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			Immortal Duty

			Nick Kyme 

			I have erred, and so I must atone.
I lived when I should have died, and so I must become Immortal.

			– Oath of the Immortals

			On my knees, I faced the ship’s deck. The contorted faces of my brothers stared back, frozen in their last tormented moments.

			My name is Ahrem Gallikus and I am Immortal, but this was the day that I was supposed to die.

			It was my right. My destiny, one that I alone set in motion long before the fields of our greatest ignominy. Long before Isstvan.

			A chill pricked the skin at the nape of my neck, between the black adamantium gorget and a closely shorn scalp of coal-dark hair. At first I thought it was the starship’s atmospheric recirculation lacing the air with frigidity, until I realised it was the axe blade poised in judgement.

			Mercifully, the edge remained enervated or I would surely have been dead already. But then why imbue it with an actinic sharpness when a simple heft and cleave will do the job just as well?

			Logic. Efficiency. Temperance.

			Forged together, these words were our creed. A bond of iron, I always believed. Where was this alloy in our father when he needed it most? Again, as they often did in those days of bereavement and grief, my thoughts turned to melancholy.

			‘Ahrem,’ uttered a voice from the shadows surrounding me, as sharp as the naked blade against my flesh. ‘Tell us.’ 

			He used my given name, the one afforded to me by the chieftain of Clan Gaarsak, and it grated in my ears. He had no right to use that name.

			‘I am Legionary Gallikus, Order Primii,’ I replied with minimum respect. Back then I saw it as needless theatre, all of this.

			‘Gallikus, then,’ uttered the voice a second time, the irritation in its timbre unmasked. ‘We have questions. You will answer them.’

			The axe blade descended incrementally, nicking my skin to draw a bead of blood. I saw my breath fog in the cold, stagnant air; felt the thrum of the Obstinate’s impulse engines resonating from the lower decks; heard every minute adjustment of my interrogator’s posture in the low, predatory growl of his armour.

			I was at peace, ready for my duty to end. My immortal duty. I lowered my head a fraction in gentle supplication.

			My interrogator took that as an indication to proceed, which it was. In a way.

			‘Tell us of the Retiarius.’

			The name of that vessel put fire in my veins, banishing the cold of the hangar deck as my mind was cast back to hot halls, crimson and black. Sweat, blood, death… it all collided in a moment of searing recollection. It did nothing to warm the frozen flesh of the battle-brothers who stared back at me, dead eyes fixed wide in their decapitated heads.

			I wondered briefly if the method of execution was meant to be symbolic, ironic or inadvertently in bad taste.

			‘Tell us what you remember.’

			I remembered fire in the upper atmosphere of Isstvan, and hell reigning across the heavens. But this was amorphous, an impression only. An emotional response.

			I considered the possibility of sanction if I had admitted that. Emoting is supposed to be anathema to the Iron Tenth. I am sometimes led to wonder if life itself is, too. Instead, the first memory hit me. It felt like a mailed fist, but sang with the thunder of a battle-barge’s opening broadside…
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