside in his peripheral vision as the circle of tainted stepped away, swaying and awaiting orders. 

Kissh’s  tile  skirts  tinkled  like  wind  chimes  as  she  moved,  and  she leaned  over  him  like  a  mother  at  a  crib.  But  now  she  was  fully  a puppet.  There  was  no  artifice  to  the  raw  muscles  of  the  tentacles that  came  up  through  the  floor  grate  and  threaded  through  her, stretching  between  arms  and  joints  like  elastic  strings.  The  voice, too,  was  that  of  the  empyric  monster. ‘We  can  read  your spectromantic beams. Scrying up there, trying to divine the future?’

The  question  was,  Orikan  assumed,  rhetorical.  The  particle-lash restraints left him paralysed and unable to speak. 

‘There is no future in the warp.’ The Kissh-puppet reconfigured her fingers, the caps opening and bending back to reveal a suite of gauss drills, articulated probes and wriggling spinal wires that jerked towards  him  with  inexpert  precision. ‘Not  for  you,  not  for anyone.’

Then  the  fingertip  instruments  came  down  on  his  ocular  with  a shrieking  whirr  and  a  vibration  that  chattered  his  teeth.  His  new olfactory sensor, which he now deeply regretted, detected the acrid gas of burning crystal as the gauss drill made a borehole. His vision shattered  and  splintered  around  the  hole,  liquified  crystal  running down his cheeks like tears before hardening into spall, and dropping on the stone with a tick-tick-tick. 

Spine probes and fibre bundles in vertebrae sheaths emerged from the fingers, grating on the opening in his ocular as they wormed into his  frontal  cranial  chamber,  squirming  past  the  executive  function neurals and towards the engrammatic banks. 

‘What  a  strange  neural  structure,’  it  mused,  vibrating  the room. ‘You are unusual, are you not, Master Orikan? And so ill-suited  to  this  place.  An  astromancer  in  a  world  without stars?  That  must  drive  you  mad.  Even  more  absurd  is  a chronomancer in a place without time. But an astromancer-chronomancer?  I  am  astonished  you  made  it  this  far.  But luckily, stars are what we need you for.’

Orikan  felt  a  jolt.  Sparks  within  his  cranial  vault  reflected  off  the inside of his broken ocular. Deep inside, a wire tendril nosed into a neural spool like a root bursting through a crack in paving stones. 

Visions flooded his senses. Not the false, constructed visions of his ocular  but  the  internal  visions  of  his  mind.  Galaxies  whirled  and pulsed.  Stars  detonated.  Planets  sailed  past  as  he  dived  into  the swirling  mass  of  the  cosmos,  their  mutable  continents  sliding  on tectonic plates. 

‘You have spent your radically extended existence studying time and physics. The laws of reality. Yet this place puts the lie to the whole concept of objective reality. You, like a fool, believe  what  your  senses  tell  you.  That  folly  of  science  –

that  to  be  real,  something  must  be  observed.  What  you  do not realise is that all the information you perceive is merely collected by your senses and then ordered and constructed in your neural spools. Your interior mental circuitry creates a bespoke reality only you can see.’

Orikan  wanted  to  argue,  to  call  this  philosophist  nonsense,  but Pestamutadis had wholly dominated his physical form. 

‘Your version of reality is wholly different from Trazyn’s or Sothka’s. How do you know that you all experience colours the same? Or music? How can two beings witness the same event yet recall opposite details? But it is the inputs where the  principle  becomes  truly  interesting.  Because  by  merely shaping the information input fed to you, we can shape your internal reality. Do us a favour, Master Orikan, do not under any circumstances picture the Shrine of Zaothura.’

Orikan  knew  it  well.  A  pilgrimage  site  on  Mandragora.  It  tumbled past  him,  a  strange  orphan  piece  of  architecture  adrift  in  the

universal chaos. 

Garbage in, garbage out, Orikan thought. 

‘Yes,  exactly.  Indeed,  we  are  fascinated  by  you  and  your companion,  given  your  divergent  interpretations  of  the same  input  data.  Ideally,  we  would  keep  both  of  you  in order to run diagnostic experiments and track the diverging logic  chains…  but  unfortunately  both  are  necessary  to achieve  our  objective.  Trazyn  will  prove  very  useful  where we are headed.’

Orikan  tumbled  end  over  end  through  star  fields  and  ochre  dust clouds. 

‘Now,’  it  whispered,  and  Orikan  could  see  the  huge  orb  of  the bloodshot human eye eclipsing his mindscape. ‘Now, let us forget the Shrine of Zaothura… and think of Solemnace.’

Trazyn  reached  out  to  the  cold  blackstone  of  the  table  and  felt  its hardness. 

‘Some kind of ritual? Sothka, that does not sound like–’

‘Ritual!  My,  my,  you  make  it  sound  so  superstitious!  This  is  solid science, Trazyn. Do you recall the tongue-worm?’

Trazyn  did.  It  was  a  singularly  unpleasant  bioform  from  the necrontyr’s  home  world,  one  he  would  have  forgotten  except  that Sothka’s  collection  contained  drawings  of  it.  The  parasite  would devour  the  tongue  of  a  horned  serpent  and  then  latch  on  to  the stump,  replacing  the  appendage  and  serving  as  the  snake’s  new tongue. Once ensconced, it ate a portion of the serpent’s every kill while serving as a second set of projected, prehensile jaws to grab prey. 

‘You could have picked a less revolting example.’

‘I  could,  I  suppose,  but  I  will  not.  You  will  recall  that  while  the union of the two organisms was indeed disgusting in the beginning, serpents  with  a  parasitic  tongue-worm  were  more  successful hunters,  and  ultimately  prospered  and  lived  longer  than  those without.’

‘That is correct, but I do not see how–’

‘I have my own tongue-worm, Trazyn. There is no way for a necron to have a soul, this is true. And there is no way for a body of flesh and  soul  to  be  as  enduring  as  one  of  metal.  But  what  I  have discovered  is  that  it  is  possible  to  invest  a  necron  form  with  a necrontyr soul.’

‘How is that possible?’

‘Kah souls are energy. Energy cannot be created or destroyed, only transferred.  Meaning  somewhere  in  the  Cauldron  is  your  soul, desperate to reunite with you. You do believe me, do you not?’

Trazyn  quieted.  After  such  an  interminable  stretch  with  Orikan  it was  good  to  converse  with  a  being  who  listened.  ‘I  cannot  be certain. When you speak to me, it seems like it could be an act, or a subconscious  construction  you  have  used  to  stay  functional.  But when you look at me…’

‘It feels like I see you in the Flesh Times.’

‘Could it not be madness?’

‘But what happy madness! Do you not see? That is the secret.’

‘To go mad?’

‘Come now, Trazyn.’ Sothka smiled. ‘We both know a little madness hasn’t hurt you in the past. Do you truly think you would’ve survived so long in this deranged galaxy had you not been a little mad?’

Trazyn  laughed.  ‘Orikan  says  I’m  mad.  That  I  am  a  kleptomaniac tyrant,  a  child  obsessed  with  minutiae.  And  that  I  will  always  care about things more than other beings.’

‘Do you think he is right?’

Trazyn could not answer. He suddenly felt very heavy, as though his power  plant  were  in  need  of  refurbishment,  and  his  servos  under strain. All at once, he felt old. Full of misaligned joints and stuttering systems. He needed to sit, and sank down to rest his weight on the edge of the raised dais, one finger tracing a rune in the stonework. 

‘He says… he says he wants me to be better. I am not sure that I am capable of better.’

Sothka  reached  down  and  put  a  reassuring  hand  on  the  back  of Trazyn’s  cranium,  then  sat  down  beside  him.  ‘No,  not  as  you  are now. And it is not your fault. We are not beings – we are copies of beings.  Disassociated  ghosts  of  ourselves,  playing  out  half-

remembered roles of people we once were in ages past. By nature we  cannot  remake  ourselves.  No  more  than  a  machine  meant  to hammer  steel  can  be  repurposed  to  cut  paper.  Because  we experience the world at a distance. We live two steps removed, like an engineer reaching into a sealed casket with protective gloves to handle plutonium. It insulates us from the danger of the empyrean, but steals the joy.’

‘And you have discovered how to experience it?’

‘I will not lie to you, my child. That would be overselling it.’ Sothka reached around Trazyn’s shoulders with an arm and draped it there. 

‘There is no going all the way back. But a solution need not be total to be better. I have implanted a soul, a soul I believe to be mine. I allowed it to inhabit me, and gave it limited access to my processors. 

Now,  it  is  not  the  same  as  being  alive.  But  when  I  touch  your shoulder plate…’

He  drummed  his  fingers  on  Trazyn’s  shoulder  in  a  happy  little tattoo.  And  Trazyn  recalled  for  the  first  time  in  aeons  that  it  was Sothka who he’d picked up the habit from. 

‘My sensors do not tell me that I am touching the metal, I feel it. I see beauty, rather than recognising it by pattern. Feel warmth rather than  registering  heat.  Even  pain.  And  the  emotions  I  feel,  too.  My indwelling soul – and whomever’s it is, it is mine now – transmits me this data in a seamless exchange.’

‘Is it reversible?’

‘Certainly you could flush your system – but I do not think I’d ever choose  it.  Should  you  decide  against  it,  I  will  understand.  But  I confess that I will think less of you. After all, it is not perfect, but the Trazyn I knew would never turn down an opportunity to be better.’

He stood and extended a hand to help Trazyn to his feet. 

Looking  up  at  Sothka,  at  the  extended  hand,  at  his  kind  but expectant  expression,  stirred  a  long-entombed  memory  in  Trazyn. 

One  in  which  he  gazed  up  at  that  face  and  its  owner  and  thought him tall, so tall. 

‘Come, my son. We will fix what is broken. Then we shall return to Solemnace  to  see  your  great  work  –  and  both  of  us  experience  it anew.’

Trazyn took his hand, a hand that, in a brief moment of madness, felt like flesh. 

Inside  his  cranium,  suffusing  the  cosmos  around  him,  the  voice demanded information on a single topic. 

Think  of  Solemnace.  Consider  it.  Picture  what  it  looks  like in space. The last time you were there, what route did you take?  Do  you  know  the  crypto graphic  code  for  its  dolmen gate? Do you…

Pestamutadis  did  not  know  it,  but  it  was  asking  the  wrong questions. Or rather, it was asking the wrong being. Perhaps it had got  used  to  manipulating  the  suggestible.  Or  perhaps  it  did  not appreciate that it was dealing with a being who long ago – in order to  defend  his  focus  –  had  developed  techniques  to  screen  out intrusive thoughts regarding Trazyn the Infinite. 

Orikan  went  to  his  mind  palace.  The  hermitage  on  Rithcairn,  an open-topped  observatory  on  the  summit  of  Mount  Menzaar.  It snapped  into  focus,  and  he  ran  a  hand  along  the  curve  of  the interior  wall,  tracing  the  glyphs  carved  into  the  masonry.  Not blackstone, but true masonry. Each block twenty tons, and finished with facing stone. The familiar detail grounded him as he looked out a window onto the windswept rock of the slope. 

It  was  snowing,  flakes  shunting  away  from  the  dome-field protecting  the  hermitage,  so  they  billowed  away  down  the  valley past lines of whipping prayer-pennants. 

Orikan, think of Solemnace. 

Not deep enough. He needed to cloister his consciousness further within himself. 

Solemnace. 

He grasped the edges of the window and vaulted out into the wind. 

But his feet did not land on the snows and scrubby brown grasses of  Rithcairn.  Instead  they  clacked  and  slid  on  tile.  He  threw  out  a hand  to  steady  himself  on  a  worktable,  his  long  arm  accidentally sweeping away the stick lattices of star charts. A scroll dropped off the end of the table, unfurling as it rolled across the floor, splaying out  the  lines  and  solar  diagrams  of  Pnatem’s  Plasmic  Accelerations

across the floor. Holographic suns and orbiting systems bubbled up from the paper. 

‘Dead Gods, the Library of Kasnos.’

He  had  not  been  here  in  aeons.  Not  only  was  it  lost  with  the necrontyr,  but  he  had  never  intentionally  built  this  engram.  His internal  spelunking  had  brought  him  down  to  caverns  of  his  own mind that he hadn’t known existed. This was from the Flesh Times, a place where he’d spent much of his youth learning the astromantic arts  and  being  picked  on  by  the  plasmancer  apprenteks,  whose order shared the collection. 

The  details  were  perfect.  Cracks  in  the  floor,  worn  smooth  by  the passage of feet. Rustles from chrysoprase projection paper. Even the sleepy, comforting hum of the datastacks. 

Had  he  known  that  this  existed  within  himself,  he  would  have descended  into  it  every  day.  It  was  the  time  that  he  had  been happiest,  with  the  greatest  sense  of  safety.  Often  he’d  secretly stayed overnight, rolling out his reed mat next to the warm wall of the processor vault and falling asleep to the creak of the scroll racks as  wood  contracted  in  the  night  cold.  The  occasional  footsteps  of scholars,  given  the  privilege  of  nocturnal  hours,  only  added  to  the sense of calm. 

Solemnace,   the  voice  insisted.  He  could  not  remember  whose voice it was, but as the image of the planet began to take shape, he recalled that he had to escape. 

With  a  pang  of  reluctance,  he  drew  back  the  tile  curtain  of  the closed collection, knowing that was not what he’d find on the other side. 

Instead, he found the tower. 

His  observatory  tower  on  Mandragora  the  Golden,  set  above  the tomb city at a remove from the chattering political classes. 

And the banging. Like a drum or gong. 

He saw the doorway, shaking with each impact. Dust floating down from the frame in a shaft of light. It would not hold. 

Out the window, the city was burning. The Great Ziggurat was afire, an emerald explosion gusting from its side before an entire section

blasted  outward  like  a  volcanic  eruption  shattering  the  side  of  a mountain. 

And he realised he was being watched. 

He  summoned  a  thought  simulacrum  of  his  staff.  Aggressive  code to repel, isolate and destroy invasive algorithms. Then he stopped. 

It  was  the  three-armed  wraith.  The  data-revenant  haunting  his sub conscious. 

The thing stood at a remove in the shadows, its three hands open to show it carried no weapons. Its tail rising slightly off the floor, like a snake scenting the air. 

‘So you are still in here, thing? Show yourself.’

It  stepped  forward  into  the  light  of  the  burning  city,  and  Orikan stepped back. 

‘By the cursed star,’ he swore. 

The  thoughtform’s  body  was  more  solid  this  time.  There  was  less interference, perhaps because it was having to try less to make itself known.  And  as  it  passed  into  the  light,  Orikan  saw  two  legs.  Two lines  of  tarnished  and  mangled  gold  tiles.  A  pelvic  drape,  missing links.  Three  arms  –  one  grafted  onto  the  lower  thorax  to  assist  in complicated hexes – and a defaced dynastic cartouche signifying an outcast. His long skull was surrounded by a hood of golden vanes. 

‘What  are  you,  spectre?  A  benighted,  deformed  personality fragment? A cobbled-together self-image?’

It shook its head and extended a finger towards him. 

But Orikan did not need the gesture. He knew the wraith. Despite the wear, the pitting, the third arm… he recognised himself. 

‘Are  you  a  former  personality,  a  conscious  survival  of  a  former melding?’

That  happened  sometimes.  His  future  self  would  merge  with  the past one, but a read error would reject part of the old personality. 

Generally these were deleted, eliminated in automated sweeps. 

The  revenant  shook  its  head.  Raised  an  arm  and  traced  a  finger along it like a line, then lifted it and brought it in an arc back to the starting point. 

‘You  are  a  future  self?’  Orikan  searched  his  engrams,  running  an algorithm crawl built to locate possible moments of personality read

errors  or  chronomantic  mismatch.  He  knew  what  he’d  find  even before it pinged. ‘The gallery. You attempted to make the handoff in Trazyn’s gallery. But my systems responded to data intrusion. You’d changed too much to be recognisable.’

In a flash, his own words returned to him. If you travelled back and met yourself, tried to convince yourself of the necessity of an action or  warn  of  a  dread  result,  would  you  even  listen?  Would  you  even recognise yourself, or simply shake off an insane stranger? 

Perhaps his subconscious had known. No, not that. The future self was  always  stronger.  It  had  more  knowledge.  It  would  overwhelm, overawe, and absorb the past self. But he had won, not the future self, and had absorbed it instead. 

‘But that’s impossible. For a future-self to lose and be absorbed, it would  need  to  be  weakened  to  an  obscene  degree.  It  would  have needed  to  travel  hundreds,  even  thousands,  of  years  back.  And  it would  have  to  arrive  a  broken,  incomplete  thing  without  even langua–’

The Orikan wraith raised a hand, palm forward, to indicate that it knew. 

‘How far did you travel?’

The other Orikan did not answer numerically; instead it pointed out the window at the burning ruins of Mandragora the Golden. Then it made a hand gesture common in necrontyr theatre that had always had only one meaning. 

‘The End. You came from the end. And why would you do such a thing? That is self-destruction. If you had any other–’

The door slammed again, its hinges beginning to buckle. 

Wham. Wham. Wham. 

The other Orikan waved at the door. Made a sign of horns with its hands. 

‘Beasts? The orks?’

The other Orikan shook its head and stepped forward, an emitter in its  third  arm  extending.  Before  he  could  move,  two  dart-tipped tendrils  flashed  out  on  cables  and  locked  magnetically  to  his cranium. He felt a neural pulse. 

‘What are–’

Wham. Wham. Wham. 

They were at the door. The beasts. Orikan had sealed it with both lock and sigil, but they were buckling. 

Wham. Wham. Wham. 

‘Vishani, come little one.’

Orikan turned to his cosmic chronometer. 

It  was  small  for  what  it  was  –  no  larger  than  a  staff’s  headpiece. 

Parts  of  it  had  been  scavenged  from  worlds  that  had  seen  the galaxy’s remaking, forged in ages so antique even the necrontyr had not  heard  of  them.  Other  components  were  newer,  wonders  of current science. 

And at its heart was the Astrarium Mysterios, reverse-engineered to harness  its  more  esoteric  properties  and  principles  of  quantum entanglement. 

The  chronometer  clicked,  its  dials  within  dials  advancing,  carrying the  engravings  of  star  systems  one  step  on  its  eternal  revolution. 

Ghost-lights  flickered  around  it  as  the  field  –  communicating  with chrono-traps  set  strategically  across  the  galaxy  –  pulsed  a  standby notice into the dark of the cosmos. 

‘Quickly, little one.’ Orikan turned, holding out one hand. 

The  long  cranium  floated  towards  him  on  the  canoptek  body  he’d grafted  it  to.  It  had  not  spoken  for  millennia,  its  personality algorithms long falling silent as he repurposed its vast cryptomantic processing power to manage the data chains of the chronometer. 

Cables  trailed  from  the  open  cranial  plates,  and  it  turned  slightly, allowing him to snatch them up and plug them into the main control node. 

Bzzzzuuuut. 

‘Initiate chronometry ritual. The final ritual.’

Vishani sent an automated warning glyph, noting that observatory power  reserves  had  reached  dangerous  levels.  To  power  the activation chain, they would need to draw from the city. 

‘No  one  is  alive  down  there  to  complain,’  Orikan  growled.  ‘The reanimation chambers are overrun and fractured. The Stormlord will be dead soon, if he is not already. Imbue it.’

Another  reverberating  bang  shuddered  through  the  door.  An interstitial alert signalled a breach. 

Power  channels  along  the  walls  snapped  and  spat  sparks.  They glowed  deep  blue  at  first,  marking  out  circuitry  patterns  that hummed with a pitch that rose higher as the glare increased and the colour  bleached  out  to  white,  then  a  colour  beyond  white.  Energy vessels  hummed  like  a  mother  lulling  an  infant,  then  rose  in  a scream  of  terror  until  it  was  like  a  chorus  of  hired  mourners  at  a phaeron’s interment, wailing until their voices broke. 

The  chronometer  activated,  its  regular  clicking  speeding  into  a ratcheting  sound  as  the  hands  spun  and  gears  wheeled  fast  as circular saws. Their edges caught fire, opening wormholes to various timelines. 

Wham. Wham. Wham. 

The beasts were nearly through now. 

He’d  had  plans  for  the  chronometer.  Such  plans.  But  that  was before  the  beasts  had  spread  throughout  the  sector.  Indescribable. 

Hybridised  creatures,  created  by  some  artefact  or  curse.  Scything talons  and  lantern  jaws,  willowy  limbs  and  metal  exoskeletons.  As though  a  great  and  powerful  work  had  spliced  several  galactic species together and filled them with empyric energy. 

This chronometer could do so much. In many ways, what he was about  to  use  it  for  was  an  enormous  waste,  and  not  its  intended purpose. 

Yet it might be their only chance to prevent this. 


He had not spoken to Trazyn in years. Not since refusing to join his foolhardy little expedition. The archaeovist had returned, but he had never again summoned Orikan, and went into seclusion. Apart from defending his own world, the Overlord of the Prismatic Galleries had withdrawn  from  the  galaxy.  That  severing  of  the  relationship  had hurt Orikan more than he’d perhaps wanted to admit – it was only after the bond was broken that he realised how much he depended on it. His messages had been returned, data packets unopened. 

And  no  one  heard  from  Trazyn.  At  least,  until  his  planet  poured forth horrors, like a nest of insects broken with a rock. 

There  had  been  some  split  in  the  timeline.  A  path  not  taken  that should  have  been.  And  Orikan  knew  where  it  was  –  had  always known. 

He  had  achieved  all  he  wished  here.  The  astral  chronometer  was ready. True, he had activated it only on the cusp of apocalypse, but he had done it. 

And now, he was going to waste it trying to find himself. 

The doors broke open behind him. 

Around  him,  conduits  popped  and  flared,  tongues  of  nuclear  fire obliterating  whole  flocks  of  the  flying  abominations  that  were  now within  the  chamber.  An  alert  had  sounded  as  the  door  behind  him cracked and gave way. 

He formed the intricate lattice of fingers, imbued the arcane angles with a blue-jade power field and stretched it out to unite it with the chronometer. 

Jaws  yawed  behind  him.  He  could  see  their  reflection  in  Vishani’s polished skull. 

Despite all he had achieved, this was the wrong future. 

‘I’m sorry. I turned away. I’m sorry.’

He opened the energy ports on his frame and reached out to wrap his  half-melted  necrodermis  fingers  around  the  subspace  hyper-dimensional portal that was the chronometer. A thing imbued with so much power it might, if he were very brilliant, be able to take him back. 

Orikan’s  ocular  reactivated  as  his  battered  mirror  image  stepped back, dataprobes retreating. 

‘You did not go with him. Trazyn came here, and you refused.’

The other Orikan nodded. He could not meet Orikan’s ocular. 

‘That  was  the  mistake  you  wished  to  correct.  He  asked  you  to  go with him, and you walked away. And that severed the… It was you. 

The double vision, the sense of a different path. The subtle intrusive nudges to follow Trazyn. You were making sure that I did not make the same error.’

The other Orikan held out his hand, palm up. 

Orikan, think of Solemnace. 

‘But  how  does  that  lead  to  this?’  Orikan  gestured  at  the  burning capital. ‘Even if Trazyn is tainted, he could not create the things in your engramma… Hold on.’

The other Orikan made a sphere with his fingers. 

‘Bastards.  They  don’t  want  Trazyn  at  all.  They  want  Solemnace. 

They’ve  run  out  of  test  subjects,  exhausted  the  possibilities  of  the necron form. But the gallery contains an endless number of beings and artefacts for their laboratory.’

Orikan, think of Solemnace. 

‘But  how  am  I  supposed  to  prevent  that?  I  am  imprisoned  in  a disordered universe. I cannot travel back, there is no timeline.’

The  other  Orikan  smiled.  Placed  his  finger  along  his  arm  again, indicating  a  timeline,  and  shook  his  head.  He  then  raised  a  fist, splayed out the fingers in a simulated explosion, and put his finger in the centre of the palm emitter. 

‘That’s what I stated. This is a place of no timeline, in the middle of… No?’

The  other  Orikan  made  the  gesture  again,  tapping  his  palm  with insistence.  Made  a  grinding  growl  and  stamped  his  feet.  He  made the  Sign  of  Vokk,  wishing  that  Orikan  would  come  to  a  humiliating and brutal end in all timelines. 

‘I realise you are frustrated, but swearing at me will not help.’

The  other  Orikan  turned  and  started  scratching  figures  into  the stone of the wall. 

Dead Gods, Orikan thought. Do I really come off as this irritating? 

The other Orikan tapped again, this time in the centre of a figure Orikan  had  seen  all  too  often  in  the  last  few  centuries  –  an  eight-pointed star. Then, he ran his fingertip along each arrow, then back to the centre. Banged on the central circle with his fist, as though he were a lecturer thumping a chalk slate. 

He made the Vokk sign again. 

‘Vokk!  It’s  the  Vokk  sign?  Oh  stars,  I’m  a  fool.’  Orikan  laughed  in exasperated  hysteria.  ‘Dimensionalism  was  always  our  weakest subject.  This  is  not  a  timeless  place.  It’s  a  nexus  point.  A  place where all timelines meet. The Sign of Vokk!’

The other Orikan rolled his hands for him to keep going. 

‘Stupid!’  Orikan  said,  clanging  his  cranium  with  a  fist.  ‘Stupid, stupid! It was right there. The fragmenting and disassociation. Every time  I  went  back,  I  went  in  different  directions.  Accessed  different timelines. They’re lying. This is not a void of possibilities, it is a place of endless possibility. The stars are never right, but simultaneously, there’s  a  timeline  where  they  are  always  right.  The  best  time  to change the future is not the past, it is the present.’

ORIKAN, THINK OF SOLEMNACE. 

The other Orikan made the Sign of Vokk at the sky. Orikan did as well. 

‘It will break through soon,’ Orikan said, and reached out his hand in a cryptek farewell, and the doppelganger took it. ‘We may need to distract it while I focus on the timeline slide.’

The other Orikan tapped its defaced cartouche. 

‘Before we go, did you really make the cosmic chronometer?’

ORIKAN. 

Paradoxically,  though  they  were  in  a  nexus  at  the  centre  of  time, there was no instant for his doppelganger to answer. 

It was time to fight for Orikan’s mind. 

Trazyn’s necrodermis scraped and ground on the blackstone altar as he  hoisted  his  form  onto  it.  He  was  about  to  lie  down  when  he stopped. 

‘You are certain it is reversible?’

‘You  will  not  want  to  reverse  it.  Not  for  one  microsecond  have  I regretted  the  imbuing.  On  the  other  side,  you  will  be  so  grateful you’d give your most precious things in recompense.’

‘But can it be reversed? If it is not what I hoped…’

Sothka hung his head. ‘Trazyn.’

‘My  only  concern  is  that  it  is  experimental,  that  I  will  be transformed–’

‘Trazyn.’  It  was  the  tone  of  disapproval  that  stopped  Trazyn.  The sheer  knowing  exasperation.  ‘You  will  be  transformed,  that  is  the point. It is a rebirth, you will be remade. The you on the other side of  this  will  exist  in  a  renewed  state  of  being  you  cannot  imagine. 

When we return to Solemnace, your closest vassals will not believe

the  difference.  But  if  you  are  too  stuck  to  the  past,  if  you  are  so afraid to be fixed…’

‘Fixed?’

‘Gods of the Tomb, you really are forcing me to state it to your face, aren’t you? You are fractured, Trazyn. A pathetic shadow of yourself. 

Acquisitive,  reckless,  petty  –  barely  the  Trazyn  I  knew  during  the War in Heaven, much less the one I knew in life. Had I not raised and shaped you, moulded you like clay, I would not have recognised you.’

Trazyn felt the teeth in his mouth. Always a bad sign that an attack of the dysphorakh was coming on. The growing disassociation with his own form. ‘But you said–’

‘I  was  being  kind  before,  yet  I  see  honest  cruelty  is  the  tool required. Orikan was right, Trazyn. You are clinging to an imaginary past, an age and state of life you cannot even recall accurately. It is not the past you fetishise, Trazyn, it is the present. You can feel the world slipping away. The crushing weight of passing aeons and the horrifying impermanence of the galaxy. Yet you are so deeply stuck in  your  misery  that  when  I  offer  you  an  escape,  fear  of  the  future prevents you from taking it.’

‘I… I am sorry. I only…’

‘No, there is no need to be sorry. The error is mine. I overestimated you.  Thought  you  were  ready  to  embrace  a  new  and  greater consciousness.’ Sothka stepped to a control panel and adjusted the empyric  field.  Around  Trazyn,  the  sense  of  resonance  dimmed.  ‘It’s better we cancel the imbuing until your mind is ready to accept…’

‘Please, Sothka. It was but momentary fear. My doubts are settled, look.’ Trazyn laid his back on the slab. ‘We can continue.’

Sothka waited, head tilted in consideration before reaching for the controls. ‘Very well.’

Trazyn stared at the ceiling, sending signals to his central reactor to stop  cycling  so  high  as  the  network  of  emitter  orbs  in  the  ceiling crackled,  sparked  and  slashed  streams  of  power  from  one  to  the other. The suffocating pressure of a noctilith containment field swept in over him like a shroud thrown over a fresh corpse to hide it from young eyes. 

Empyric fog, somehow both milky and iridescent in shades of pink, blue and purple, boiled in through a nozzle in the ceiling. His oculars detected the shimmer of aerosolised noctilith particles, glittering like the whorl of stars in the firmament. 

Briefly,  so  briefly,  the  clouds  appeared  to  take  shapes  he  had  not seen  in  clouds  since  his  mortal  eyes  could  behold  them.  Faces. 

Beasts. Claws. Eager mouths. 

And eyes. So many, many eyes. 

‘Now,’ ordered Sothka, ‘in order to be reborn you must give up what possessions are most precious to you.’

‘I have nothing with me.’

‘Your  empathic  obliterator,  my  son.  Ritually  surrender  it  to  the cosmos.’

Trazyn  had,  unthinking,  lain  with  the  staff  still  slung  behind  one shoulder. He brought it around and raised it up, releasing his grip so the weapon floated free towards the storm clouds while he remained on the slab. 

No, it wasn’t a slab, was it? 

It was an altar. 

‘And now, for the final surrender.’

‘What else have I?’

‘Your cartouche of command,’ said Sothka. 

ORIKAN, IT IS TOO LATE FOR TRAZYN. SHOW ME A VISION

OF SOLEMNACE. 

Like  a  diver  entering  the  water,  Orikan’s  spirit  algorithm  splashed into  the  galactic  plane.  Ripples  coursed  out  around  its  entrance, making galaxies bob and distort. Stars scattered like bubbles. 

SHOW ME A VISION–

Orikan showed it a vision, but not of Solemnace. 

He  conjured  ziggurats  aflame,  spires  and  obelisks  crumbling, emerald blooms of explosions taking the sides off cyclopean temples and obliter ating armies in their heat wash. 

Orikan showed it Mandragora burning. 

Whatever  was  left  of  Kissh,  whatever  engrams  it  absorbed  or  sat latent in the puppet body, began to scream. A subconscious howl of

expanding horror and trauma as he used the open channel between them  to  force  on  it  the  vistas  of  ruin.  A  living  memory-image calculated to trigger an involuntary flashback to the War in Heaven. 

The  daemon  fled  his  mind  in  a  hard  disconnect,  flinching  out  so quickly it left streams of thought-code behind. 

When  his  ocular  snapped  open,  the  Kissh  puppet  had  physically staggered  back,  the  ropy  muscle  growing  throughout  it  starting  to unravel in panic. 

He chuckled as the drill hole in his ocular orb healed with the sound of grinding glass, and opened his collection ports. 

Then sent himself back along the timestream. 

For a moment thinner than he could measure, Orikan could see the split in time. A star of different timelines that appeared to have eight points, then sixteen, then sixty-four, then too many to count. 

His atoms pulled apart, ripping outward along different paths to the past. Loose, like motes of pollen blown by the wind. 

But  he  knew  what  was  happening  now,  and  focused  on  the starlight.  Held  the  state  of  being  and  not-being  for  as  long  as  he dared before dissolving entirely. 

Then,  in  a  supreme  act  of  reassertion,  he  slammed  his  molecules back together. 

‘Do you not learn?’ Pestamutadis bellowed, staggering the Kissh puppet forward. ‘The stars are not right here. They will never be right.’

Orikan’s  head  dropped  to  one  side.  He  flexed  his  fist,  seeing  how his coalescence had introduced read errors that had mismatched his necrodermis  so  that  it  was  pockmarked  in  cube  patterns  and misaligned like text printed on a poor machine. 

But when he opened the mangled fist, there was starlight burning in his palm emitter. 

‘Inverse  paradox,’  he  choked,  barely  making  words.  ‘The  stars  are never right – so they are always right.’

‘We warn you against this acti–’

He sent himself apart again, riding the timeline in a cloud of micro-selves. Cramming his consciousness down to two directives: Collect energy, then re-form. 

He burst apart as matter, and came together as a star god. 

There was no need to smite the Kissh puppet; the thunderclap of his  rebirth  ripped  outward  in  an  energy  wave  that  blasted  it  apart. 

Her limbs tumbled in different directions in the slow unreality of his new  sight,  incinerating  as  they  flew.  Her  torso,  crumpled  and maimed, pumped hydraulic fluid that boiled to vapour in the corona of  his  formation.  The  blackened  cranium  crashed  into  a  Nurgle-corrupted warrior and knocked its skull backwards so it hung behind it  by  a  thread.  Coolant  oozed  and  welled  from  the  ruptured  spinal column. 

Orikan knew that he could not hold the power for long. Ever since the  system  burnout  he’d  experienced  after  channelling  the  aeldari gem  on  Sere nade,  his  ravaged  body  could  not  sustain  the  energy form. He directed energy towards correcting the read errors, slotting micron-sized  blocks  of  necrodermis  back  into  place,  reconnecting severed cables and untangling neural spools. 

Necessary  maintenance  for  the  moment  when  this  power  would inevitably dissipate – for he couldn’t do this again here. Not without ending himself. 

The Staff of Tomorrow ripped from the wall mounts pinning it and winged  across  the  chamber.  It  smashed  through  a  crystal  display plinth  as  it  passed,  showering  mauve  sparks  that  bounced  when they hit the floor. 

‘Come, horrors.’

He  flew  down  from  the  table,  his  incandescence  overloading  the ocular inputs of the colonised, twisted necrons. A flayed one leapt at him  and  charred  in  his  ambient  heat,  so  it  exploded  into  charcoal when Orikan blasted it with a kinetic hex. 

A  skorpekh  scuttled  forward  with  its  bladed  arms  raised,  but Orikan’s  staff  took  it  apart  with  a  single  V-shaped  strike,  the starburst headpiece removing both arms before they connected. The skorpekh flailed with its amputated elbows for a moment before its top half toppled off the tripod, spine disconnected from the waist in the same motion. 

Three colonised warriors ambled forward, raising gauss reapers. 

The demigod that was Orikan made a choking noise of disgust and split a particle with a finger snap, immolating the abominations and their  parasites  in  atomic  flame.  In  such  a  form,  he  was  beyond physical revulsion, yet still their presence offended him. 

But  not  as  much  as  the  thing  that  swirled  in  the  great  crystal cylinder. 

Inside  was  a  cyclone  of  eyes,  fronded  insect  feelers,  tongues  and soft  avian  claws.  They  squeaked  on  the  crystal  as  they  turned,  as though it were being mixed in some form of centrifuge. 

No, the demigod saw, not mixed. The chimera of sense organs was being  siphoned,  forcing  its  essence  up  through  a  valve  and  into  a psy-conductive  pipe  in  the  ceiling,  squeezing  itself  inside  like  an octopod through a hole in a reef. 

There could be only one place that pipe headed – through the core and to Trazyn. 

The demigod gathered his energy and threw his staff like a spear, sending it streaking across the chamber in a slipstream envelope of antimatter that accelerated it to incredible speed. 

Noctilith  was  strong  material,  even  when  in  a  semi-translucent crystalline form, but the flash of contact with the staff was too much even  for  its  molecular  bindings.  One  whole  side  of  the  crystal smashed  into  a  mosaic,  holding  only  for  an  instant  before  the negative  pressure  of  the  great  creature  sucking  itself  through  the valve blew it inward in a shower of fragments. 

The  sensory  thing  poured  out  onto  the  blackstone,  trunk  nostrils snuffl ing  air  as  they  flopped  on  the  hard  paving  slabs.  An  eyeball burst  under  the  weight  and  streamed,  the  gelatinous  substance inside forming rivulets that became wavering oceanic tentacles. 

Outside  of  its  containment  the  empyric  amalgamation  began  to solidify and change, dragging its bulk out of the crystal cylinder like a lava flow. It seemed to be building or shaping a structure beneath it.  Phos-cutters  and  welders  sprayed  sparks  as  it  birthed  industrial parts  from  within  itself  while  metal  arms  salvaged  pieces  from  the machinery around the labora tory. Manipulators spooled steel layer by layer  like  a  spider  building  an  egg  sac.  One  crablike  leg  emerged, then another. 

Orikan  reached  out  a  hand  and  beckoned  his  staff  back.  Out  the window he could see the Cauldron of Souls beginning to churn and smoke. ‘Trazyn,’ he said. 

‘You  are  too  late.  We  possess  all  we  need  from  him!’  The thing hobbled to its cybernetic feet, crustacean legs extending from the  chassis  of  the  conveyance  it  had  woven  for  itself. ‘Seize  the Diviner!’

Orikan  had  expected  more  fallen  necrons,  but  instead,  shadows stirred  in  corners  and  pooled  in  the  cracks  between  stone  slabs  as empyric thoughtforms began to coalesce. 

The  creatures  dragged  themselves  from  the  floor,  dripped  from glyphs  carved  in  the  walls,  tumbled  from  birthing  sacs  in  the monster’s side. 

Orikan reached out, stretching his glowing limbs through space to find purchase on every piece of technology he could find. He lodged the invisible hooks of his mind into databanks of null-fields, and on the  crystalline  structures  of  the  null-charged  blackstone  in  the containment tubes. 

And pulled. 

Crystal  chambers  across  the  room  popped  and  exploded,  each detonation hurling shards of negatively polarised noctilith crystal into the coalescing horde of thoughtforms. They splattered into shadowy liquid. Arterial gouts of ectoplasm fanned over the walls. 

The  largest  went  last:  the  tube  where  Pestamutadis  had  been dormant fractured into jagged pieces, like ice about to crack under a footstep,  before  it  scythed  chunks  of  crystal  into  the  greater daemon’s side. Pestamutadis howled in fury and anguish, its newly built  carriage  short-circuiting.  Then  it  exploded  in  gouts  of  sparks and collapsed, a six-foot shard of the containment cylinder spearing through the abomination’s flesh. 

It would take some time for it to rally, he hoped. 

Orikan broke for the window, his luminous form radiating like a star through the glass and towards the Cauldron of Souls. 

To Trazyn. 

Valeria felt like her conscious mind might rip in twain. 

Half of her brain could not stop looking, observing, cataloguing. She wished she could preserve these proceedings, that she could act as she  had  in  the  old  days,  dispatching  a  team  of  servo-skulls  that would record every word of the ceremony, every ritual gesture, each formation. 

The other half of her brain was so existentially terrified she worried about  the  risk  of  spontaneous  aneurysm.  Without  the  calming neuro chemical  influence  of  the  mindshackle,  her  heart  might  have already stopped. 

Fully three hundred necrons stood in the chamber, arrayed in ranks along  the  central  pathway.  They  were  lychguard,  blades  held diagonally,  point-downward  across  their  dispersion  shields  in  a mourning  stance.  Behind  them,  the  rear  ranks  bristled  with warscythes held straight in two metal hands. 

Valeria stepped forward, her chains dragging behind her. 

Bang, bang. 

The scythes rose and fell as one, beating the floor with their flared endcaps. 

They kept the time for the procession. For the crypteks in the lead, chanting  nonsensical  lamentation  code;  for  the  honour  guard  of Triarch  praetorians;  for  Executioner  Phillias  as  head  of  ceremony; and  for  the  sarcophagus  bearers,  led  by  Royal  Warden  Ashkut  and Huntmaster. All advanced in lockstep, each footfall triggering another double-tap of scythes. 

And behind the sarcophagus came Valeria, with the prisoners. They were selections from the gallery, mindshackled to keep them docile. 

An  aeldari  who  seemed  half-dead  from  the  scarab  implantation.  A whimpering  orange-shelled  xenos  Valeria  did  not  recognise.  Half  a squad  of  Tallarn  Guardsmen  and  an  ork  mechanical,  half  its  face replaced with machinery. 

Each  of  them  was  notable,  reflecting  a  major  conquest  or acquisition, but she did not understand the logic of the choices. The only thing she knew of them was what she had heard offhand about the ork – it was apparently a renowned mek, one who had invented an  advanced  translocation  gun  that  teleported  anything  it  shot directly in front of the user so they could better hit it with a club. 

The presence of so many xenoforms was partially what was sending half  of  her  to  the  edge  of  panic,  but  more  than  that  was  the knowledge of what awaited them. 

Because at the climax of the interment, they would all be sacrificed. 

Bang, bang. Step. 

Scarab swarms drifted overhead, running security for the supposed honour  guard  of  praetorians  that  Valeria  knew  to  be  far  more practical than ceremonial. They were here to ensure that no rogue vassal,  scheming  cryptek  or  even  tectonic  shift  disrupted  the succession rituals. More praetor ians stood at attention at the edges of  the  room,  controlling  the  entrances  and  exits  to  the  mausoleum antechamber.  All  other  troops  on  Solemnace  had  been  stood  down and temporarily reinterred. 

Bang, bang. Step. 

Sannet had brought her the beacon only the night before. At first she had worried that its box, so big she had to hold it in two hands, could not be hidden. But that was before she had opened it, and the coin-sized  thing  inside,  with  its  turquoise  ceramic  shell  and  golden head, had scurried out and burrowed itself into her arm. 

Its  laser-equipped  mandibles  were  so  sharp  that  at  first  it  hadn’t even  hurt.  At  least  until  its  squirming  legs  forced  it  down  into  her muscle,  squeezing  in  like  a  crab  entering  a  hole  before  nestling  in between the bones of her forearm. 

That had hurt quite a bit. 

Bang, bang. Step. 

‘Halt!’ It was the archive cryptek, standing on the steps ahead. The delivery of the line was not natural, even by necron standards, but rehearsed  and  ceremonial.  As  one,  the  procession  heeded.  ‘Who approaches this sacred space?’

Phillias raised a hand in greeting. ‘I come with your overlord, Trazyn of Solemnace. Archaeovist of the Prismatic Galleries and He-Who-Is-Called-Infinite.’

‘Tell your lord to turn back. These are the halls of death. For what purpose does he come?’

‘To  be  entombed.  Overlord  Trazyn  demands  entry,  for  his immortality has ended. I bid you give him passage, tomb guardian.’

The archivist bowed, then raised clawlike necrodermis fingertips to his death mask and, with a squeal of metal on metal, scoured four scratches  that  defaced  his  features.  ‘I  mourn,  and  grant  you passage.’

And thus, the funeral of Trazyn the Infinite began. 

Valeria bit her lip. 

Between her arm bones, the scarab’s legs began to stir. 

Colours, indescribable and unnameable, poured into the field around Trazyn.  They  swirled  and  shimmered,  cascading  like  waterfalls  off architecture  that  he  could  not  see.  Formed  shapes  of  eyes,  of antennae, of nerve bundles, electro-sensory nodes and ears. 

‘Think of it!’ shouted Sothka. His voice carried ecstatic delight. ‘See what it can show you, what it can sense! Let it in, my child. Take it into yourself and let this being reconnect you to the universe.’

Trazyn  reached  up  and  put  a  hand  on  his  dynastic  cartouche.  He felt  its  sarcophagal  shape,  sensed  the  cool  gold  and  necrodermis alloy. Dismissed the warning scroll that blared across his vision, the rolling text indicating all the possible consequences of detaching the command node that controlled the World Spirit of Solemnace. 

‘Come, my child. Deactivate your oculars, focus within and let the universe inside you.’

Trazyn  twisted  the  cartouche  to  one  side  like  a  key,  unlocking  it, then sank into his consciousness and began entering the codes that undid his internal safeguards. 

Deep, deep in his mind. Into the internal world of his self. 

Trazyn worked the shifting equations of his security settings. They changed three times a second, to ensure none but he could unlock the  greatest  treasure  of  Solemnace  –  the  command  cartouche.  It took singular focus, and to do it, he could not look or think about the things swirling around his body. 

Trazyn,  release  your  final  possession.  Your  time  of  awakening comes. 

He wanted that, he did. Yet when he came to the last variable, his finger paused. 

Open  yourself  to  it,  my  son.  Become  filled  with  the  spirit. 

Enlightenment awaits when you– You, do not open the ritual area! 

Trazyn turned the chrysoprase dial to match the last numeral, and detached  the  cartouche  with  a  hiss.  The  cartouche  resisted  as  he removed it, the spindly legs that clamped it to the tiny drill holes in his ribcage pulling and scrabbling as he drew it out, like a burrowing insect  being  dragged  from  the  earth.  Threads  of  lightning  snapped between  the  cartouche  and  his  chest,  trying  to  re-establish  the magnetic bond. 

Finally, it came free. 

He held it out to the sky, ready to let it go and preparing to receive the soul that–

‘Trazyn, he is lying.’

At  the  edge  of  Trazyn’s  vision  was  a  golden  form  with  a  halo  of vanes.  It  stalked  towards  him,  leaning  forward  as  though  walking into  a  sandstorm,  arms  raised  to  shield  itself.  And  yet  the  figure shone with energy, the empyric vortex twisting around them tearing at  its  aura  so  that  it  bled  starlight,  the  flare  carried  around  it  in  a ring. A being who looked like a bonfire in a gale. 

‘Orikan?’

‘It’s a ruse. A trick to swindle you out of your command cartouche.’

Ignore  it,  Trazyn.  What  is  speaking  is  your  own  doubt,  a manifestation  from  your  subconscious  trying  to  hold  you  back.  A code-guardian…

‘Sothka can make me whole again. Let me experience the galaxy…’

‘Sothka is a madman. He has been tricked by a daemon who only wishes  access  to  Solemnace.  They  were  not  trapped  here,  they wanted you to come to them.’

‘But  he  said  he  could  fix  me,  Orikan.’  Trazyn’s  internal  avatar  was weeping oil. It pattered on his ribcage and floated in globules in the void of his consciousness. ‘You said I was broken.’

Orikan was closer now, still battling the invisible headwind. ‘I said I wanted you to be better, not to turn into something else. So you’re broken. So what? I am broken, everyone is broken. You don’t need to be fixed. Trazyn, you are the most infuriating being in the galaxy, 

but if this is my only chance to shape the future, I choose to make a future with you in it.’

‘But my soul…’

‘You  have  more  soul  than  any  being  I  know.  And  that  is  enough. 

You are enough. Don’t trade yourself away to please him. They want to use Solemnace as a laboratory, to create the greatest mutant host the galaxy has ever seen. Don’t you want to save it?’

‘You called it an infantile collection.’

‘It is! But clearly I am in the minority. Right now I’m apparently the only one in this benighted galaxy who doesn’t want that gallery. I’m not asking anything of you, except to come with me.’

Do not listen. 

Trazyn  banished  the  security  cryptogram  and  snapped  his  oculars online. 

What struck him first was how accurate he had been, thinking that Orikan was walking into a sandstorm – for that is what the interior of the field had become. Billowing rainbows of noctilith dust twisted in a  cyclone  around  him,  forming  a  vortex  above  his  levitating  head that dipped downward like a serpent descending on its prey from a high  branch.  Twisting  into  the  wavering  tentacles  and  eye-stalks  of some deep-sea creature. 

Ribbons  of  fleshy  electric  cables  licked  and  wrapped  the  edges  of the command cartouche. Flexed their rubbery muscles and sparked in their excitement to take the tile. 

And  Orikan,  fighting  the  wind  in  his  luminous  form,  grasped  the empathic  obliterator  that  was  already  floating  in  the  grip  of  the reaching cables. 

Let the cartouche go, son! Let it…

Trazyn closed his fingers, crushing the cartouche in his grip. Gilded necrodermis  groaned  and  bent.  Stressed  components  within fractured with a flash of miniature lightning that lit the inside of his fist. 

Countless  times  throughout  the  aeons,  Trazyn  had  heard  beings describe strong winds as howling. Yet only now did he realise how much  that  phrase  was  an  abstraction,  an  attempt  to  describe  a sound by comparing it to another sound. 

But as he crushed the cartouche, the expression became suddenly literal. 

The wind howled in rage as it dissipated, its tentacles and feelers whipping up to the ceiling in a whirling cyclone before streaming out the chamber door like a low fog. 

And  with  it  went  whatever  psychic  glamour  had  sustained  the room. 

The light and colour drained from the place like a fresh oil painting under  a  rain  shower,  the  empyric  energy  washing  away  as Pestamutadis gathered its strength to recollect itself. 

Neat necrodermis walls became worn and moss-covered. Well-hewn blocks  of  masonry  softened  at  their  edges  into  crumbling,  ill-matched  stones.  Scratched  into  their  surface  were  rudimentary focus-chants  and  attention  meditations.  They  looped  the  chamber, overlapped  themselves,  went  forwards  and  backwards.  All  insisted the practitioner keep their focus narrow and shut out the rest of the world. 

The pyramid was a ruin. 

And  Sothka,  staggering  towards  them  in  shock  at  the  daemon’s departure, was a ruin as well. 

His  long  limbs  were  stained  and  pitted  with  age  and  lack  of maintenance,  his  movements  so  biological  in  their  intention,  but subtly  wrong  due  to  their  shape.  His  ocular  had  frosted  black  long ago, gummed with lubrication oil that had broken containment and stained his mask like tears. His fingers were worn with chalky dust from making his inscriptions. 

He bent, one shaking hand reaching for the crystal crown that had fallen from his head amid the storm. 

‘That  is  Sothka’s  so-called  soul,’  Orikan  said,  hauling  Trazyn  to  his feet. ‘A self-delusion reinforced by empyric projection.’

‘Do not listen to him, my boy.’ Sothka swaggered forward, his loose walk due not to organic muscles but joint servos that had not been properly  tightened  in  ages.  ‘What  I  have  cannot  be  seen  with  the eyes.  I  am  a  numinous  creature  within.  If…  if  you  bring Pestamutadis the staff with the artefact, perhaps we can still bargain for your imbuing. Give it Solemnace and it will restore the souls of all

necrons. Is that a prize not worth trading for a planet of xenos races and artefacts?’

A roar split the air, and Trazyn’s head snapped around. 

‘If  you  do  not  give  it  to  Pestamutadis  willingly,’  Sothka  pleaded, stepping  closer  and  picking  up  his  tile  crown,  ‘he  will  only  kill  you and take the planet by force. And then you cannot become like me.’

‘Become like you,’ Orikan sneered. ‘Look at yourself.’

He held out a palm, and for a moment Sothka cringed backwards as if about to be attacked. 

But  what  emerged  from  Orikan’s  emitter  was  not  a  hex  marking, but  a  life-sized  chrysoprase  hologram  of  a  stooped  revenant,  a creature with long, pitted limbs and oil tears staining its death mask. 

Sothka’s  hand  went  to  his  mask,  touching  the  flaking,  encrusted surface  with  his  battered  fingers.  Before  him,  the  hologram  Sothka did the same. 

Then the two, together, unleashed a scream so full of terror that it exceeded the limits of a vocal actuator and broke up into squealing interference. 

Sothka  fled,  running  for  the  courtyard  while  hiding  his  face  in  the crystal crown. 

‘Let us be quick about it,’ Orikan urged. 

Trazyn hesitated only a moment before he fell into step behind the astromancer. ‘Where do we go?’

‘I  believe  I  know  what  their  plan  was  for  getting  to  Solemnace.’

Orikan brought up a chrysoprase hologram of the Cauldron of Souls. 

‘As you said, the only way out is through.’

CHAPTER THREE

‘Air Marshal Stroud wants me to review strike packages. Magos Klarn requests a meeting on warp countermeasures. The Wolves of  Fenris  will  accept  no  lower-ranking  liaison  than  the  Lord Castellan  himself,  and  the  damned  Sororitas  insist  I  come  to their shrine for an anointment. Don’t they understand I can’t be everywhere at once?’

– Ursarkar E. Creed, six days after being named Lord Castellan of Cadia

When they stepped out of the pyramid, it was clear how extensive the Observer’s illusion had been. 

The  trellises  of  the  hanging  gardens  were  woven  not  with  plants but fleshy electric wiring. Eyes hung in bunches like grapes. Flowers blew in the empyric wind, their petals made of human ears. 

The mountainous vista below was nothing but mounds of datacores and  broken  machinery,  the  blackstone  terraces  in  truth  chemical swamps of battery acid and hydraulic fluid. 

Empyric  horrors  were  pulling  themselves  from  the  sludge.  Small daemons swelled and grew like fruit in the branches of the garden’s

tree, then dropped overripe and rolled laughing on the cobblestones. 

Shadows stepped out of the darkness of the grove, becoming solid the way rotten milk coagulates. 

‘Up  the  pyramid.  That  Cauldron  is  an  ancient  gateway.’  Orikan tossed  Trazyn  the  Staff  of  Tomorrow.  ‘I  will  use  the  empathic obliterator to reconfigure it, you cover my back. Stay close.’

Orikan leapt, firing his counter-grav nodes to give him lift, sailing up the stairs as Trazyn pounded up behind. 

Something big battered at the interior of the laboratory. 

‘Understand,  colleague,’  Trazyn  said,  ‘Sothka  was  very  persuasive. 

Had the roles been reversed, you may have fallen under his spell.’

‘I did not say anything. And I will not say anything.’ Orikan landed near  the  Cauldron  and  began  weaving  a  hex.  ‘Just  keep  them  off me.’

‘In  truth,  I  wish  you  would  say  something,’  Trazyn  said,  dashing higher. He wheeled and kicked a shadow daemon clawing the stairs, but it was only the vanguard of larger thoughtforms manifesting in the  foul  garden  and  swarming  up  the  staircase.  ‘I  suspect  this kindness is in fact a form of punishment.’

‘You  guess  correctly.’  Trazyn’s  peripheral  scry  could  sense  Orikan reconfiguring  the  Cauldron,  as  he  pressed  the  obliterator  into  an open port and streamed data into its system. 

A  pack  of  blood  daemons  charged  up  towards  him,  their  molten swords hazing the air with forge smoke. 

Trazyn  slashed  out  with  the  Staff  of  Tomorrow  and  nearly overbalanced. It was so much lighter and faster than his obliterator that it carved through two of the bloodletters and broke the sword of the third before it almost carried him into a tumble. 

The  third  lowered  its  horns  and  bucked  them  up  into  Trazyn’s ribcage. 

He grabbed one thick horn in his left hand, and used it as leverage to tear the skull free. 

Trazyn  sent  the  decapitated  head  spinning  end  over  end  and  into the chest of one of the one-eyed, rotting things that was coming up behind. 

‘How  much  time  do  you  need?’  Trazyn  slowed  his  chronosense  a touch to keep up with the conversation. 

‘Nearly there, this gate is very old. With it drawing power from the artefact,  only  a  few  more  seconds.  You  shouldn’t  have  wasted  so much time with Sothka.’

‘He was my adopted father, Orikan.’

Trazyn  danced  up  a  few  more  steps,  chopping  behind  himself  to keep the daemon packs at bay. 

Below in the courtyard, a side of the laboratory gave way in a total collapse. Despite not having facial features, the thing that came out on its crablike chassis looked extraordinarily angry. 

‘Your  father?  Your  father?’  Orikan  formed  two  hexes  in  rage  and twisted them like dials, causing the cauldron to groan and rotate on its base like a satellite dish. Diagnostic scrys played over his ocular. 

‘You almost broke the cosmos because a being claimed he was your father  and  made  you  feel  guilty?  You’re  sixty-five  million  years  old, Trazyn – isn’t it time you grew up?’

Trazyn  backed  up  onto  the  platform,  parrying  an  incoming  fireball with  Orikan’s  staff.  He  knew  the  enormous  tech-daemon  was Pestamutadis, because it kept screaming its name as it climbed the pyramid.  The  wide  leg  span  seemed  to  cover  the  building’s  entire surface, its spiked limbs dislodging masonry at every step. Eyes and flagella waved like a deep-sea anemone among the smokestacks and fizzing electric coils. 

A being clung to the side of the chassis, gripping a wire with one hand  and  a  staff  in  the  other.  A  tarnished,  diminished  thing  that radiated dangerous tenacity. 

‘My  father  was  an  absolute  nightmare,’  continued  Orikan,  ‘but  I don’t go around making it the whole galaxy’s problem.’

He pulled the obliterator out of its port. ‘It’s ready.’

‘Where is it going?’ Trazyn asked, staring down at the mountain of flesh  coming  up  towards  them,  like  an  avalanche  going  the  wrong way. 

‘Currently?’ said Orikan, grabbing Trazyn by the arm and dragging him into the surface. ‘Everywhere.’

He threw himself backwards in time the second he slipped into the Cauldron’s boil. 

CHAPTER FOUR

‘To  travel  the  stars,  to  wander  their  worlds  and  record  their vistas has been my eternal pursuit. But more than that, it has been to meet beings beyond description. I have conversed with fruiting  fungi,  ridden  the  air  currents  with  poly-eyed  gliders.  I have met one being made up of many, and a whole society who shared  a  single  subconscious.  Once,  I  discussed  the  cosmic order with an entity who could perceive the past, present, and future  simultaneously.  And  it  has  heartened  me  to  learn  that despite all their diverse forms and philosophies, their vast array of  experiences  and  divergent  anatomies  and  scale,  they  all shared one thing in common – every single one was inferior to me.’

– On the Worthlessness of Travel, Antikoth the Malcontent Reality  and  unreality  screamed  in  protest  as  they  were  torn  apart, bent,  and  slammed  together.  Right  angles  became  curves,  and shadows flared to light. 

Though  he  had  been  at  pains  to  project  confidence,  Orikan  had never worked with a dolmen gate this ancient. Indeed, he was not

wholly sure it was a true dolmen gate, or instead a mechanism much older  that  had  been  retrofitted  to  function  similarly  to  one.  A  gate would grant access to the webway of the Old Ones, a liminal space that  had  become  ever  more  anarchic  and  unpredictable  in  the  last seventy million years or so. 

But this was no entranceway; it was more like a molecular catapult. 

And Orikan was unable to gather much data on its processes until he rocketed out of the unstable tunnel, trying to land neatly on his feet but  tumbling  down  when  he  realised  they  were  missing  –  their components still emerging in smoky wisps to complete this form. 

He  looked  up  to  see  himself  surrounded  by  the  blunt  muzzles  of energy weapons. 

Beside him, Trazyn was already standing, holding up an object and saying: ‘Vesa. Ecro’vesa. Veeeeesa?’

We  should  keep  moving,  he  sent  interstitially,  while  rising  and dusting himself off, nervously scrying the curved walls and blinking holographic consoles of the space. We should flee. The gate is still open, and we were almost certainly followed. 

Unnecessary,  colleague.  With  incredible  luck,  we  have  landed  in safety. 

This appears safe to you? 

One  of  the  weapon-holders  –  it  was  one  of  that  blue  species, Orikan noted – said something unintelligible. Trazyn shunted him a linguistic module that Orikan reluctantly integrated. 

‘Por’O Gusha’sheva,’ said Trazyn, his words twisting as the module took  hold.  He  was  tapping  on  the  orange-and-white  disc  Orikan recognised  from  the  group  of  trinkets  at  his  hip.  ‘Ambassador Gusha’sheva of the water caste granted me this token of friendship on  his  mission  to  Solemnace.  See?  I,  Trazyn  of  Solemnace,  have accepted  the  T’au’va  and  become  an  ecro’vesa.  Necron  friend. 

Frieeeend.’

What  appeared  to  be  the  lead  warrior  reached  out,  and  Trazyn handed the disc into its three-fingered grip. It activated, and a string of primitive holo-glyphs scrolled in a fantail of blue. 

Is that why you cart that thing around? Orikan sent. 

You have no idea how often it proves useful. 

The hedge of weapons did not lower, but dipped from their faces to their ribcages. It gave him enough confidence to step to the side in order to visually scan the rest of the chamber, since his unfamiliarity with  t’au  architecture  made  a  basic  scry  insufficient  to  know  his surroundings. 

The bulkier warriors were the exception: most of the room’s aliens stood  looking  at  consoles  around  a  command  dais,  focused  on  a forward crystal display overlaid with cool aqua-tinted holograms that partially obscured the pastel swirls outside. 

A ship, he realised, a ship’s bridge. 

‘I have come to warn you that you are in great danger. The things that may come out of this portal pose a dire risk to your vessel, and the entire Fifth Sphere Expansion.’

Orikan cast a scry behind him and warned: The portal is swelling. 

The  lead  warrior’s  nostrils  twitched,  body  language  the  linguistic module  interpreted  as  similar  to  an  eyeblink.  His  eyes  narrowed. 

‘Fifth Sphere Expansion? Kor’el Yeshotah!’

This shout was not for them, but the willowy figure in the command dais, who turned and waved acknowledgement. 

‘We  have  an  anomaly,’  it  shouted.  ‘Boarders  appearing.  Perhaps  a side effect of the Startide Nexus.’

‘Oh gods,’ Trazyn swore. ‘This isn’t the Fifth Sphere, it’s the F–’

Whatever nonsense Trazyn had started babbling was cut off when one  of  the  creatures  of  excess  leapt  through  the  portal,  its  form streaming into reality and building itself as it came down to sink its carapace claws into a warrior’s chest. 

Orikan  broke  right  and  Trazyn  left,  weaving  around  and  bowling through  the  line  of  fire  warriors  as  daemons  poured  through  the circular portal as though it were a burst water main. 

White-blue plasma zipped and shrieked in every direction. A gauss beam  sizzled  by,  turning  a  stocky  engineer  to  ash  inside  their  suit. 

The  strange,  elongated  bridge  crew  wailed  and  sheltered  behind consoles  as  teams  of  armoured  warriors  advanced,  energy  rifles shouldered and tracking targets. 

‘What  is  this?’  shrieked  Orikan.  He  slapped  aside  a  fire  warrior’s carbine so the plasma bolt went into the ceiling, and was about to

strike the warrior when an errant fireball disintegrated it instead. 

‘The  Fourth  Sphere  Expansion  fleet  used  an  experimental  warp drive – come this way.’ Trazyn ducked under a roiling bolt of magic and began crawling between a bank of consoles. 

Orikan followed, scurrying past whimpering bridge crew. 

‘Their drive opened an empyric rift they called the Startide Nexus,’

he shouted over the din of the firefight and horrid screaming. ‘The whole fleet disappeared inside.’

‘Are  you  saying  that  we  have  exited  the  portal  and  are  inside  the empyrean?’

‘In a rapidly collapsing bubble of realspace, but yes.’

Something  exploded,  and  a  scattering  of  limbs  plonked  down  on them.  Orikan  blurted  static  in  disgust  and  wiped  cyan  goo  off  his faceplate.  ‘Well  that  is  unfortunate,  since  the  repeater  portal  is outside.’

‘The what?’

‘Repeater portal. The probability of being able to calibrate the portal to  one  time  and  location  was  unlikely  given  warp  interference.’  A body fell across him, and he shoved it off. ‘So instead I set the portal to  punch  through  multiple  realities  at  once,  like  a  pencil  through folded paper. Each portal emergence opens a repeat portal at some distance. Like that one.’

Orikan  pointed,  shunting  a  location  glyph  to  Trazyn  in  case  he wasn’t paying sufficient attention. ‘It is behind that… I do not know the word. Holographic display… viewscreen… glass?’

‘The front window?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh dear, well, shall we get to it, then?’

‘On three,’ said Orikan. ‘One, two – and the bastard’s already gone.’

Orikan leapt, activating his repulsor nodes to vault over the console and carry him after Trazyn, who’d already gone over the top and was shoulder-charging through a group of engineers. 

A  swarm  of  hovering  discs  passed  by  Orikan  at  his  apex,  more concerned  with  the  melee  behind  him  than  what  they  probably interpreted  as  another  mechanical  life  form.  One  stopped  to  scan

him, and he slapped the motor out from under it so it nosed down and crashed. 

‘I see the repeater!’ Trazyn said. 

And  so  could  Orikan.  Out  among  the  swirl  of  the  encroaching empyr ean, dotted like a jewelled tapestry with the blue engine-burn of the rest of the fleet, was a blooming tunnel. 

Orikan  thought  to  ask  how  they  planned  to  get  out  of  the spacecraft,  but  by  then  Trazyn  had  already  gained  the  crystal viewport,  raised  his  obliterator  like  a  double-handed  axe,  and smashed it into the glass. 

‘You’ll never break it,’ Orikan warned, landing beside him. 

‘I don’t have to.’

And he was right, for the second time he smashed his staff into the crystal his hazardous vandalism was noticed, and all at once the air around them was full of plasma and arcane bolts. 

Orikan  slashed  out  with  a  palm,  projecting  a  refractive  hex  shield that absorbed the few accurate shots as the others burned into the crystal and superheated it into structural failure. 

It  did  not  crack;  the  vacuum  simply  took  it.  Pieces  exploded outward with enough grinding force and residual heat wash that the projected  fragments  tumbled  smoothly  into  the  void  like  frosted beach glass. 

And Orikan went too, dragging Trazyn by the side of his hood and firing  repulsor  nodes  to  send  them  on  a  tumbling,  end-over-end trajectory towards the tunnel in space. 

He looked back to see empyric thoughtforms streaming out of the bridge,  swimming  slowly  after  them.  And  swelling  as  it  squeezed through  the  broken  crystal  was  the  amorphous  tumour  of Pestamutadis. 

Orikan  tried  to  throw  himself  back  the  moment  he  hit  the  portal, and  he  got  a  brief  flash  of  other  doors,  other  realities,  before  the blankness of liminal space swallowed them. 

When  they  next  smashed  out  of  the  portal,  Orikan  felt  his  atoms slam together in an experience not unlike a Ghost Ark going from full engine to dead stop. 

However,  in  what  he  found  a  reassuring  consolation  after  the weightlessness  of  the  void,  gravity  immediately  took  him  and rammed him down into what his initial scans suggested was dirt. 

‘A planet!’ he crowed in victory, climbing up from the impact furrow their arrival had carved in the topsoil. He saw trees, structures. A sky filled  with  empyric  disturbance  eclipsed  by  the  shadow  of  a  moon. 

‘We have landed on a planet, Trazyn. A planet in realspace! Do you know  the  odds  of  that?  The  phenomenal,  astronomical, incomprehensible odds?’

‘Oh  yes,’  said  Trazyn,  in  what  Orikan  interpreted  as  a  somewhat distracted tone that did not meet the moment. 

‘The  question  is  when  and  where  are  we?’  Orikan  summoned  a chronomantic hex-grid, and nearly clapped for joy when it sputtered and  jumped  but  responded.  ‘Let  us  see  if  we  can  put  together enough  evidence  to  plot  our  cosmic  and  chronological  location before the new repeater portal opens.’

‘We’re on Cadia,’ said Trazyn, staring into space. ‘In nine-nine-nine point M41 as the humans date it.’

‘Really?’ Orikan growled at his grid, sketching connections between the  chrono-special  scatter  plot.  ‘What  data  points  are  telling  you that?’

‘Only one, but it’s a rather large one.’

He reached out and, with a finger, hooked Orikan’s chin protrusion, turning his head to gaze at the massive, multi-pointed black object that  the  planet’s  gravitic  well  was  dragging  inexorably  down  from orbit right onto their position. 

Though he had never seen one before, Orikan knew the signature of a blackstone fortress. 

‘Oh bastard.’

‘I think we should look for that repeater portal.’

Behind them, the open portal grew brighter and flared. 

‘I concur.’

They  tore  off  towards  the  horizon,  the  shadow  of  the  oncoming fortress chasing them like a storm cloud blowing in from the horizon. 

And in the deepening dark of it, multicoloured things began to hose out of the reddening empyric doorway. 

‘I am picking up a signature,’ said Orikan, vaulting a trench line as a stream of warpfire flashed past. 

‘Orikan?’

‘What?’  Orikan  experimentally  threw  his  timeline  back  to  avoid  a scorching eyeball that, in the previous iteration, had twisted his left foot and maimed him. ‘Do you detect it?’

‘No, but I have a hypothesis.’

‘Oh,  an  excellent  time  for  discourse.’  He  twisted  and  sent  a chronomantic  stasis  hex  spinning  behind  him  to  bind  a  lumbering brute  with  a  hooked  arm,  so  the  cavalcade  of  horrors  behind smashed against it like water against a stone. ‘Kind of you to pick a moment in which I can give it my full attention.’

‘The portal has brought us to two places – to the t’au fleet in the wake of firing their new warp drive, and now Cadia.’

‘So? Duck, Trazyn.’

Trazyn  did,  narrowly  avoiding  a  searing  multicoloured  fireball.  ‘So, colleague, these are both points in time when the fabric of realspace was sorely abused. Thinned. These portals are like water – they find the  easiest  route  through  to  realspace  regardless  of  time  and location. We broke out in the Startide Nexus, the most recent new warp emergence, then diverted to Cadia, an empyric event where I was present, along with my obliterator, which you used to program the Cauldron. I think it is working the Solemnace coordinates while trying to determine where we belong.’

‘And the daemon’s plan is to follow us there.’

Orikan  boosted  himself  into  the  air  and  scryed  the  battlefield, running  multi-redundant  crawl  algorithms  to  predict  the  next opening point. They returned a hit – directly atop what appeared to be  a  mound  of  human  skulls,  erected  for  some  ritual  purpose.  A place where realspace would be thin. 

Which was annoyingly consistent with Trazyn’s hypothesis. 

Orikan  pinned  a  location  glyph  on  the  point,  dropped  down  on Trazyn’s  predicted  sprinting  path,  and  sent  an  interstitial  message: Get on my back. 

The  bounding  went  smoother  than  in  the  Nurgle  chamber,  with Trazyn counting off each leap. 

‘Three,  two,  jump.  We  are  better  in  sync,  aren’t  we,  colleague? 

Perhaps if we get through the portal before impact, it will wipe out a portion of the pursuing horde.’

‘Impact. You were here, were you not?’

‘Indeed I was! Three, two, jump.’

Their metal feet hit the mound of skulls, popping cranial domes to powder  and  shards,  so  they  tumbled  apart  before  they  gained purchase and began clambering upward. Avalanches of human bone bounced  and  rolled  towards  the  horde  that  had  begun  to  scramble up after them. 

‘If you see your past self, do not signal.’

‘Whyever  not?  Would  it  trigger  cosmic  catastrophe?  Spontaneous realspace  detonation?  Three,  two,  jump.  Would  one  of  us  be deleted?’

‘No, because two of you will be utterly insufferable. I’d never get a word in edgewise.’

The  fortress  struck  with  the  white  brightness  of  a  ship’s  reactor overload,  the  dust  seeming  to  jump  into  the  air  as  a  shockwave ripped out towards them. 

With a feeling like being picked up by a rogue wave, the blast lifted them bodily and threw them through the purple hole in space. 

This time, Orikan appeared to flow out of the portal like a liquid, as though  the  exact  place  he’d  arrived  were  a  decanter,  and  he  was being poured into it. 

They  were  on  some  kind  of  an  island,  laden  with  mercury waterways  and  the  low-hanging  boughs  of  trees.  In  the  silvery distance, thunder rumbled. 

‘A dream storm.’ Trazyn scrambled to his feet. ‘Orikan, it is a dream storm!’

‘What?’

‘Encoded  information!  A  data  matrix  formed  through  manipulated water  vapour  and  transmitted  in  an  electron  stream  of  a  lightning strike,  imparting  instant  revelatory  knowledge.  Dead  Gods,  I  have waited forever to see one.’

Trazyn  wandered,  almost  wistful,  towards  a  tree  leaning  over  a reflecting  pool  as  though  bent  over  in  mourning.  At  the  end  of  its supple branches, gems of blue, opal and cyan glistened. 

‘Aaahh!  A  knowledge  tree!  Orikan,  it  is  a  knowledge  tree.  Do  you see it? Are you taking ocular image captures of this? Take one of me with the knowledge tree.’

‘We should go. Now.’

‘Go?! Because of the portal? That blackstone fortress splattered any pursuers.  Do  you  really  not  understand  what  this  place  is?  It’s  the Black Library. I managed to gain access here once, but only briefly. 

Look,  each  one  of  these  gems  is  a  book.  A  priceless  book.’  He reached  over  the  water,  the  gems  tinkling  as  he  closed  his  fingers and plucked one after the other off the tree. Golden leaves fell into the  still  water.  ‘This  one  is  the  Circle  Undying,  including  a  lost commentary. And the Romance of Isha and the Sun. I’ve not even heard of that! Oh my, the untranslated Book of Mournful Night. This is mine, Orikan. It disappeared from the gallery af–’

‘Trazyn, do not move.’

Orikan  had  seen  the  figure  reflected  in  the  water  first,  and  an uneasy  thought  wriggled  in  his  neural  spools  that  it  had  indeed somehow appeared from the water. Or worse, that his seeing it there brought  it  into  existence.  For  once  he’d  glimpsed  it  and acknowledged its presence, Trazyn seemed to see it too. 

It stood across the pond, wholly still yet unconcealed, as though it had been there the whole time in its multicoloured motley weave. Its grinning ceramic mask only added to the illusion that it was merely a detailed statue. 

And  it  was  not  alone.  Figures  stood  on  the  edge  of  the  water, crouched  in  the  branches  of  the  tree,  hanging  inverted,  like  bats, from  the  overhang  of  a  wraithbone  lattice  interwoven  with  glass climbing vines. 

One stood a single pace to Orikan’s right, its leering doll’s face tilted to one side in a pose of questioning. It did not appear or phase into reality; it simply existed now. 

‘Trazyn, you were just putting those back, were you not?’

‘But I–’

‘You  were  just  putting  those  back  after  a  moment  of overexcitement.  That  is  what  is  happening  now.  Yes?  Right  now. 

Then we leave. Through that portal, there.’

Orikan pointed with exaggerated slowness. 

‘Well,  what  if  I…  Consider  if  I  just–’  He  clicked  in  irritation,  then hissed out a heat plume. ‘Oh very well.’

Trazyn  released  a  gem  he  was  holding  from  between  his  fingers, and it floated back to the branch like an errant firefly. 

‘Now the rest.’

Trazyn opened his grip, the rest of the stones rising like fluff from a meadow-weed, twirling and glinting as they rose in a cloud of–

The  aeldari  next  to  Orikan  pivoted  at  the  hip  and  spun,  a  long, single-edged sword sweeping up from its side in a cut that split the bloodletter diagonally as it emerged from the portal. 

‘Run!’ Orikan shouted. ‘While the horde keeps them occupied.’

Trazyn  instead  swept  his  hand  through  the  floating  gems  and netted two. He turned to run, hesitated, made another grab before Orikan locked a hand around his tile cape and dragged him towards the portal. 

‘Idiot!’  Orikan  raised  a  forearm  to  block  an  incoming  punch, knocking aside the blow so the needle protruding from the aeldari’s gauntlet  scored  a  furrow  in  his  cranial  hood  and  sprayed monofilament  wire  in  an  arc  overhead.  ‘We  could’ve  gone  through fast and quiet.’

Orikan punched the attacker with an inelegant blow that stove in its mask like an eggshell. 

Trazyn was laughing maniacally as he ran, lines of shuriken rounds embedded  in  the  side  of  his  hood  like  flaring  gills.  Degenerate aeldari thespians were closing on them from every angle. 

‘Look,  Orikan!’  He  stretched  out  his  hand  as  he  ran.  ‘Look,  I  still have Circle Undying and–’

‘Throw the cursed things away!’ Orikan lashed out and slapped the bottom of Trazyn’s hand, sending the glittering crystals flying. 

That  was  when  they  heard  the  laughter.  It  started  low  and  far away,  then  grew  close  and  overwhelming.  Voices  mad  and disembodied overlapped in an echoing cacophony as though coming

from  the  throat  of  a  god  gone  insane  in  isolation  and  dreaming  of vengeance. 

And with the laughter, the garden began to squeeze inward, like a set  being  struck.  Trees  and  hills  slid  towards  them,  bracketing  the fleeing necrons into a funnelling path towards the second portal. 

A spike round impaled Trazyn through the shoulder, staggering him forward. It provided a useful handle for Orikan when the archaeovist turned to glance behind them. 

‘Orikan!’ he shouted. ‘You must turn and see this. It’s the Dance of Cegorach’s  Flight!  You  see  how  expressively  they  utilise  the  bladed weapons?’

Orikan dived into the portal and dragged Trazyn with him, running back  his  timeline  and  scrambling  to  lock  in  a  signature  as  they dispersed like pollen in the wind. 

‘I’ve  done  it.  Trazyn!  I’ve  done  it.’  Orikan  picked  himself  off  the blackstone floor, his actuators groaning as they realigned. He could scarcely believe it himself; the odds had been ridiculous. 

‘What have you done?’

‘You are correct. It is not random. The portal is taking us to places where the barrier between the material and immaterial world is thin, and  that  are  tied  to  the  obliterator.  But  what  if  we  could  guide  it further? My chrono mancy can thin the realspace barrier, so does the portal  try  and  match  like  with  like?  If  I  reverse  my  timeline  while entering  the  portal,  will  it  try  to  match  that  signature  to  places where repeated uses of it have thinned the veil, and your obliterator was also present?’

Orikan  strode  to  the  window  and  gestured  at  the  sloped  walls  of the temples and floating menhirs with their soft-glowing glyphs. 

‘Behold, Solemnace.’

‘Brilliant,  Orikan,  a  masterstroke.  I  believe  you  have  created  a workaround solution, and I do not wish to pick at nits, but…’

‘What?’

‘This  is  not  Solemnace.  It  is  Bekyra.  And  it  is  not  what  we  would call the present.’

‘Don’t  be  ridiculous.  Of  course  it’s  Solemnace.  Executioner  Phillias has just broadcast a wide-scale alert to converge on our position.’

‘I  am  sure  she  has,  because  she  has  charge  over  Bekyra.  More accurately, she had.’

Orikan followed the gesturing hand, and saw the mosaic floor of the room, the three empty blackstone thrones raised up on a dais, the symbol of the Awakened Council. 

‘But  that’s  impossible.  The  Awakened  Council  has  dissolved,  the world scoured by war. The last time we saw them…’

‘…they  were  quite  furious  that  illicit  use  of  chronomancy  during  a certain trial had thinned the barrier and caused a warp emergence. 

Several thousand years ago, during the Serenade affair.’

Orikan  glanced  at  the  portal,  which  had  gone  blood  red  with  its repeating runes. ‘Oh cursed stars.’

Trazyn  grabbed  him  and  dragged  him  behind  Ossuaria’s  ornate throne as a pink horror spat from the surface, rolling and gibbering as  it  smacked  into  the  floor  with  an  unpleasant  fleshy  noise  just before another host of its fellows tumbled after it. 

The  lead  creature  turned  towards  them,  blowing  glittering  blue mucus from its snub-like nose before snuffling the air for their scent. 

It took a step towards the throne. 

A half-moon scythe slit it in two, causing it to burst into a pair of mewling blue newborns that Phillias splashed beneath her feet like a child  stomping  in  puddles.  Her  scythe  burned  around  in  another circular  pass,  battering  aside  a  blood  daemon’s  rusted  blade  and striking the one-eyed head off a potbellied plague shuffler. 

‘It  is  absolutely  imperative  she  not  see  us,’  said  Orikan.  ‘Turn  off your  broadcast  signature  –  we  do  not  wish  her  to  think  we  had  a hand in this.’

‘If I recall,’ Trazyn said, ‘the Awakened Council already suspects you triggered this empyric flood.’

In the chamber, Phillias had made a fighting retreat against the tide of  empyric  horrors  as  the  room  began  to  fill.  Backtracking  towards the staircase, where her vanguard of Praetorians had caught up with her. 

‘Suspicion  is  different  from  knowing.  Come,  I  see  the  repeater portal. It is suspended in air. We can use the window.’

As  they  leapt,  Orikan  could  swear  he  felt  the  faintest,  questing tickle of a scry from Phillias. Enough to bring a garbled return of two indistinct necron figures leaping from the room – one with a frilled crest of vanes, the other in a hood and tile cloak. 

My  question  is,  dear  Orikan,  have  you  reversed  your  timeline enough on Solemnace to leave your signature? 

I  have,  he  sent,  as  he  touched  the  mercury  surface  and  threw himself across space and time. 

Orikan  was  unsure  exactly  where  or  when  they  would  appear  on Solemnace. 

There had been several instances when he’d overlaid chronomantic timelines  in  Trazyn’s  gallery.  There  had  been  his  initial  break-in where  he  acquired  the  Astrarium  Mysterios,  of  course,  but  he  had returned to steal it again multiple times, and on each attempt he’d needed to reverse his timeline in order to infiltrate effectively. Then there was the incident where he’d sabotaged the gallery to recapture Vishani, and of course the Parallax Incident. 

This variously meant that they might exit time and space rib-deep in  rampaging  orks,  an  awakening  splinter  fleet,  or  any  number  of horrible things loosed in the gallery. 

Yet Orikan knew when and where they would land. Knew it with a sick feeling of how poetically right it would be. For if the galaxy was stupid,  a  rigged  game  of  cards,  it  would  surely  turn  over  the  one that would cause his maximum embarrassment. 

‘Orikan!’  Trazyn  shouted,  thumping  him  on  his  scapula  plating. 

‘Orikan,  you  have  done  it!  We  are  here.  It  is  Solemnace!  We  have done it, colleague.’

‘Please refrain from comradely blows until my frame has been fully rebuilt. You will cause read errors.’

‘Except…’ Trazyn frowned. ‘And please do not take this as criticism. 

I  am  glad  we  have  found  a  port  in  a  storm,  but…  why  are  we specifically here?’

They  looked  out  over  the  room’s  gallery  collection.  The  model  of the  Silent  King’s  palace  complex.  The  hunting  chariot.  Arms  and armour of the War in Heaven. 

The dying pink of the portal cast strange shadows on a long bone sword, reputedly carved from the finger of a god. 

‘We  had  no  clash  here,  no  great  battle,  no  reason  for  you  to reverse…’

‘We  did.’  Orikan  felt  flustered,  his  nodes  dimming  defensively. 

Unable  to  fully  stand  his  thoughts,  he  tasked  most  modules  of  his subconscious  with  analysing  the  portal  and  estimating  when  an emergence might occur. ‘This is where I confronted you about taking the  Deceiver  and  Vishani.  Where  I  tried  to  get  you  to  admit  your fault, and put them back on Sere nade like we agreed.’

‘You  used  chronomancy  for  that?  How  many  times  did  you  go back?’

Orikan shrugged and brought up an unrelated data set and scanned it  as  he  spoke,  to  ensure  he  compartmentalised  the  feeling  of Trazyn’s oculars on him. ‘I do not recall. A number of times.’

‘Hours? Days?’

‘I was not counting the seconds.’

‘You are a chronomancer, you are always counting the seconds.’

Orikan summoned a prediction zodiac, and started dropping glyphs on it to simulate values. ‘We do not have time to discuss this. Soon Pestamutadis and its army will emerge.’

‘Orikan, that was a bad fight. A bruising fight. Why would you live it over and over?’

‘Because I wanted to give you as many chances as I could to do the right thing.’

Trazyn  slapped  the  zodiac  away  from  his  fingers  and  turned  him around, hands on either side of his cranium. 

‘Look at me. I want you to hear what I am going to say.’

Orikan paused his subroutines and, reluctantly, focused. 

‘I am sorry. And thank you, my friend.’

And  before  he  could  react,  Trazyn  enveloped  him  in  an  embrace. 

Alerts painted his vision, warning of rising heat from the proximity of

Trazyn’s  reactor  core.  Their  hard  metal  frames  squeaked  and squealed with the unaccustomed contact. 

Orikan’s  tactical  sub-mind  suggested  several  wrestling  counter-moves,  and  he  dismissed  them  and  instead  contented  himself  with thumping  Trazyn  solidly  on  the  back  twice,  as  if  to  inject  a  small amount of violence to undercut the sentiment. 

Trazyn’s  frame  jolted,  stood  tall  and  stepped  back.  Orikan  worried the blows may have been misinterpreted, but then Trazyn continued. 

‘I  am  receiving  a  general  decree  through  the  Solemnace  World Mind.’

‘A general decree? Who could issue it?’

Trazyn opened the broadcast channel. 

I  hereby  declare  that  Trazyn  of  Solemnace  is  to  be  legally  and permanently  destroyed.  His  throne  vacant.  His  protocols  repealed. 

With  this,  we  close  his  sarcophagus  and  take  his  cartouche  of command…

‘The executioner seems to believe you are dead,’ remarked Orikan, sending an interstitial warning of the brightening portal. ‘You should go disabuse her of that notion.’

‘And  leave  you  here  to  face  that?’  He  gestured  at  the  worlds bleeding from the wormhole’s edge. 

‘I will stall them – we need you to marshal the legions.’ Orikan cast a  chrono-snare  and  threw  the  wireframe  down  before  the  hole  in reality, then summoned his staff. ‘They made me play in their reality, now they can try playing in mine.’

‘Thank  you  again,  friend.’  Trazyn  nodded,  already  streaming  his consciousness  into  Solemnace’s  network.  ‘But  of  all  things,  keep them away from that sword.’

Trazyn  nodded,  and  streamed  his  consciousness  into  Solemnace’s network. 

Only  then  did  he  see  the  entangled  beacon  pointing  where  he should go. 

Valeria  squeezed  the  scarab  under  her  skin.  During  the  three-hour cere mony, it had gone dormant. In a rising panic, she wondered if it had disconnected, or died, or had its broadcast signal blocked. 

‘…we close his sarcophagus and take his cartouche of command.’

Phillias  reached  into  the  casket,  planted  a  hand  against  Trazyn’s ribcage,  and  gripped  the  glyph-marked  golden  cartouche  at  the centre.  Metal  groaned  as  she  pulled  it  away,  as  though  she  were prying  free  a  riveted  plate.  But  as  the  executioner  extracted  it, Valeria saw it was not rivets, but segmented metal legs that pinned it to the chest like some kind of burrowing tick. 

Lightning crackled between the cartouche and chest, legs scuttling in  air  and  seeming  to  protest  like  a  magnet  being  separated  from metal. It was strange how tenacious it was, even though the body was merely one of Trazyn’s preformatted lychguard, kept at strategic locations  throughout  the  gallery  in  case  he  needed  to  stream  into such a form. 

Then, accepting, the legs retracted. 

Phillias  bowed  as  the  lychguard  lowered  the  sarcophagus  lid,  the grating  of  noctilith  on  noctilith  sounding  like  a  great  tomb  door grinding  shut.  When  it  dropped,  it  did  so  with  a  reverberation  that echoed throughout the audience chamber. 

Behind  her,  the  lychguard  of  the  sacrificial  retinue  lifted  their scythes two-handed in the ritual killing stroke. They stopped there, motionless, waiting for the command to strike. 

Valeria  gripped  the  scarab  so  hard  it  hurt.  Distracting  herself  with the pain, using it to release tension. 

The  orange-shelled  crustacean  sobbed,  claws  held  aloft  and uttering  a  rhyming  couplet  over  and  over,  rocking  sideways  on  its legs in what she assumed was a religious display. The ork snorted, its  tanned  green  face  pinkening  as  it  strained  against  the mindshackle.  At  some  point  during  the  ceremony  –  she  hadn’t noticed  when  –  the  aeldari  had  quietly  sat  down  cross-legged  and died.  Its  head  lolled  forward,  dribbling  nasal  blood  on  its  bright yellow robes. 

The scarab hurt so much now that Valeria eased the pressure of her grip. 

Yet the pain remained. No, not the pain of pressure, but heat. The scarab  was  hot,  like  a  stone  dropped  into  a  pot  to  boil  water.  She clawed at it. 

Phillias  strode  forward,  holding  the  cartouche  of  command  above her  head  so  it  could  be  seen.  ‘Trazyn,  Overlord  of  Solemnace  and Archaeovist of the Prismatic Gallery, is no more. He has entered the halls of death.’

A party of lychguard approached, flanking Trazyn’s floating throne. 

Phillias ascended the steps, and took a seat in it. 

‘I,  Phillias,  praetorian  of  the  Triarch,  formally  accept  the  role  of regent  on  behalf  of  Szarekh,  the  Silent  King.  If  any  challenge  this ascension, they will speak now and be heard.’

Bang.  The  blow  echoed  through  the  chamber,  as  if  one  of  the lychguard had slammed its scythe on the flagstone. 

The noise was so sudden that Valeria looked up from the reddening spot on her arm, but no one moved. 

Phillias paused. ‘Who did that? Who challenges? Step forward.’

None did. 

Bang. Another blow. It seemed closer this time. 

‘Head archivist. Record that no challengers approach.’

‘But what about–’ mewled the archivist. 

‘Record  it,’  she  growled,  fingers  tightening  on  the  cartouche  hard enough  that  the  metal  squealed  and  legs  skittered.  ‘As  no challengers  approach,’  she  said,  her  speech  noticeably  faster,  ‘I assume the role of overlord, and archaeovist…’

Bang, bang. 

This  time  Valeria  saw  the  sarcophagus  lid  shift.  Its  flanking lychguard stepped back in confusion, raising their shields and phase-blades to meet the threat. 

Valeria  noticed,  all  of  a  sudden,  that  the  scarab  in  her  arm  was cold. 

‘…reigning  from  now  until  my  destruction,  incapacity,  or  the universal ending.’

The  cartouche  was  alive  now,  its  legs  squirming  as  though electrocuted  as  Phillias  brought  it  to  her  forehead  and  pressed  it down,  worms  of  electricity  sparking  from  its  limbs  to  her  cranium, battling against a repulsive magnetic force as she brought it closer, closer…

The  lid  of  the  sarcophagus  shattered  outward  and  the  cartouche ripped from her fingers, tumbling and wheeling across the space like a  flipped  coin  towards  the  figure  emerging  through  the  haze  of noctilith dust carrying a glowing staff. 

It slammed itself with an anvil-clang onto the breast of Trazyn the Infinite,  who  raised  his  arms  up  high,  obliterator  lit  and  tile  cloak spread, as he swaggered out of his casket. 

‘My subjects,’ he boomed. 

At his words, hundreds of knees hit the floor in obeisance, followed by  the  clank  of  craniums  on  stone.  Only  the  mortal  sacrifices  and Phillias remained upright. 

‘You have my utmost thanks for attending my funeral. It makes one feel  so  appreciated.  Though  I  feel  the  guest  list  seems  a  bit exclusive, do you not think? A little small and traditional, not exactly capturing  my  essence,  as  it  were.  Really  quite  impersonal  and  pro forma,  no  memories,  speeches  or  toasts…’  He  turned  towards Phillias,  head  bowed  so  his  oculars  glowed  narrowly  from  beneath his brow, ‘And so rushed at the end.’

‘I…’  said  Phillias.  ‘You  were  dead.  Stranded  inside  Amenthis, swallowed by the great tormenting empyric storm…’

‘Yes,  yes,  and  now  I  have  returned.  But  Phillias,  my  dear, journeying back from the halls of death is really very tiring. I would so like to sit down, but I believe. You are in. My chair.’ He said the last words slowly, for emphasis. 

Phillias  paused  for  a  moment,  as  though  calculating,  then  came down. 

It  was  not  a  dignified  exit.  She  was  unused  to  the  Solemnace throne,  and  looked  like  a  child  descending  from  a  tree  she  did  not know how to climb. 

Trazyn nodded to her bow before alighting the steps and dropping down into the seat. He slouched to one side, rolling his shoulders to settle  himself  on  the  barge-throne  before  pulling  up  a  phos-glyph panel. 

‘Valeria!’ he said, barely glancing at her. ‘It is nice you could attend. 

What role have you in these proceedings?’

‘I am a sacrifice.’

‘Are you now?’ He theatrically looked towards Phillias. ‘I very much know how you feel.’

He waved a hand and the sacrificial lychguard took a step back and lowered their scythes. 

‘Overlord Trazyn,’ said Phillias, ‘you must appreciate that all this was a legal proceeding. My actions were to catalogue your holdings, and safeguard the gallery from–’

‘I  see  you  have  spread  the  legions  thin  across  the  planet,’  he growled.  ‘No  doubt  a  prudent  action  that  made  it  impossible  to marshal  armed  resistance  against  your  takeover,  but  it  does  mean this sorry burial party is all we have to counter the invasion.’

‘Invasion? By whom?’

‘Warp  entities.  Solemnace  is  being  invaded  by  warp  entities.  An empyric  beast  set  on  using  this  collection  to  spawn  its  own biological-empyric  horde.  If  we  do  not  stop  it,  the  galaxy  is  quite doomed. Did I forget to mention that? Lord Orikan is stalling them –

speaking of which, Huntmaster?’

‘My lord?’

‘Take  your  stalking  party  and  bag  anything  you  can.  Ensure  they don’t rip the astromancer apart, we finally seem to be getting along.’

‘With  pleasure,  lord.’  Huntmaster  gave  a  low  whistle  to  his deathmarks  and  they  stepped  backwards  into  a  honeycomb  of localised dimensional rifts. ‘Long guns party, save the biggest one for me.’

‘Executioner Phillias, given that the security of Solemnace is so very important  to  you,  perhaps  you  will  not  mind  redeploying  your praetorians to the following coordinates?’

She did not answer him; instead, she kept her vision locked on his as she shouted, ‘Praetorians! We move.’

‘And Valeria?’

She  straightened,  the  mindshackle  asserting  itself  and  narrowing her focus to only him. ‘Yes?’

‘We will have to use troops from the gallery to reinforce us. I have given you release access for the nearest Imperial wing and several adjoining  galleries.  Get  on  the  throne  dais,  I  will  take  you  –  these sacrifices will be your guard.’

Valeria felt the worming skitter of the mindshackle ease as it gave her more control. Data scrolled across the surface of her inner eye, projected disconcertingly on the pict screen of her imagination. She climbed aboard the bobbing throne, and the others followed. 

‘There is not time to mindshackle every exhibit, so you will need to use  your  authority  as  an  inquisitor  to  marshal  the  reinforcements. 

Only raise what you can control – no Adeptus Astartes, no Assassins, and for the sake of the cosmos, not even the smallest tyranid bio-organisms.  Ah,  and  I  would  hold  on  tight,  were  I  in  possession  of your inadequate hands.’

The throne dais rose as Trazyn played fingers over the control orbs in its armrests. 

‘Orikan? Provide a status report please.’

‘The  status  is  bad!’  Orikan  shouted,  flinging  a  chrono-snare  behind him to entangle a pursuing Slaaneshi daemon. ‘I am falling back.’

Hold fast, friend, assistance is coming. 

Orikan  growled  and  spun  out  another  hex,  laying  down  another snare between him and the advancing tide of manifestations. 

He summoned his staff. 

Three  plumes  of  warpfire  bubbled  towards  him,  syrup-slow  in  his dialled-back  chronosense.  He  reversed  his  timeline  slightly  and twisted aside in a rolling dodge. As he came around, he swept out his staff and slapped a display of alien daggers with the side of the headpiece, sending the razor-edged blades spinning into a group of thoughtforms. 

Quietly,  in  a  subroutine  he’d  mostly  quarantined  to  improve  his focus,  he  was  impressed  with  himself.  He  was,  after  all,  effectively holding up an entire army by his lonesome. The network of snares he’d  laid,  his  use  of  slowed  or  rewritten  timelines,  and  their disorientation  at  the  shock  of  a  realspace  translation  made  the impossible task merely improbable. 

And  he  could  work  with  improbable  –  at  least  for  a  handful  of seconds. 

He’d  fallen  back  to  a  gallery  that  appeared  hard  to  categorise.  It seemed  an  odd  assortment,  until  his  environmental  data  algorithm

scanned  some  passing  interpretive  plaques  that  identified  it  as  the first  contact  exhibit.  A  mixture  of  random  junk  that  represented Trazyn’s initial discovery of different alien species. 

A rather egocentric framing, even for Trazyn. 

One  of  the  flat,  aquatic  flyers  dived  down  at  him  and  he  slashed upward with the aeldari blade in his left hand. The tip came nowhere close  to  the  monster,  but  it  wheeled  away  screaming  as  if  even looking at the weapon hurt it. 

That fear was, in all probability, another reason Orikan had survived so long. The empyric beings retreated from the blade like shadows from light. 

Given  that  he  was  in  no  way  possessed  of  a  soul,  it  was  not channelling  anything  inside  him  –  the  sword  was  itself  a  talisman against them. 

Packs of thoughtforms were behind him now, enveloping him in a pincer  movement  that  was  as  predictable  as  it  was  impossible  to counter. It was like playing a game of sekket with only one piece on the  game  board  –  he  could  dodge,  and  weave,  and  frustrate  the pursuers, but inevitably they would box him in. 

Really, it was impressive the inevitable had taken so long. 

Orikan opened a dimensional pocket and stashed the aeldari sword within, the better to leave his hands free for chronomantic workings. 

Behind  the  mass,  he  could  see  the  rearing  form  of  the  empyric godhead, the shifting body of eyes, feeler stalks, tongues sprouting fingers and prehensile trunks taking in, scenting, tasting and feeling the  gallery.  It  clamoured  forward  on  its  crablike  machine exoskeleton, glowing blue halos rotating around it like the circles of an armillary sphere. 

‘Be  not  afraid!’  it  howled  from  its  chorus  of  mouths,  which seemed to be speaking in one voice since emerging into realspace. 

‘Orikan,  be  not  afraid!  I  seek  only  knowledge.  Give  me knowledge and I will…’

There was some type of primitive spacecraft next to Orikan. Human make,  by  its  clumsy  alloys,  but  even  more  rudimentary  than  he’d come to expect from the ape-creatures. 

On  the  side  was  a  golden  information  disc.  Even  in  a  cursory glance,  his  mind  unlocked  the  information.  Humans  babbling  the same word in a number of languages, a boring speech, a wobbling nonsense song about being good. He tore it away. 

‘Here you are,’ he screeched, and whipped it like a discus towards the  enormous  daemon,  calculating  a  trajectory  that  sent  it  curving into the enormous vibrating eardrum on its flank. 

The  thing  screamed  as  the  membrane  burst,  and  Orikan  took  off into  the  air  laughing,  on  a  flight  path  to  vault  the  enveloping daemons and clear the gate to the next gallery. 

At  least,  until  the  jaws  of  the  Khornate  hound  closed  on  his  foot and  dragged  him  down  with  its  weight.  Orikan  tried  to  reverse  his timeline, but the warpfire coursing from the furnace of the creature’s throat pinned him in place. 

Other hands grabbed him, pulling, twisting, gripping. 

The beast scrambled onto his back and bit down on his throat, iron teeth  screeching  on  the  metal  of  his  spine  and  worrying  at  the cabling within. 

Orikan’s head hit the floor with a clang, one side of his heat vanes denting. 

More  hands  pulled  at  him.  Jaws  bit.  The  hound  scrabbled  with  its front claws, as though trying to dig a hole through his carapace and into his backbone’s nerve bundle conduit. 

It  was  succeeding.  One  of  his  orbs  popped.  An  electric  spasm jerked his right arm involuntarily. 

He  felt  the  jaws  of  the  beast  close  on  his  cranium  and  begin  to squeeze. 

Yet  instead  of  his  groaning  skull  fracturing,  the  beast’s  jaws  flew apart. 

Proximity  alerts  blared  the  presence  of  incoming  fire,  as  beams slashed past Orikan, shredding the monstrosities that pinned him. 

Dimensional breach notifications sounded as an arm reached out of the honeycomb hex of an oubliette door and grabbed Orikan by the collar,  dragging  his  protesting  body  into  the  liminal  chamber  in hyperspace. 

‘You are annoyingly late.’

‘On the contrary,’ said Huntmaster, ‘I arrived at the perfect time to bag a very impressive animal.’

‘That was a daemon.’

‘I wasn’t referring to the hound – I want the big one.’

Huntmaster exited the oubliette, hauling Orikan to his feet. 

Orikan  could  feel  the  corposant  crawling  over  his  wounds,  the necrodermis knitting together. 

‘The  statuary  corridor,’  Huntmaster  said.  ‘The  best  bottleneck  we can create to feed them into a killing zone. Though it may be wise to block the door.’

Orikan  scryed  the  room,  his  ocular  settling  on  the  pair  of  tall statues flanking the gateway. 

One  was  a  bone-coloured  sculpture  of  a  tall  Space  Marine  with  a segmented  hood,  a  skull  mask  and  a  tile  cloak.  The  other, considerably less tempting. 

‘I think I have just the thing.’

Trazyn’s barge-throne slashed through the vaults, turning on a buffet of air and skidding to a stop above the gallery full of human troops. 

The trip had been numbingly fast, and Valeria had only managed to hold  on  via  entwining  herself  in  the  cabling  of  a  weapon  mount. 

Wind-rush had stripped the alien crustacean off, its smooth legs and claws insufficient to grip the surface. 

‘Quickly, Valeria,’ Trazyn ordered. ‘Your forces will be needed within moments.’  He  called  up  a  phos-glyph  panel,  showing  the  cruciform structure of the gallery wing. ‘The emergence is here.’ He indicated the  top  of  the  cross,  then  drew  a  line  down  through  the  four-way intersection  of  the  corridors  to  the  long  hallway.  ‘This  is  the  statue gallery, where we intend to hold them. Here to the right is where we are. Rally what you can and hit them from the flank and rear.’

Valeria clambered down, half-sliding and half-falling off the side of the levitating throne. ‘I will need full gallery control access.’

‘You  have  it.’  An  indicator  glyph  rotated  and  chimed  in  her  vision, and Trazyn tossed her an amulet. ‘Press this into the display plinths. 

Your  Tallarns  may  equip  themselves  here  at  their  display.  The  ork stays with me – now go.’

The mek snorted, a thick trickle of blood dribbling from its snout as its  brain  fought  the  scarabs,  and  in  a  blink  the  dais  was  ripping away,  whatever  gravitic  generator  it  used  glowing  blue  on  its underside  and  the  field  feedback  making  her  ears  and  sinuses pound. At once, Valeria realised that Trazyn had slowed it in order to carry mortal passengers. 

Only  when  it  was  gone  did  she  realise  she  stood  on  sand,  in  a desert encampment where lasguns stood resting bayonet to bayonet in tripod formations and a campfire flickered in an endless animated loop. 

When she turned, five pairs of eyes stared at her out of headwraps, expectant.  She  saw  herself,  shaken  and  wan,  reflected  in  glint-shades and green-lensed goggles. 

One Tallarn, the officer, reached up and pulled down his wraps to expose  his  lower  face.  ‘The  Desert  Tigers  await  your  orders, inquisitor.’

‘All right!’ she shouted, her voice quavering from the nausea of the transport. ‘Stay with me. Our primary objective is speed. We need to move quickly.’

‘May I suggest we use our mounts, madam?’

He gestured to a group of horses, frozen while cropping a bale of rehydrated hay. 

‘Do you ride?’ she asked, plugging the amulet into the cradle of a plinth. 

‘My lady,’ he said, ‘I am Tallarn.’

‘Is  this  your  idea  of  a  joke?’  Trazyn  slewed  his  throne  to  a  stop beside Orikan, throwing his hand out at the fallen statue. 

‘Mere expediency. We needed a method to bar the gate, and this is the hall of statues.’

Orikan pulled the long aeldari sword out of his dimensional pocket and handed it over. 

‘But it was one of my most beloved specimens!’

‘Yes, which is why it was situated conveniently at the front.’

Trazyn stared at the fallen rockcrete sculpture. It lay neatly across the  mouth  of  the  gateway,  split  along  the  seams  so  its  shape  was

only  vaguely  humanoid.  The  fall  had  broken  it  into  sections,  and between  the  narrow  gaps  he  could  see  the  rubbery  bodies  of  the warp  throng  trying  to  press  themselves  through.  Bladed  limbs hooked into the space, scoring the inside. 

Deathmarks  stepped  out  of  their  oubliettes,  firing  and  moving  in irregular patterns, spearing disintegrator beams into the gap. 

The horde withdrew, then slammed into the ruined segments like a wave  on  a  breakwater,  rocking  the  twenty-foot  pieces  of  masonry, shedding what eczema-like flakes of paint remained. 

‘Orikan, it cannot be replaced. There was none other like–’

‘It’s just a big human.’

‘A primarch! The only contemporary sculpture to escape the purge.’

‘It was either that,’ Orikan said, gesturing to the other side of the gateway, ‘or this one.’

Trazyn  saw  the  flanking  statue,  the  bone-coloured  sandstone  of Serenade  carved  into  the  bizarre  mockery  of  an  Adeptus  Astartes Librarian, its skull face peering out beneath a scalloped hood, bowed towards the fishtail-headed staff in its grip. 

The  wave  of  entities  slammed  into  the  barrier  of  ruins  again,  and this  time  one  section  rolled  over,  widening  the  gap.  A  poxwalker pressed its cranium through, just in time for a deathmark to explode it.‘You chose well, friend.’

‘I  thought  so.  And  I  hope  you  remember  it  as  a  peace  offering.’

Orikan  stopped,  and  Trazyn  was  unsure  what  he  detected  in  that hesitation. ‘You have brought an ork.’

‘I  have  a  plan.  This  is  Whizzhed  Skullbasha.  Quite  the  legendary orkish engineer. He reverse-engineered a common weapon into the klubba kannon  –  a  gun  that  teleports  any  target  into  his  general vicinity–’

‘So he can bash it with his club, yes.’

Even under the mindshackle, the ork snorted with pride. 

‘Have I mentioned him to you before?’ Trazyn asked. 

Another  slam  reverberated  through  the  chamber.  Bigger  now, suggesting a being of incredible strength lay behind the blow. 

‘Several times. It will not work, Trazyn.’

‘But you do not even know my–’

‘For  me  to  clear  a  path  to  Pestamutadis  so  you  can  drive  your throne  into  the  daemon  and  initiate  a  reactor  meltdown.  Before  it detonates,  the  mindshackled  ork  will  snatch  us  out  of  the  invading horde.  It  is  too  powerful,  Trazyn,  and  has  learned  too  much  about us. It won’t work.’

‘How can you be certain?’

‘We have tried – more than once.’

Impact.  One  part  of  the  statue  rocked  forward,  enough  for  a questing tentacle to slither out of the gap, a forest of wiggling fronds like that of a starfish feeling and sensing the rockcrete surface. 

‘Take your empowered form then, destroy it like you destroyed the Deceiver.’

‘The  stars  are  not  right,  and  my  systems  are  already  diminished from  my  last  transformation.’  He  paused.  ‘But  I  know  of  a  power source that could face it.’

Trazyn  ran  an  algorithmic  crawl-scan  of  the  collection,  trying  to understand Orikan’s meaning. 

‘No,’ he whispered. ‘No! It would destroy the gallery. Destabilise the entire collection. Is that your plan? To come all this way then revert to your interminable need to destroy my work?’

‘I would destroy this gallery a hundred times, colleague, to prevent what I have foreseen. And to save you.’

Trazyn wouldn’t let him, couldn’t let him. He struck out in a punch, a grab. A sweep of his staff. 

His  blows  found  nothing  but  air.  Orikan  stepped,  dodged,  then levitated backwards and up on a cushion of repulsors. 

‘Tell me,’ Trazyn growled, ‘do you dodge everything I send at you?’

‘No, not everything,’ Orikan said. ‘That is why I need to do this.’

‘Do wha–’

The spark charge hit him right at the base of the cranium, where his actuator control cables plugged into the base of his mind. It was a  marvellously  precise  application  of  a  low-grade  electricity  pulse, considering how it penetrated his armoured hood and briefly shorted the nerve bundle so his body froze, unable to move as the Vishani

canoptek flew by his right shoulder and joined Orikan as they sped down a passage. 

Leaving Trazyn to face the horde alone. 

With  a  crack  of  masonry,  the  daemonic  tide  breached  the  fallen statue  –  and  Trazyn  realised  what  Orikan  had  meant  by  a  peace offering. 

He had preserved Trazyn’s favourite statue because so much of the gallery was about to tear itself apart. 

CHAPTER FIVE

‘Thus,  here  is  my  fear  with  regard  to  these  so-called  “Lesser Races”. The ageless and powerful Old Ones scorned us from on high, so we cast them down. The primordial and colossal C’tan contemptuously  made  us  their  slaves,  and  we  shattered  them. 

Now, in the current galaxy, we are the ancient, powerful race –

and I worry that what we have taken to be a story of our own might  is,  in  fact,  a  tale  of  how  the  strong  underestimate  the weak. Mortal feebleness, and our dismissal of them because of it, could be our undoing.’

– Meditations on Mortals, Mzutha the Wayward, banned from engram-imprint by order of the Silent King

Ranks of troops moved across the chamber. A milling, unstructured mess. 

Non-commissioned officers bellowed, shouting together ad hoc fire teams.  Troopers  matched  up  with  anyone  who  seemed  to  have  a similar  uniform  or  accent.  A  few,  with  a  lower  command  of  Low Gothic,  merely  quietly  lurked  in  formations  or  made  do  with  hand gestures. 

She hadn’t been discriminate. There was no time. Captain Dashan had just ridden by each plinth, head down on the horse’s neck, while she  gripped  his  combat  webbing  and  leaned  out  to  dangle  the amulet near the node with the thought: Awaken. 

And  it  had  worked.  Perhaps  too  well.  There  were  shouts  and screams of existential terror. Men and women from conflicts distant in time and space trying to understand where they were, and what was  going  on.  And  amid  everything,  the  inevitable  vomiting  and dizziness of stasis sickness. 

Valeria  tried  not  to  think  about  how  many  centuries  those regurgitated  meals  had  been  sitting  half-digested  in  stomachs.  She tried to shut out the sensory assault – Steel Legion calling for Yarrick and  Hades  Hive,  Valhallans  stripping  layers  as  they  overheated,  a squad  wearing  some  type  of  armoured  void-suits  –  and  focus  on what was needed. 

A commander, they needed a commander. 

And in a moment, she saw one. 

Amid  the  milling  crowds,  one  contingent  was  forming  up  and starting to move with cohesion. Partly that was due to the exhibit’s size, and she suspected that they’d all been taken together. 

She  pointed  over  Dashan’s  shoulder,  not  trusting  even  a  shout  to carry  over  the  din  of  the  chamber.  He  nodded  and  tugged  the horse’s reins to one side, giving the ribs a tap so the mount vaulted a  sandbag  wall.  Val eria  went  airborne  a  few  inches,  her  teeth clacking as she slammed back down on the saddle. 

By his shaking back, she could tell Dashan was chuckling. 

He clicked his tongue and shouted for room, waving aside troopers so the sea of olive drab helmets and khaki uniforms made a channel he  could  pass  through  and  reach  the  centre  of  the  marshalling ground. 

Dashan  slewed  them  to  a  stop,  rearing  the  horse  slightly  as  a flourish, before sliding from the saddle and extending a hand to help Valeria clamber down. 

‘Commander?’  she  said  to  the  man  she’d  spotted.  His  rank  pins were unfamiliar, but he had a red braid and good carapace. 

He turned his blunt head and raised an eyebrow that was parted by an ugly facial scar and grunted an acknowledgement. It was a single syllable that indicated both impatience and irritation. 

‘Are you in charge here?’ she asked. 

The  officer  pulled  the  stump  of  a  cigar  from  his  mouth.  ‘No  one’s frekking  in  charge.  Does  this  look  like  a  force  with  an  established chain of command to you? No one knows who they are and where they are, forget who’s in charge.’

‘Good news – I’m in charge.’ Valeria raised her Inquisitorial rosette. 

She tried to ignore the way the officer groaned and rolled his eyes. 

‘Better news, I’m officially putting you in charge. Clean this situation up. There’s a large gate there that needs to be taken, then advance into the next chamber and engage the daemon horde’s flank.’

‘Fair  enough.’  He  shook  his  head,  then  pointed  at  a  trooper.  ‘You, with  the  vox.  Get  over  here.  Broadcast  a  wideband  saying  we’re forming  up  to  move.  Cadians  in  the  vanguard  to  secure  that  big doorway,  everyone  else  forming  a  reserve  behind.  When  we  reach combat-effective,  we  advance.  Give  me  that  slate  –  I  want  heavy weapons here, here, here. Any armour?’

‘Only transports,’ said Valeria. ‘Armour was in… another section.’

‘Odd.  Embark  squads  and  get  in  formation  for  a  mechanised assault.’  He  dropped  the  stylus,  letting  it  dangle  on  its  spiral  cord. 

For a moment he stopped, flexing his hand and wiggling the fingers, brow furrowing as if puzzled. 

‘Sir? Any other orders?’

‘Yes,’ he said, the violet eyes snapping back up. ‘It’s cold, someone give me a coat.’

Trazyn’s  systems  unlocked  just  in  time  to  see  Pestamutadis  the Observer come through the ruins surrounding the doorway. At first it seemed  to  move  side  to  side  in  a  scarab-like  zigzag,  until  Trazyn understood that there was no front nor back to it. It was simply an enormous hill of eyes and questing sense organs, swollen far past its size on Amenthis due to glutting on so much knowledge in its transit. 

Seated  in  its  skin  were  databanks  with  the  screaming  faces  of absorbed  t’au.  A  crystal  chamber  containing  a  skeletal  metal  hand

tipped with knives and saws that was vivisecting a Harlequin pinned spread-eagle with iron spikes like an insect on a board. 

Sothka  ran  at  its  feet  with  his  tide  of  warp  tulpas  and  twisted experiments. 

Both he and the daemon must have been furious, Trazyn imagined, that  the  aeldari  had  collapsed  reality  around  the  portal  and prevented them from staying in the Black Library. 

‘Trazyn,’ it whispered, the voice revoltingly clear and sweet despite the  awfulness  of  the  thing. ‘Trazyn,  come  and  see.  There  are things you have not dreamed of. Astounding acts of creation to  be  accomplished.  Things  beyond  time,  words  beyond hearing. Paintings made and unmade from masters born and unborn.  Why  see  the  galaxy  with  only  one  eye  open?  Join my patron, the Arkifane, and he shall make unto you a new body, wondrous and renewed.’

As it spoke, a new cranium pushed up through the membrane of its skin – and Trazyn could see the outline of his own hooded head, his sunken eyes and long jaw, opening and closing slightly out of synch with the words. 

His  positional  indicators  claimed  Phillias  was  still  two  chambers away. Not fast enough; they would be overrun within moments. He dismounted  the  throne,  instructing  it  to  rendezvous  with  the reinforcements  and  return  with  as  many  lychguard  as  possible  –

unlike Phillias and her praetorians, they could not fly. 

‘Huntmaster, shut it up and slow it down!’

Huntmaster stepped out of reality beside him and drilled a shot into the emerging head, punching a hole above the right eye and causing a  fountain  of  iridescent  machine  oil  to  spill  from  the  puppet-like mouth. 

‘Pity,’  Huntmaster  mused.  ‘I  had  hoped  to  mount  its  head,  but  it doesn’t have one.’

Deathmark  beams  slashed  through  the  space,  piercing  cables  on the  daemon’s  undercarriage  and  sending  the  flash-sparks  of  micro-detonations  throughout  the  ambulatory  structure.  Severed  hoses sprayed hydraulic bile as two legs collapsed, the weight of the flesh-mound buckling them at the joint like a broken knee. The monster

staggered,  limbs  flailing,  and  smashed  down  amid  the  swarm  of beings, mashing daemons to ectoplasm. 

‘That  will  not  hold  it,  lord,’  Huntmaster  warned.  He  pulled  Trazyn into  cover  behind  a  building-sized  statue  of  Lord  Solar  Macharius. 

‘We need an army.’

And he was right. As Trazyn peered around the edge of Macharius’

armoured boot, he saw squirming strands of muscle knit around the shattered metal and begin to re-form the joint. Self-healing, Trazyn thought,  like  necrodermis.  A  trick  it  had  learned  from  Amenthis. 

Fizzing glitchlings clambered out of a hive in its side, wriggling from the pockmarked honey comb holes and swarming to the injured legs to help fuse together the cracked metal. 

‘Like scarabs,’ said Trazyn. ‘Scarabs! Huntmaster, we have an army all around us!’

He raised his hands like a conductor and, streaming out his aura of command  through  the  cartouche  of  the  overlord  of  Solemnace, called to himself his vastest legion. 

Around  him,  the  walls  of  the  chamber  switched  to  a  state  of crawling, buzzing animation. Ten thousand clicking legs and whirring gravitic impellers that would have been nearly silent had there been only two or three filled the vaults with a swarming drone. 

They  crawled  down  statues  in  blankets,  covering  the  faces  and weapons of kings and saints long dead. Undulated through the air in ribbons like flocking birds, their pulsing antigravity generators giving them an odd, bobbing flight pattern. They swarmed around Trazyn’s feet  towards  the  oncoming  horde,  clasping  their  front  legs  in obeisance as they passed below his tile cloak. 

Solemnace’s  smallest  defenders  heading  in  their  multitudes  to  the world’s largest intruder. 

They lifted as they met the onrushing skirmish line of horrors, their canoptek  forms  showing  neither  metaphysical  terror  nor  existential dread. Instead, they simply lifted like surf nearing shore and washed over the tide of evil with a greater tide of insentient mindlessness. 

These were not battle scarabs, the ones which could be as large as Trazyn’s  forearm  with  armoured  carapace.  They  were  maintenance and repair micro-patterns the size of Trazyn’s palm, with mandibles

and  limbs  far  more  flexible  and  spindly  than  their  martial counterparts.  While  larger  models  might  have  stabbed  with  their stiletto legs or taken the attackers apart to convert them into energy, these blanketed the invaders, jamming their necrodermis bodies into joints,  attacking  tendons  or  swarming  open  mouths  to  rip  into daemons from within. A particularly well-networked group covered a lumbering  plague  mutant  in  a  buzzing  mass,  then  vibrated  their bodies  to  excrete  their  energy  in  a  flash-burst  that  overheated  its organs.  The  belly  ruptured,  spilling  slippery  viscera.  Screamers tumbled  from  the  vaults  overhead,  their  flight  characteristics impeded  by  the  metal  bodies  burrowing  holes  through  their  flat bodies. 

A cloud-swarm descended on Pestamutadis, crawling on the domes of its enormous eyes and clambering down into its hive entrances. 

It howled in fascinated pain. 

The enemy line stalled, and Trazyn could see with some relish that amid the mass, Sothka himself was striking out, waving his staff at the cloud of harassing scarabs. 

‘That will give us a few minutes,’ Huntmaster said, leaning out from behind  the  statue  and  snapping  a  shot  that  slashed  through  a daemon ette’s  chest  and  carried  on  into  the  stooped  cranium  of  a plaguebearer. Then he dodged back and cocked his head, trying to isolate a sound amid the din of a swarm fighting a swarm. ‘What is that?’

Trazyn  isolated  it,  running  a  filter  that  screened  out  the wavelengths of scarab noise and daemonic screaming. 

What was left was the roar of combustion engines, and shouts of

‘Cadia stands!’

‘That,’ said Trazyn, ‘is what will give us a few more minutes.’

Multi-laser  fire  lashed  from  Chimera  turrets,  leaving  rope-like patterns  of  red  bolts  in  the  air  as  the  guns  traversed.  They  drove forward  at  combat  speed,  then  stopped,  rocking  forward  on  their tracks  and  skidding  on  the  blackstone  as  their  hatches  dropped.  A hunter-killer missile streaked off the rail of one transport, leaving a corkscrewing  smoke  trail  behind  it  as  it  plunged  into  the  mass  of

sense  organs  at  the  centre  of  the  horde.  The  warhead  did  not detonate – either too old or made safe for display – but the body of the missile ripped into the daemon’s flesh like an arrow, embedding in the hide so only the rear fins protruded and the engine’s burning tongue cooked the entrance wound. 

They were a strange armoured spearhead. Several of the vehicles were  Cadian,  painted  in  the  greens  and  drabs  of  the  world,  with  a few  urban  variations.  Others  had  jungle  camo,  or  the  blues  and blacks of the Mordians. One was a desert tan, and Valeria thought it might be Tallarn until she spotted the bright red-and-white badges of Praetoria on the hull. 

Cadians stormed out of the rear hatches, heads down and hands on helmets to clear the low exit, the last hitting a stud to indicate the bay was clear. 

The Chimeras ground forward at a walk, their hatches lifting closed and  squads  stacked  up  behind  them  in  dual  fire  teams,  using  the vehicles as cover while taking snap-shots at the mass of daemons. 

Ahead,  the  invading  eruption  –  which  appeared  to  be  fighting  off some kind of locust swarm – started to face them and respond with streaks of broiling incandescent magic. 

A fireball hit a Chimera and detonated, painting the turret and front hull in a wash of pastel char and melting one side of a twin-linked heavy  bolter.  Hull-mounted  bolters  spat  back,  bursting  a  knot  of horrors into bright blue-yellow-orange paste, as though an artist had trod  on  a  palette  and  smeared  it  across  the  floor.  A  line  of plaguebearers stalked forward chanting, the exposed entrails of their swollen  bellies  dusted  in  bright  sunburst  yellow.  Two  Cadians  fell, their ears bleeding from the words. 

‘The  hells  are  those?’  the  commander  growled.  He  pointed  to  the left flank, where Trazyn and Huntmaster sheltered behind a statue. 

Trazyn was holding a long aeldari sword – the one from the closed gallery. 

‘Holy Throne…’ Valeria shifted, the balls of her feet hurting from the floor grille of the Salamander command vehicle. It had already been a  long  day  of  standing.  ‘Ah,  they’re  Mechanicus.  They  get  stranger every decade.’

‘Hmm.’  He  chewed  the  cigar.  ‘I  suppose.  Vox-officer!  Signal  those Valhallans to put a screen forward so the Vostroyans can deploy their mortars. And those fancy boys, tell them to move up to that statue of that aeldari with the long head. Tell them to hold there until the mortars land, then press, press, press.’

‘The Mordians have not arrived yet, sir.’

‘Not  the  Mordians,  the  fancy  boys.  With  the  feathers  on  their helmets.’

‘Ventrillians,’ said Valeria. 

‘Whatever. Tell them to hold at the aeldari and advance on mortar fire. Send the damned nightworlders to move in and support when they’ve  lined  up  and  shined  their  belt  buckles.’  He  smiled.  ‘Why’re you  frekkers  looking  so  dire?  This  is  the  life!  No  air  asset coordination, no war councils, no petitioning other damned forces for aid. A good clean fight. Just us, the Archenemy, and some lasguns to mediate the dispute. Forward! Cadia stands!’

The mass of flesh and feelers turned its eyes and an antennae dish towards  the  armoured  line.  It  stretched  out  a  bone  spur  that  was somehow also a cannon, and shot a beam of gas that enveloped and disassembled the Praetorian Chimera, streaming the atoms back to be slurped up by a pair of pursed lips. 

‘Don’t  just  stand  there.  Are  you  going  to  let  that  get  away  with eating our transport? Give it some lascannon for dessert.’

‘Dashan,’ Valeria said, snapping. ‘We are moving.’

‘Yes, lady.’ Dashan pulled up to the back of the command vehicle, allowing  her  to  slide  into  the  saddle  behind  him.  ‘Where  shall  we go?’

‘Go around the conflict the long way – get us to the chamber across from this one.’

‘To awaken more reinforcements?’

‘No,’ she whispered in his ear. ‘We’ve done our part. We’re getting the hells out of here.’

Trazyn,  Phillias  sent  over  interstitial  message.  Pin  my  geospatial glyph.  The  Triarch  praetorians  have  arrived.  Lychguard  just  behind

us on the throne dais. I suggest you attempt to create some type of opening in their formation. 

Trazyn  nodded,  opened  a  dimensional  pocket,  and  slid  the  sword inside. If he was about to do something reckless, he might as well do it responsibly. 

‘Huntmaster, keep the flying ones off me.’

Trazyn ignited the headpiece of his staff and sprinted forward, tile cloak billowing behind him. 

A part of his consciousness sectioned itself off to control the ork. 

He  hit  the  line  of  monsters  shoulder-first,  smashing  aside  a  blood daemon  with  such  force  that  its  chest  stove  inward  and  head  flew off, then brought his obliterator around in a wide sweep that ripped through warpflesh and metal. 

Metal.  So  many  of  the  host  were  fused  with  wiring,  cables  and twisted  augmetics.  Steel  teeth  and  tongues  like  awls.  Lascivious Slaaneshi  manifestations  with  hands  sprouting  needled  phials  and blades. Plaguebearers with belly hives of micro-gnat machines. 

A blood daemon covered in scarabs howled in front of him and he swept its legs with the end of his staff, knocking it to the ground so it was easy to pin to the floor with the headpiece. 

The bound artefact within the obliterator lit, jagging green lightning out through the press. Empyric creatures melted like snow before a flamethrower in a blast cone ten feet long, their telepathically linked minds highly susceptible to the weapon. 

A hulking tech-mutant reared to his right, the sewn-shut mouths of its  two  heads  grinning  as  a  mechanical  clamping  hand  reached  for him. 

In  a  blink,  it  was  gone.  And  from  far  back  in  the  chamber  Trazyn caught the sound of guttural laughter and a club smacking home. 

Trazyn advanced, chopping down a clawed dancer, backhanding the cranium off some kind of Nurgle-touched servitor so the stump of its vertebrae sprayed sparks like a firework. Stomping on a flesh hound that was trying to bite the scarab swarm infesting its hide. 

He  spitted  a  bloodletter  on  his  obliterator  and  drove  it  backwards into the mass like a battering ram. 

It  was  a  costly  manoeuvre.  The  Khornate  creature  beat  at  him, chopping  its  molten  blade  into  his  hood  and  battering  his  death mask,  sinking  one  dagger  leg  into  his  lower  abdomen.  One  of  his oculars dropped function. 

Trazyn spun around, using the body of the bloodletter to keep the mob  at  bay  until  centrifugal  force  pulled  it  from  his  obliterator  to create  space  for  the  incoming  positional  glyphs  that  flooded  his vision. 

‘Praetorians of the Triarch!’ the voice called. ‘We are the hand that strikes.’

Phillias  and  her  contingent  came  down  amid  the  daemonic  mass, gouting spectral flame from their rods of covenant and battering out with voidblades. Particle caster bolts smashed into empyric muscle, and far behind he could hear the telltale sound of dispersion shields crashing into the enemy as the lychguard arrived. 

Good. Should he be destroyed, there would be spares. 

Time  to  drop  being  responsible  and  take  a  risk.  Because  if  the obliterator wreaked such havoc on the smaller daemons, what would the cascade effect be of striking the largest one? 

‘Observer!’  he  shouted,  cutting  ahead  of  the  praetorians.  It  was easier than he’d expected, and he guessed the mass was letting him through. Hoping he would isolate himself. ‘Observer, come to me! I have knowledge for you.’

A  nest  of  eyes,  all  focused  in  different  directions,  snapped  into focus. 

And  Trazyn  realised,  all  of  a  sudden,  that  he  didn’t  know  exactly what he was trying to accomplish. Was he aiming to kill this hill of the senses? Distract it? Stall for time until reinforcements arrived? 

He  supposed  the  answer  was  ‘yes’.  And  he  was  old  and  wise enough  to  understand  that  if  he  kept  his  objectives  sufficiently vague, nearly all outcomes could be classed as a victory. 

The  thing  lurched  upright  and  was  on  him  in  a  horrid  bound, leaping  forward  like  an  arachnid  and  rocking  on  its  creaking superstructure as it landed. 

If  stealing  the  thing’s  focus  had  been  the  plan,  he  was  winning already. 

‘What have you to teach me?’

‘Pain.’

He  cocked  back  an  arm,  flared  the  artefact  within  the  staff,  and drove it like a throwing spear straight for the lowest and largest eye. 

The  twin-pointed  headpiece  bisected  the  pupil,  driving  deep  into the socket before the bound artefact unleashed its empyric payload into  the  creature,  pulsing  throughout  the  mind-network  of  the thoughtform army. 

Around  him,  the  swirl  of  combat  slowed  as  the  manifestations shivered in tandem with the mount of feelers. 

‘Yes!’  Pestamutadis  boomed. ‘The  artefact  is  splendid.  My appreciation for the gift.’

‘It  is  no  gift!’  Trazyn  raised  his  arm  to  call  the  obliterator  back.  It jerked in the jellied mess of the eye socket, pulled a hand’s breadth out, then lodged. 

‘Once I digest its insights, it will provide valuable data…’

A massive tongue emerged from the ooze of the ruined eyeball to lap  at  the  staff.  Blunt  teeth  sprouted  from  beneath  the  eyelid, transforming the orifice from orbit to mouth. The mouth played over the  weapon,  tasting  it,  rolling  it  with  its  tongue,  pursing  the emerging lips as though the object were sour. 

‘Damn  you,  give  it  back.’  Trazyn  rerouted  power  to  his  legs  and jumped,  clamping  mag-locked  hands  and  feet  onto  the  thing’s superstructure  as  he  clambered  its  legs  like  a  ptera-squirrel.  ‘It  is mine. It has been mine for sixty-five million years.’

‘To  request  a  gift  be  returned  is  boorish  in  the  extreme, Trazyn. But I will grant you a revelation in exchange.’

Trazyn leapt upward, his hands bent like ice axes, digging into the beast’s flesh and ascending it like an alpinist climbing a glacier. ‘Your revelations  are  lies.  You  puppeteered  Sothka  to  say  he  was  my father. Any information from you is worthless.’

‘Ah…’ It chuckled deep enough to rattle Trazyn’s grip.  ‘But it was partially true. We do have a family connection. I am myself part necron, you see.’

‘Impossible, we are not of the empyrean.’

‘Just because you are not of the empyrean does not mean you do not affect the tides of the warp. You fought the War in Heaven. So much bloodshed, so much pestilence, so much horrid  desire,  and  oh  so  much  change.  Do  you  think  the desperate  death  screams  of  the  lesser  races  you  torment and exterminate have no ripple in my dimension? That was when  I  was  born,  or  rather,  the  first  time  I  existed,  which perpetuated my existence always. I am the fountain head of study  and  creation.  It  is  I  you  feed  when  you  imprison mortals  to  silently  scream  in  your  gallery.  I  who  grows  as your crypteks vivisect species for study.’

Trazyn reached the obliterator, only its endcap now emerging from the orifice. He grabbed it and hauled, calling it out with both his will and his actuators. 

It  pulled  out  six  inches,  then  ten.  Two  feet.  He  could  feel  it loosening. 

‘Yes, I lied when I claimed to be your father – in fact, you are mine.’

And  at  that  moment,  a  flying  harpy  hit  Trazyn  from  the  side, smashing him from the face of the monster and bearing him down to the  floor,  where  they  skidded,  sending  up  a  shower  of  sparks.  It was, he reflected with detachment, what being snatched by a bird of prey must feel like. 

Yet  this  was  no  raptor  –  it  was  Sothka,  his  staff  pinning  Trazyn’s shoulder  in  place.  His  stained  death  mask  dribbled  oil  from  the ocular.  The  noctilith  crown  shifted  with  prismatic  light,  its  empyric glamour revitalised in the presence of mortal souls. 

‘Stop  fighting,  my  son,’  he  said.  ‘You  are  mine.  We  will  be  bound together in shared madness. For what else is a family?’

‘You are so dismally serious,’ gritted Trazyn. ‘If I ever go mad, I’ll at least give myself the gratification of being maniacal.’

He laughed at his own joke, formed a connection with the closest lych guard, and streamed his consciousness out of the bo–

With a jerk, the transfer stopped. 

Sothka  loomed  above  him,  one  disjointed  hand  emitting  a  hex-glyph pattern of binding. 

‘No running now,’ he said. ‘Focus on the stylus. Your mind has come to a point, centred at the tip of the stylus.’

Sothka pressed the head of his staff to Trazyn’s chest and began to lean. 

Valeria raised her neuro-disruptor and fired, the crystalline body of it shimmering  for  an  eyeblink  before  the  particle  stream  flashed towards the flying daemon. 

Her aim was off, the galloping of the horse jarring her such that the stream  speared  past  the  daemon  before  she  corrected  and  fired again, tearing it apart. 

But  by  that  time  it  had  gouted  prismatic  flame  into  the  Tallarns, violently  twisting  and  mutating  riders  and  beasts  so  they  fell  and slid, fused into a single beast of arms, hooves, and human mouths screaming with equine teeth. 

Only  Dashan  and  his  vox-operator  remained.  The  voxman  raised and  braced  his  lascarbine,  reins  wound  around  the  hand  that supported the weapon’s stock, and squeezed off a spatter of shots that cut down a pink horror that was blocking their way into the side gallery. 

He was unlucky. The horror split, and while he tried to swerve his mount, the two new beings entangled the hooves of his horse and brought him down. Valeria’s last sight of him was of the man pinned beneath the horse’s body, trying to fend off the pair with a curved knife. 

Dashan  rode  on  towards  the  gateway  of  the  side  gallery  without looking back. 

A blast of psychic might thundered past them, above and to their left.  It  struck  an  abstract  statue  of  xenos  make,  shattering  the  top and strewing their path with knee-high boulders that glowed orange like coals. 

Dashan clicked his tongue and kicked back his heels. 

Valeria felt the great muscles of the equine tighten before it leapt, soaring over the debris like one of the flying horses of myth. 

It slammed down on the other side, stumbling over a small piece of stone  and  skidding  to  one  side,  but  recovering  enough  to  redirect

and squeeze through the smaller gateway of the side chamber. This one was ten feet high and about as wide as a groundcar was long. 

Standard proportions for a smaller complex of annexes like this one. 

The  hallway  within  was  barely  wider  than  the  gate,  and  filled  with bizarre alien paintings. 

Valeria sent an interstitial signal and sealed the doors. 

Claws and fists slammed on the other side. A hooked machine-claw forced its way through the join. 

Dashan rode the horse slowly down the hallway, then pulled it up. 

Val eria could feel its ribs shuddering beneath her legs. 

‘Are we not continuing?’

‘The  horse  landed  badly,  poor  thing.’  Dashan  slid  from  the  saddle and caressed the beast’s nose. 

‘They’ll be through that door in minutes,’ she said, but saw that he was right. The horse shook in pain and shock. White foam dribbled from  its  mouth.  Its  left  front  leg  was  elevated,  an  unusual  bump pushing out the skin on its foreleg. 

‘Poor dear, poor dear,’ Dashan cooed, clicking his tongue. He rubbed the  horse  between  the  eyes  so  it  relaxed  and  closed  them.  ‘Stand back, please, inquisitor.’

The  horse  never  saw  the  autopistol  that  put  a  slug  into  its  brain, spraying bright red across a landscape painting of blue grass. 

‘Throne!’  Valeria  flinched  backwards,  stepping  away  even  before Dashan swept an arm back to ward her away, then pulled the reins hard so the horse fell lengthwise across the hallway. 

‘Go  on,’  he  said,  laying  his  autopistol  and  curved  power  sword  on the  horse’s  flank.  ‘She  could  go  no  further,  and  neither  will  I. 

Besides, you will need someone to cover your back.’

He  stripped  his  grenades  and  put  them  in  the  nook  between  the horse’s leg and belly, then shrugged off his lascarbine and hunkered down into his improvised redoubt. 

‘We can both make it, it’s not far.’

‘My lady, it is clear you have dealt with xenos, and I sense you aim to do so again.’ He took some talisman from around his neck, kissed it, and wound it round his hand. ‘That is very well for an inquisitor, 

but I will die clean, as an officer of the Astra Militarum. Go with the Throne, and may He forgive your transgressions.’

‘Thank you, Dashan. Your sacrifice–’

‘Do not thank me, run.’

Valeria ran as hard as she could, without looking back. 

Even when she heard the sound of rending metal and a lascarbine answering in steady, disciplined cracks. 

She bolted down the hallway of paintings, heart beating with such alarm she missed the turn at first, and had to double back when she reached a statue of an alien being she did not recognise. 

The chamber was a cool oceanic blue. Watery light danced on the walls  from  the  column  of  illuminated  seawater  where  a  blue-turquoise octopod swam in a repeated loop. 

She stepped past the displays of amphibious infantry to the plinth containing the corsair Exodites. 

Certainly  it  was  just  her  imagination,  the  sense  of  hatred  that seemed to emanate from their frozen bodies. 

Baroness  Asanya  stood  in  the  same  position,  her  power  sword raised  at  the  horizon  with  its  intricate  hilt  of  exotic  coral.  Each feather,  scrimshaw  totem,  and  bird  skull  stood  in  exactly  the  same place as when last she had seen them. 

Yet Valeria got the sense she was being watched. 

‘Release field,’ she said, raising the pistol. 

Asanya  was  at  her  throat  in  an  eyeblink,  hand  clamped  on  her collarbone  like  a  handle  and  the  point  of  the  power  sword  held  a micron from her left eye. 

‘Inquisitor,’  Asanya  hissed  through  her  incisors,  which  had  been replaced with golden fangs. ‘It was a mistake to awaken me.’

‘I  have  your  gun,’  she  choked.  ‘A  relic  neuro-disruptor,  taken  from your person. You are disarmed and in a state of disgrace.’

Asanya tilted her head slightly. 

Behind her, the others began to move off the platform, peering at the pistol Valeria had jammed into her side. 

‘This  kills  with  the  speed  of  thought.  But  listen  to  my  offer  of  an oath, and I will return your weapon in peace with no honour lost.’

‘Strange,’  Asanya  hissed,  colour  rising  in  her  tanned  cheeks,  ‘that the  oathbreaker  who  spun  the  web  that  snared  us  now  wishes  to weave a new oath.’

‘I  offer  an  agreement  to  escape  this  place  together,  before  the daemons rip it apart. You are not the only prisoner here.’

‘Or I could restore honour by killing you, reclaiming what is mine, and regaining my ship.’

‘That  won’t  work  without  Trazyn’s  command  codes.  I  have  the mindshackle – and full gallery access.’

A helmeted corsair stepped forward on her left, and laid a hand on her head, thumb pressing hard just above her eyes. Bone tokens on its staff stirred and rattled in a wind with no source. 

‘Baroness, she does not lie.’

‘In  that  case,  human  scum,’  Asanya  said,  smiling,  ‘we  have  an accord.’

Even  with  it  restrained  and  sapped  of  power,  Orikan  disliked approaching the thing. Its massive body and corded muscles spoke of  an  enormous  potential  for  physical  violence  –  and  yet,  despite that, it could destroy Orikan by speaking to him. 

Ah,  Child  Orikan.  I  told  you  that  you’d  come  back  to  me. 

You could hear me calling out for your company – I am hurt it took you so long, my equal. 

The last line used Vishani’s voice. The voice of a dead cryptek that he’d once mimicked to draw Orikan into its unwitting service. 

The  Vishani  canoptek,  the  non-sentient  being  made  from  her cranium, bobbed at Orikan’s shoulder. 

Glassy  black  eyes.  That’s  what  this  Deceiver  had.  Overlarge  orbs that bulged like those of an aquatic predator, swimming the lightless deep.  Eyes  that  contained  no  pupil  save  Orikan’s  own  reflection. 

When they’d fought its shards on Solemnace, each one had a unique form – needle teeth or, like this one, oily eyes. 

‘You’ve  diminished,  thing,’  Orikan  responded.  ‘The  Deceiver  of Serenade would never weave such clumsy taunts. What should that voice  remind  me  of?  How  we  broke  you?  How  I  ripped  you  apart? 

Should I do it again?’

Orikan opened his energy collectors like flower petals in threat. 

A faraway explosion rattled the chamber. Metallic tomb dust – the ground  particles  of  continent-sized  blackstone  slabs  shifting  and rubbing – drifted into the core chamber. 

If you could call upon the starlight, you would not come to me  for  aid.  The  gods  of  the  immaterial  dimension  spill  into Solemnace, and you… It gave a feline chuckle. You have come to ask a god of the  material to counter them in exchange for my  freedom.  You  are  wise.  For  I  am  stronger  now  than  I have ever been. Child Trazyn has fed me well. And not only splinters  from  Serenade.  After  all,  one  C’tan  is  as  good  as another, yes? 

The  Deceiver  flexed  one  pinioned  hand,  and  an  aurora  of  flame played over it. 

Dead Gods, Trazyn, Orikan thought. What have you created? 

Orikan’s  data  aura  must  have  betrayed  his  horror,  as  the  thing vibrated in a peal of silent laughter that was somehow, indefinably obscene.  Its  eyes  squeezed  tight  and  head  thrown  skyward,  back bent and eyes leaking tears of melted metal. 

‘Silence.’  Orikan  flew  up  to  its  face  and  signalled  the  energy collectors to full, hitting it with a surge of green lightning that turned its anger into a wail of pain. He waited before continuing: ‘I will form no compact with you.’

Ah!  So  it  is  back  to  your  original  desire  –  sabotage. 

Solemnace is so tainted it cannot be recovered. By removing me,  you  shall  spell  its  destruction  and  contain  the  threat. 

You  will  betray  your  friend,  but  save  the  galaxy.  And  I suppose we will then escape, we three? You, Vishani and I. 

Just like old times. Is that why she is here? So I can make her real again? 

‘No, she is here to fulfil her purpose.’

And what is that exactly? 

‘Vishani, state your purpose.’

At  his  signal,  the  Vishani  canoptek  floated  up  to  level  with  the Deceiver, bombarding its face with a scanning beam. 

‘My purpose is containment.’

The  Deceiver  looked  about  to  laugh  again  when  the  Vishani canoptek  split  open,  its  halves  deploying  spikes  and  clamps  from within. Metal rattled on metal as the long tail extended, reaching for the C’tan like a tentacle. 

The  Deceiver  realised  what  was  happening  in  an  instant,  but  its thrashing  limbs  were  pinned  tight  within  the  field,  and  its  throat barely able to form the first syllable of denial–

N–

–before the tentacle choked off its throat, and the open halves of the canoptek smothered the head like an entrapping plant snapping shut around an insect. 

The  struggle  was  reflected  in  Orikan’s  ocular  –  the  thrashing spasms of the Deceiver’s muscles. The articulated spines and clamps springing  from  Vishani’s  tail  as  it  scuttled  over  his  shoulder  like  a centipede.  Violet  sparks  flew  in  cascades  as  the  tiny  gauss-borers melted wire-channels along its upper spine, and sank scythe talons below its throat. 

Orikan did not smile. Smiling was Trazyn’s affectation. 

But in this instance, he made an exception. 

Acid sunlight burned into Trazyn’s midsection, Sothka’s staff pressing down on his sternum. 

He pushed back, his hands on the vanes of the headpiece glowing orange  and  starting  to  melt  with  the  effort.  Inside  him,  his  central reactor  cycled  in  panic  as  its  core  temperature  rose.  Red  alerts plastered his vision of Sothka’s long, leering face. 

His  panicked  spirit-algorithm  tried  to  flee,  to  find  another  body  –

but the cage of cognition kept him tethered to his physical form. 

‘Shh,’ Sothka whispered, gallingly calm. Condensate dripped off his long chin. ‘Shh. Let it happen. The Great Observer will rebuild you. 

He can remake and reshape you. Look, you are defeated, your ally has fled. But I am still here, Trazyn.’

Visions flooded Trazyn’s perception sphere. They were not conjured or manipulated things – there was no need for such trickery. A horde of  daemonettes  mounted  the  fallen  statue,  leaping  like  avian predators  on  the  Cadians  to  skewer  them,  and  worry  their  corpses

with  needle  teeth.  Khorn ate  daemons  battered  Ashkut’s  line  of lychguard, choking the shield wall with their bodies like a tidal flood so  that  they  were  pinned  and  unable  to  move  when  a  flamer manifested  behind  them  and  bathed  them  in  twisting  fire.  Ghastly tech-daemons  twice  the  height  of  a  necron  waded  through  the praetorians, scythe arms cutting deep while long tongues licked the spatter of hydraulic fluid and reactor coolant off their jowly cheeks. 

And towering above all the flesh and machinery was Pestamutadis, feeling,  seeing,  touching,  scenting  the  deaths  with  its  battalion  of sense  organs.  Speaking  words  that  burned  in  air  with  runic  force, turning  lungs  to  crystal,  mummifying  limbs,  exploding  teeth  like firecrackers. Warping even the metal bodies of the necrons. 

Ashkut fell, dragged down by a hundred hands as he hacked into a crowd  of  plaguebearers  with  his  axe  bayonet.  Phillias,  dented  and leaking yellow reactor fluid, gave ground before a long-limbed multi-armed  dancer  and  its  typhoon  of  blades.  Huntmaster  disappeared into his oubliette, then re-emerged in an evasive roll amid slashing beams,  chased  from  his  shooting  hide  by  a  pink  horror  that  had invaded his private realm. 

The lights flickered. A power interruption. 

‘No,’ breathed Trazyn. ‘No, no, no, not that.’

‘I  know,’  nodded  Sothka,  as  if  understanding.  ‘Accepting  defeat  is difficult. But you can let go. Accept that we have won and–’

‘Orikan, you bastard! I’ll never forgive you.’

His  alarm  gave  him  strength.  He  pushed  the  headpiece  up  out  of his chest cavity and locked oculars with Sothka. 

‘You want your soul back, Sothka? You can ask the one who took it.’

The lights guttered again, then went out. Sothka looked up. There was a rumbling in the chamber. Broken pebbles of masonry jumped on  the  floor  next  to  Trazyn’s  head.  His  vision  blurred,  his  cranium vibrating with the flagstones. 

Sothka rotated his head to look for threats. He did not see Trazyn’s grip change as he pulled the staff to one side, rolling so the cryptek crashed down next to him. 

Trazyn grabbed Sothka’s sternum and pulled his death mask close. 

‘I would run if I were you.’

He  drew  the  aeldari  sword  out  of  the  air  and  plunged  it  through him. 

The  gates  of  the  statuary  chamber,  three  times  the  height  of  a monolith,  exploded  inward  and  a  fireball  followed  them.  A  fireball that lived, or had a living thing within it. 

Heat  swept  the  statuary  corridor,  peeling  paint  from  obelisks  and blacken ing  the  graven  faces  of  alien  kings  long  dead.  A  light  so bright that even necron oculars had difficulty adjusting to it, like the flash of an atomic detonation. 

And at the epicentre of the radiance was fright made flesh. A thing so terrifying even Trazyn’s neural spools quailed at it. Long muscular limbs  emerged  from  the  light,  the  legs  drifting  above  the  heads  of the high statues. Outstretched arms held a whirling armillary sphere of antimatter in one hand, and a burning star in the other. There was no  face.  Instead,  it  contained  an  empty  void  filled  with  swirling galaxies,  planets  and  nebulae,  a  great  agoraphobic  nothing  that  to gaze upon felt like looking down an infinite well and being tempted to jump. Behind the head, a lashing necrodermis tail whipped back and forth like a scalp braid come to life. 

The  shockwave  of  its  entrance  whipped  across  the  chamber, throwing dust up in an arc. 

And  it  was  only  in  Trazyn’s  enhanced  oculars,  screening  out  the heat,  light,  and  disturbance,  that  he  could  see  Orikan  levitating behind the thing’s shoulder. 

‘You mad, mad bastard,’ Trazyn said. ‘You muzzled it. How did you manage that?’

He began to call out to the Diviner, but before he could, the C’tan swept forward through the gallery like a pyroclastic flow – a volcanic blast heaved straight towards Pestamutadis, the Observer. 

An  impact  outside  disturbed  dust  from  the  corridor  ceiling  right  as they found Dashan. 

He was dead, mercifully so. A mangled horror lay atop him with its long fingers impaling his scalp and exiting his lower jaw. His power sword had thrust through the abomination’s middle, puncturing it so it leaked ectoplasm and deflated like a rotting piece of fruit. 

‘He did well for himself.’ Asanya planted a toe of her boot against the dead piled up against the other side of the horse and pushed the remains of a plaguebearer aside. ‘What a pity, such waste.’

Valeria, for a moment, believed she meant Dashan’s life. That was until  the  baroness  swept  a  hand  over  the  paintings,  burned  by fireballs  and  torn  with  grenade  shrapnel.  Then  she  turned:  ‘Is  the way ahead clear?’

The corridor rocked again. More dust fell from the ceiling. 

‘Baroness,’ said the wayseeker, the blank helmet with its lizard-bone crest dipping. ‘Dread things old and new lie beyond. Do not look.’

Valeria  looked  around,  from  Asanya,  to  the  wayseeker,  to  the  one with  the  topknot  and  the  wide  teleportation  pack,  whose  clawlike twin daggers she feared most of all. He must have known it as well, because he drew one and lightly tested it on a thumb. 

‘Human, tell us what you see.’

The  way  to  the  broken  gateway  seemed  as  long  as  a  starship corridor.  It  rocked  as  she  walked  it,  as  though  it  were  under bombardment.  Only  the  artificial  calm  of  the  mindshackle  allowed her to overcome the revulsion as her eye looked through the gap. 

She  could  not  describe  what  she  saw,  not  if  she’d  wished  to.  Her mind  simply  went  blank,  with  no  impression  apart  from  that  of  a thunderstorm wrestling a hurricane, or two atomic holocausts locked in  struggle.  Once,  her  father  had  described  to  her  how  galaxies could  collide,  releasing  forces  of  physics  so  cosmically  momentous and  geographically  vast  that  no  human  mind  could  comprehend them. 

What  she  saw  was,  if  she  could  even  put  language  to  it,  reality fighting unreality. 

And  at  the  epicentre  of  the  cataclysm,  the  barely  discernible outlines of Trazyn and Orikan. 

‘We…’ She swallowed. ‘We go the other way. I can take you to your ship.’

CHAPTER SIX

‘Disorder  is  the  way  of  things.  Enlightened  beings  toil  to maintain  order,  but  when  those  efforts  slacken,  the  cosmos inevitably returns to its natural state – anarchy unbridled.’

– Farseer Yagayn, upon the opening of the Great Rift Solemnace  was  falling  apart.  With  the  central  power  source removed,  cascade  failures  rocked  the  network  throughout.  Stasis fields  dropped.  Time  reasserted  itself  across  two  dozen  gallery sections as secondary generators failed. 

Bolt rounds, paused for millennia in front of living targets, hit home and  detonated.  Packs  of  braying  astral  hounds  fell  upon  artillery crews,  just  as  their  pieces  discharged  shells  into  a  ceiling  and collapsed it on top of them. 

Deep  in  the  sub-levels,  seven  hundred  orks  of  Waaagh!  Grimskull erupted  from  their  depowered  tesseract  prisons  and  rampaged throughout  neighbouring  exhibits.  They  met  little  resistance  until they  fell  on  a  tableau  of  the  Siege  of  Mordian,  where  a  line  of troopers on the steps of the governor’s palace eliminated hundreds of them with sustained volley fire. 

The Mordian line held, until a spectral figure drove its assault bike up the gallery wall and onto the ceiling vaults, cackling as it passed through  their  ranks  from  behind,  hammering  bolts  of  warp  energy from its guns and bisecting three troopers with a slash of its crooked sword. 

Half a mile distant, a party of Hernkyn Pioneers awoke from what they thought was a site survey, mounted their grav-bikes, and tore off  into  the  galleries  to  discover  any  minerals  that  might  interest their guild sponsor. 

A level above, an aeldari bonesinger – frozen in the creation of an exquisite helmet woven from layers of mesh – finished her last note. 

Her attuned mind could sense the presence of warp creatures, and malevolent  things  just  as  old.  Yet  given  that  she  had  no  power  to affect the outcome, she pushed aside the dread and instead picked up the helmet. 

She  turned  it  in  her  hands,  feeling  filigreed  threads  of  bone, marvelling at the angles. 

It was the best she had ever made. 

Yet  as  a  million  dramas  played  out,  individually  and  collectively across  the  world,  nothing  matched  the  combat  in  the  closed galleries. 

Gods  of  the  material  and  immaterial  collided,  rocking  the  heart  of Solemnace. 

The amalgam shard raised an arm and set the air molecules afire, enveloping  Pestamutadis  in  a  curtain  of  flame.  Enraged  and enthralled,  the  empyric  godhead  inhaled  with  lungs  that  bloomed like  wings  from  its  back,  breathing  the  nuclear  fire  back  as  reality-warping gas. 

Lesser  empyric  beings  between  them  flash-burned,  leaving  only shadows  on  the  floor.  Orikan  himself  sheltered  behind  the  shard, allowing the antimatter shield it had summoned to take the blow. 

In  his  peripheral  scry  he  saw  the  traitor  Sothka  scuttle  away, wounded. Trazyn followed, either in pursuit or simply fleeing for his life.  The  mortal  units  too  were  routing,  dropping  rifles  and abandoning vehicles to gain the safety of their imprisoning gallery. 

That was a good idea. 

Kill it, Orikan willed. 

The enslaved star god obeyed, for it could do no different. 

It  raised  up  one  fire-enveloped  fist  and  smashed  it  down  on  the empyric nightmare, channelling forces both kinetic and esoteric into a  blow  that  smacked  into  its  jelly  hide  and  cracked  the superstructure of its legs. 

The thing gasped in pain, shock, or awe – Orikan was not sure. 

‘You  offer  us  a  god.  A  god  to  consume.  Come,  ancient wickedness, let me taste and learn, for in our generosity you too can be Pestamutadis.’

Mechanical arms, hooked and articulated like the claws of a crane, drove from its body and grappled the C’tan, half-tearing away a leg that bled starlight. Ravenous lips on prehensile trunks sucked at the wound. 

A  tentacle  lashed  around  the  Vishani  control  unit,  trying  to  pull  it away, and Orikan severed it with his staff. 

‘It  will  teach  you  nothing.  It  is  nothing.  All  it  will  reveal  to  you  is nonexistence.’

And  then  he  could  speak  no  more,  because  the  reality-warping effects  of  the  C’tan  and  greater  daemon  –  avatars  of  reality  and unreality – made it near-impossible to think, much less speak. Had he teeth, he would’ve clenched them until they cracked. 

To the portal, he urged. 

The C’tan drove forward, dragging and pushing the Observer across the floor. The godhead’s broken carriage pawed feebly for purchase, strengthless but frantic as it realised what was about to occur. 

Orikan  kept  his  distance.  He  did  not  want  to  be  near  the  portal when the two beings entered it. 

And  when  they  did,  his  neural  spools  could  not  cope  with  the backfeed  of  trash-data.  Reality  mixed  with  unreality,  time  crossed with  space.  The  material  realm  and  the  immaterial  merged  and briefly  occupied  one  point  as  they  blended  in  the  metaphysical impossibility of a portal that both combined them and spread them into timelines across the universe. 

He opened his collection ports. 

And then in a colourless flash of white, Orikan vanished. 

Trazyn did not know what Sothka’s plan was. 

Flee  into  the  galleries,  he  supposed.  Continue  his  meditations. 

Attempt  to  release  exhibits.  No  matter,  he  did  not  appear  to  be moving fast. And Sothka had left quite a trail to follow. The reactor leak left drops of emerald down the corridor – pats of glowing liquid that grew larger, more frequent. 

He kept his obliterator at the ready, its surface still sticky with saliva after the first blow from the Deceiver shard had ejected it from the daemon’s maw. A wounded animal is twice as cunning, and Trazyn would not allow himself to walk into an ambush or trick. 

Instead,  he  found  Sothka  sitting  in  the  middle  of  the  corridor, kneeling  in  an  expanding  pool  of  green  shot  through  with  rainbow stains of oil. 

Atop  his  head,  the  blackstone  crown  was  cracked  and  askew,  its decorative strands shedding tiles like autumn leaves. 

Trazyn knelt close, the obliterator across his knee. 

‘Pestamutadis is banished.’

Sothka made no reply, merely bounced his head in what might have been an acknowledgement. 

‘I  waited  for  you  a  long  time,  Trazyn.  To  join  me.  I  was  there  for aeons. With no one but the Observer. And I would have kept you if I could.’

‘With lies.’

‘Oh yes, with lies. And empyric trickery. I would have put you in a cage, if that’s what it took. See, even when I had a soul – or thought I had a soul – there was no one to share it with. Do not be like me, Trazyn. Forever is a very long time to be alone.’

He paused, weeping oil. 

‘You would not understand.’

‘Unfortunately,  I  think  I  do.’  Trazyn  shifted,  bringing  up  the obliterator.  ‘You  may  stay  on  Solemnace,  if  you  like.  You  will  be under  guard  and  your  movements  restricted  –  but  you  will  have company.’

‘Would I need to remove the crown?’

Trazyn  slowly  brought  the  staff’s  headpiece  towards  the  crystal crown, watching the bound spells inside it roil and blossom. ‘Yes, it is far too dangerous. I can burn it off, though I expect it will starve and die outside the empyrean.’

‘Then  no,  I  think  not.  I  do  not  wish  to  be  stripped  of  my  illusion. 

Should  I  see  myself  the  way  you  see  me,  I  believe  it  would  break whatever is left – let me have my dignity, my son.’

‘Sothka, do not persist in that. You were not my father.’

‘No.’ He smiled. ‘But I wanted to be.’

Trazyn  patted  his  shoulder  blade  and  rose.  ‘Shall  I  give  you  a moment?’

‘Please.’ Sothka bowed his head and laid his hands in a meditative position  as  Trazyn  raised  the  weapon.  ‘My  final  wish,  my  pupil,  is that wherever the souls of the necrontyr reside, there are you and I, in  bodies  of  spirit,  in  a  room  of  pilfered  styluses  and  jars  of  sand. 

Broken seashells and leaves collected from the walk home. A room where I am chiding you… with a hand on the shoulder… not to look out the window.’

Trazyn held the obliterator high for a moment, then let it fall to his side. 

There was no point to striking the blow, for Sothka the Arcane was already dead. 

‘Orikan? Orikan!’

The  statuary  chamber  was  in  shambles.  Broken  faces  of  warriors and worthies lay in rubble, fused with the shattered necrons and the skeletons of horned monstrosities. 

Solemnace was healing, repairing itself. Mysteriously, central power had  been  restored,  and  across  the  galleries  stasis  fields  were reasserting control. 

Null-field  countermeasures  hummed  to  function  in  daemon-racked sections,  melting  the  awful  things  back  to  the  empyrean.  Even  the skeletons around him were collapsing into chalky grey ash. 

‘Orikan? Dead Gods. Orikan!’

‘Here,’ said Phillias. ‘I believe he is here.’

She indicated a shadow of a hooded figure, burned into the floor. 

‘The  portal  released  a  great  deal  of  energy  when  it  collapsed  on itself.’ She bent and rubbed the smear with her fingers, analysing it. 

‘Nothing physical could have survived.’

‘No, nothing could.’

‘If it comforts you, he has avoided an ignominious trial before the Silent King. Even with a successful return, it is high treason to ignore an  official summons.’

Trazyn had seen the private glyph-indicator left on the base of the Sere nade  statue.  Incredibly  it  still  stood,  though  its  bone-white surface  had  been  scorched  black  on  one  side  by  the  Deceiver’s radiance. Trazyn was glad to have it – indeed, glad to have a great many things. 

Written  on  the  base,  as  though  a  superhot  torch  had  melted  the words, was a single message: This is the future I chose. 

‘Yes, no trial. That is a comfort.’

The  hrud  shrieked  at  Valeria  as  she  shredded  it  with  the  splinter pistol, its weird body staggering backwards and over the rail of the Raider’s deck. 

Aloft in the rigging, the corsair with the blink pack cut the ethersail loose, then folded himself out of existence like an intricate piece of origami. He unfolded again at the helm behind her, taking the great tiller under one arm and steering the vessel out of dock. 

At the bow, Asanya decapitated a hrud, carved a rune of contempt in  another’s  torso,  then  pushed  the  dying  creature  overboard  with casual ease. 

A  corsair  manned  the  dark  lance  on  the  prow,  and  the  baroness leapt  up  beside  it,  walking  the  handrail  with  feline  sure-footedness before  taking  a  line  in  her  hand  and  pointing  starboard  with  her sword. 

‘The webway gate! Before the loosed vessels crush us.’

Valeria  saw  the  danger.  Though  Solemnace  appeared  to  be reasserting control, the ships in Trazyn’s vessel collection had begun to slide and drift out of their berths. 

They turned over each other in the odd null-gravity of the chamber, colliding  and  rebounding  in  a  nightmare  of  physics.  Yet  the  shade

runner  helmsman  appeared  to  know  his  work,  and  the  raider  slid between the fields of debris. 

My  lady,  are  you  aware  I  control  that  dolmen  gate?  Trazyn  sent through the mindshackle. 

She stiffened. 

I  could  deactivate  it  just  as  the  vessel  is  about  to  pass  through, wrecking the ship. 

‘You would not do that.’

Why should I not stop you abandoning me? 

‘Because…’  She  swallowed.  ‘Trazyn,  I  fulfilled  my  part  of  the bargain.  I  took  you  to  Amenthis,  I  even  guided  you  home  and defended the gallery. You gave your word to undo the mindshackle.’

And after all that, all we have been through, you are leaving. 

‘You have Orikan.’

Orikan is gone. Everyone has left. I am alone. Alone and soulless. 

Why shouldn’t a soulless being break his oaths and keep you here? 

The  corsairs  had  noticed,  their  sensitive  ears  picking  up  her muttering. 

‘If you force me to stay, you will not have a guest. You will have a hostage.’

There was no answer. 

‘Trazyn, I don’t know if you have a soul or not. But you can act like a being with a soul. And I know what one would do right now.’

Valeria  felt  a  shifting  in  her  mind.  At  first,  she  thought  it  was  the way seeker  in  her  thoughts  again  –  until  a  deep  sense  of  release came  upon  her,  as  though  she  was  an  animal  with  its  bridle removed. 

The mindshackle had let go. 

‘Thank you,’ she said. 

But there was no reply; her brain was quiet. 

‘Let’s  go  quickly,’  she  said,  stepping  up  to  Asanya,  ‘before  he changes his mind. I hope to never see this place again.’

‘Oh,  I  think  you  shall  see  it  again.’  Asanya  smiled  with  her  fang teeth. ‘Our wayseeker has been exploring your disordered little mind. 

At first, only to ensure you did not intend to betray us, but then she glimpsed an object most unusual.’

Valeria’s  veins  ran  cold.  It  came  unbidden,  the  glimpse  of  Trazyn sheltering  behind  the  statue  of  Macharius,  with  the  long  aeldari blade. 

‘It  is  a  cronesword,’  Asanya  said,  reaching  down  to  pat  Valeria’s cheek. ‘And you are going to help us retrieve it.’

And so, as she crossed into the webway, Valeria passed from being the hostage of a mad necron to the captive of aeldari pirates. 

Her freedom had lasted roughly ninety seconds. 

All along the way to the core, Trazyn could see the evidence of the destruction. It quite literally blazed a trail, the necrodermis walls and corridors  heat-twisted  and  browned  to  a  shiny  patina  that shimmered in rainbow patterns like an oil slick. 

The  Deceiver,  Trazyn  thought,  had  burned  its  way  out.  After  all, with  the  shards  he  had  been  feeding  it,  it  was  unsurprising  that  it had become a bit incendiary. 

But he was wrong. 

For  when  Trazyn  entered  the  core  chamber,  a  C’tan  still  stood levitating and enslaved within the core field. 

But it was not the Serenade Deceiver. No, it was the one from the reserve.  Pieces  were  still  carved  out  of  it  from  where  Trazyn  had ordered  it  cannibalised  to  feed  the  Serenade  Deceiver  in  exchange for information. Those parts of its body were still missing, quarried out by scarabs in blocks so that it appeared it had been pockmarked by  some  mathematical  plague.  Yet  despite  the  extraction  damage, ethereal flames rippled above its necrodermis form. 

‘How?’ Trazyn asked. The second star god had been languishing in a  storage  vault,  the  monolith  structure  ensnaring  it  but  not extracting from it. There had always been a plan to install the thing in a fail-safe system, in case the Deceiver were removed or escaped, but progress on that was slow. For aeons it had powered Solemnace, but when the Deceiver had been installed, it had been relegated to mere  food.  ‘Who  put  you  here?  And  how  did  they  do  it  without leaving  a  trace  of  themselves?  Almost  as  if  an  invisible  spirit  took you from…’

He trailed off, because he knew. 

‘World  Spirit  of  Solemnace.’  He  waited  until  the  acknowledgement glyph  materialised  in  the  corner  of  his  vision.  ‘As  Overlord  of Solemnace,  I  revoke  the  Glyph  of  the  Ban  on  Sannet  the  Light-Sculptor.’

The figure lay against the wall, crumpled and heat-twisted. Like the corridor, he’d been baked a coppery brown. His cranium had partially liquified,  and  his  cheek  ridges  had  dripped  and  hardened  into  a pattern shockingly like tears. 

‘Sannet.’ Trazyn knelt. 

‘Y-ye-yes, lo–’

‘Oh, Sannet. Poor old thing. What have I done to you?’

Trazyn reached into his dimensional pocket and retrieved the orb of resurrection.  He  pressed  it  to  the  forehead  of  the  cryptek’s  death mask and said, ‘Arise, friend.’

Light  suffused  Sannet’s  form.  Enveloped  him  and  reshaped  him. 

The metal tears absorbed into the softened faceplate, and the bent limbs straightened. Nano-scrubbers removed what they could of the brown patina, and popped the kinks out of the bent back. 

Sannet stood, his head bowed. ‘Thank you, lord.’

‘No, friend, thank you. A thing I have not said often enough. And another, I regret what passed between us.’

‘I did not betray you, lord. I merely tried to protect you.’

‘Yes, and despite the difficulties of, well, let us say the difficulties I presented being away, you have done a splendid job. So splendid a job that I think it should be part of your official duties.’

‘My lord?’

‘Sannet  the  Light-Sculptor,  for  your  years  of  loyal  service  and exemplary  performance,  I  make  this  proclamation.’  Trazyn  made  a hand  gesture  and  sketched  the  glyph  of  Solemnace  in  the  air, pressing his thumb to the old cryptek’s forehead. ‘I name you regent of my dominions in my absence or incapacity and heir in the event of my destruction.’

Sannet  shuddered,  his  ocular  flaring  with  the  weight  of  it.  He bowed. ‘I am honoured, my lord, but I do not want it.’

‘Yes, and that is why you must have it.’

Trazyn  bowed  to  him,  and  Sannet  –  after  a  hesitation  –  bowed back. 

‘Now,  regent,  we  have  much  work  to  do.’  Trazyn  took  Sannet around  the  shoulders,  and  swept  a  hand  towards  the  ravaged chamber. ‘We have a whole gallery to restore.’

EPILOGUE

Scarabs infested the chamber. They were on the walls, the floor, the exhibits.  They  carried  pieces  of  stone  in  work-gangs  and  cleared debris  with  dis assembly  mandibles.  A  few  canoptek  spiders  circled the mess, lifting fallen  exhibits, categorising damage. 

Below,  Sannet  fussed  with  a  hard-light  hologram  emitter  that  had failed and aged a Mordian officer forty years in the forty minutes it had been offline. 

Phillias  had  to  step  around  the  scuttling  canopteks  before  being directed  to  Trazyn,  who  was  overseeing  the  restoration  from  his throne dais. She fired her gravitic generators and hovered up to him, landing on the platform with a slight bow. 

‘Overlord Trazyn.’

‘Ah,  executioner.  Returned  to  the  scene  of  the  crime,  have  you? 

Seven years, as you see, and we are still recovering from your brief tenure as ruler.’

‘I will remind you that I never officially ruled Solemnace.’

‘And  let  us  hope  you  do  not  unofficially  rule  it  again  –  this  is  the second  time  I’ve  had  to  rebuild  the  hrud  burrow  ecosystem.  I’d rather not have a third. Underground tunnels are interesting, but not that–’

‘I  am  here  on  official  business.  With  a  message  from  the  Silent King.’

‘Yes,  I  suspected  it  was  not  a  social  call.’  Trazyn  called  up  a schematic  and  opened  a  channel.  ‘No,  no,  no.  Mordian  Iron  Guard squads are in groups of ten, not eight.’

He paused, receiving an interstitial answer. 

‘Well,  if  they  are  supposed  to  have  taken  two  casualties  in  the scene, they are in the wrong formation. Five in front rank, three in back.  Rearrange them.’

‘Do you have time for a message from your supreme sovereign, or should I come back when you are less busy?’

‘My apologies, you were saying?’

‘It  is  about  Master  Orikan.  The  Silent  King  wishes  to  know  if  you have communicated with him.’

‘Me?  Talk  to  Orikan?  Of  course  not.  I  thought  he  had  been destroyed  until  a  cycle  ago.  And  he,  more  than  anyone,  was responsible for all this – we have nothing to talk about.’

‘That is a shame.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yes. Because we believe Master Orikan has taken an active part in the…  misunderstanding  between  the  Silent  King  and  the  Sautekh Dynasty.  Any  messages  you  have  received  would  give  our investigations a promising lead.’

‘He’s fighting in the rebellion? That is foolish of him.’

‘It  is  not  a  rebellion,  it  is  a  misunderstanding.  One  that  will  be crushed. And the Silent King has decreed that Master Orikan will be captured and brought in for trial.’

‘Unfortunate for him. But what has that to do with me?’

‘Because,’ she said, summoning a phos-glyph warrant marked with the glyph of the Triarch, ‘you have been ordered to bring him in.’
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An extract from The Twice-Dead King

Omnibus. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ithakas had woken far earlier than its neighbouring dynasties, and the  Ossuary  had  stood  as  a  frontier  bastion  during  those  fierce, 

proud years of reclamation. It had remained unbreached through the long  centuries  that  followed,  despite  endless  incursions  from  the land-hungry upstart species of the Unclean. Even as the dynasty had begun to slip into decline, its sanctity had been preserved, thanks to the  tireless  vigil  of  Sedh’s  dwindling  garrison.  But  now,  on  Oltyx’s watch, its stones had been befouled. 

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

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

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

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

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

‘Why can it not just die,’ he wondered aloud, to nobody but himself, 

‘without wiping itself everywhere?’

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

There had been eight waves of the grohtts so far, driven from the ork  line  to  rush  across  the  snow-sludge  plain  at  the  Ossuary. 

Whether  the  orks  were  fool  enough  to  hope  to  exhaust  the

defenders’  ammunition,  or  just  found  it  entertaining  to  send  their thralls  to  their  deaths,  Oltyx  had  no  idea.  They  were  as  stupid  as they were cruel, after all. Either way, wave after wave had been cut down  like  reeds  at  the  necron  line,  extinguished  with  archaic efficacy, despite the garrison’s woeful state of disrepair. Or at least, Oltyx had thought that had been the case. This survivor, apparently, had found the limit of his garrison’s capabilities. It probably thought it was lucky. But Oltyx would show it the opposite was true. 

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

Oltyx coaxed the tame, compact star of his core into a higher burn-plateau,  radiating  even  more  energy  through  his  flux,  so  his  lights would  begin  to  edge  from  green  into  searing  white.  As  the  reactor rumbled, the dirty snow began to hiss into steam where its flurries brushed  his  carapace,  making  his  ire  into  something  tangible. 

Though  it  was  scant  remedy  for  the  defilement,  he  could  at  least ensure  the  wretch  spent  its  last  moments  overcome  with  awe  and dread. 

The grohtt peered up at him, red eyes squinting down the length of its hideous proboscis, and bared the jagged yellow nubs of its teeth. 

It regarded him for a long time, quaking with cold as it died, but it didn’t  look  particularly  awed.  If  anything,  it  looked  confused. 

Eventually, with a cackle that became a wet, wracking cough, it spat a great glob of black mucus onto his footplate. 

That was enough, at last, to transmute his anger into fury. It began as  something  cognitive  –  a  matter  of  rapid-collapse  logic  states, refrenations and cascading induction failures. But his mind and body

were no longer truly separate, and soon the discord surged through him with the roiling currents of his core-flux. Along with it rode the phantom  sensation  of  having  once  had  blood,  and  the  unexpected revulsion tore away the last of Oltyx’s self-control. His heel flattened the  creature’s  skull,  the  grohtt  sullying  him  further  with  a  spray  of cranial fluid, and fury-patterns wracked his discharge nodes through the steam that wreathed them. 

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

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

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

‘Come, warden, and account for yourself.’

To a mortal, the praetor would have been a sight to inspire terror. 

Almost  as  tall  as  Oltyx  himself,  and  broader  across  his  armoured shoulders,  Neth  had  been  a  commoner  in  life,  but  had  served faithfully  and  arduously  enough  to  earn  an  eternity  of  conscious service as the warden of Sedh’s garrison. He suspected the praetor thought of himself as a vargard of sorts to the nomarchial throne –

but if so, he was mistaken. Oltyx’s rank might have been lowered to this posting, but his standards remained those of a kynazh; the likes of  Neth  would  only  ever  be  fit  to  direct  the  mindless  ranks  of  the peasantry  on  his  behalf.  And  here,  the  orders  provided  could  not have  been  more  simple:  Neth  had  been  given  fifteen  of  the garrison’s most intact legions of warriors, and told to hold the line at the Temenos’ edge. 

But  Neth  was  a  fool,  with  a  mind  full  of  holes.  Degraded  by  the pattern ataxia that beset so many, he had been in a poor state even back  when  Oltyx  had  inherited  him  with  the  garrison,  and  he  had only grown worse with time. All too often now, he could barely hold

a sentence together, let alone a line of battle. And like the countless others in his condition or worse, he could never be repaired. 

Neth knew it, too. Oltyx could see his shame in the way his head hung  as  he  walked  through  the  falling  snow.  The  praetor  was…

cringing, his discharge nodes rippling with shame-patterns that only served  to  stoke  the  violence  thrumming  in  Oltyx’s  core.  Even  the grohtt  had  faced  him  with  more  courage,  thought  the  nomarch,  as Neth knelt before him with a grinding of time-worn joints. 

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

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

‘My nomarch, I… beg you…’

‘Repeat my command!’ spat Oltyx, vocal actuators fuzzing from the force of his anger, as he sent Neth sprawling with a blow from the glaive’s  butt.  The  praetor  did  not  say  a  word  as  he  clattered  down three more steps, just rose stiffly into a kneeling position once more. 

His slowness was agonising to watch, but this was no time to let pity take root. 

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

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

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

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

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

My master acts in the manner of a true ruler, the submind told him. 

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

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

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

Oltyx swung the glaive. 

But before the blade could connect, a light seared through his optic buffer, accompanied by the sensation that his limbs were being torn

from his control. His arms spasmed, and the strike went wide of the praetor’s neck. 

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

We must not, it stated. 

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

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

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

You asked yourself, master, why the orks sent their slaves to  die  on  our  line,  reported  Strategic,  in  its  usual  clipped  tones. 

Now  you  know.  They  hoped  to  sow  disorder.  The  orks  are cruel, but not stupid. They know our pride – what division it might cause if something so lowly as a…

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

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

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

Perhaps – but who better will replace him? 

Grim realisation settled over Oltyx then, like the poison snow on his rapidly cooling carapace, as he realised the strategic mind was right. 

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

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

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

Djoseras,  the  elder  kynazh  of  his  house  –  and  so  heir  to  Dynast Unnas  –  would  have  been  appalled.  But  Djoseras  had  always  been

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

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

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

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

Combat set about the task with relish. 

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

Ah,  thought  Oltyx  then,  as  he  quietly  rescinded  the  order  he  had given to the combat partition. Apparently, he would need Neth fit to

fight somewhat sooner than expected. The orks, at last, were on the move. 
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