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			From high above the plain, the broken landing craft looked like the skeleton of some vast monster. Blackened macro-containers formed the vertebrae of a titanic spine, flanked by sprawling landing struts and spent atmospheric engines. A broad, spiked bridge lay at one end, altitude thrusters stabbing backwards like monolithic horns.

			Lieutenant Orghun stood on a ridge above the scarred plain, buffeted by the rising winds. He viewed the vista through the visual feed of his berkut, Tuyaa, which soared high above. From the cybernetic hawk’s lofty viewpoint Orghun saw the Chogorian plains stretching out on every side, pockmarked by the ruins of spacecraft and the scars of orbital weaponry. Twisting plumes of blue-black smoke rose from the torn wreck below and were snatched by the hungry wind. At the base of these plumes, Tuyaa’s keen eye saw flickering magenta-tinged flames, the unnatural fires still burning months after the ship’s descent. 

			The hawk swept along the length of the fallen ship, seeking any other hint of movement amidst the ruin, any sign that one of the vessel’s inhabitants still cowered in the wreckage. When her search brought her to the lander’s far end, she wheeled on a thermal, turning back towards her master.

			Orghun ground his teeth and cancelled the feed with a blink. Removing his gold-traced helm, he spat in the dirt at his feet. The wind cooled his bare scalp and pulled at the plait of hair that hung behind his ear. He moved to the combat bike waiting nearby and keyed the next location in his search into the control cogitator. 

			As he climbed into the saddle, a melodic chime sounded in Orghun’s ear. He scowled at the rune blinking on the bike’s screen and gunned the engine. 

			Summoning Tuyaa with a whistle, he headed for the White Scars’ fortress-monastery. 

			The gathering hall at the heart of Quan Zhou echoed to the singing of Chapter-serfs. Two dozen of Lieutenant Orghun’s warriors were mustered within, their warplate gleaming. The remainder of the forces he led had been summoned from their sparring and would be preparing to depart Chogoris. Orghun strode through a throng of his brothers, acknowledging their greetings but not stopping. He sought the one who had summoned him at the far side of the room, standing before a wall of brass etched with Korchin characters, an epic verse describing the primarch’s early years.

			‘Orghun, you return to us at last. How fared your hunt?’ Chaplain Ghabesh’s face was heavily scarred and wrinkled by his many years, but his eyes gleamed with humour.

			‘I found nothing, master,’ Orghun said, keeping his voice neutral. ‘The Empty Quarter is well named. Why did you call me back?’

			‘Tuslakh,’ said Ghabesh, using the Korchin presentation of Orghun’s rank. ‘The path of fate has provided us with an opportunity. Follow me.’

			The two warriors stepped into an antechamber thick with ritual incense. The briefing room was lit only by the crimson glow of a hololithic display projected from a wide disc in the floor. A shadowed figure stood across from Orghun, studying the hololith. From the psychic hood projecting above the figure’s shoulders and the hawk-like cast of his brow, Orghun recognised Stormseer Otagai. 

			‘Welcome, tuslakh,’ came Otagai’s voice from the shadow. ‘Duty drives us to war once more. Much is made clear to we seers of the zadyin arga. We have identified… a fortuity.’ 

			‘A rare chance indeed,’ Ghabesh added, moving to the Stormseer’s side.

			‘Following the thread we had pulled, a scouting force was sent to the Gartuli System,’ Otagai continued, operating the hololith’s controls. The star map circled, the red light recreating a planetary system within the Yasan Sector. ‘Do you know of Helaka?’

			‘One of Gartuli’s moons, fortified like its parent,’ Orghun said, pointing at the map. ‘And held in the grip of the Tyrant, may hawks take his eyes.’ 

			‘May it be so.’ 

			The hololith shifted again, focusing upon the moon in question. Strings of Korchin characters spun out around it, indicating its status, defences and key locations on the surface. 

			‘Our scouts in-system have identified Helaka as the source of a great number of corrupted war engines,’ Otagai continued. ‘These mechanical abominations are one of the reasons Gartuli itself remains beyond our reach for now. Although the moon is well equipped to survive a siege, a traitor warship recently departed Helaka to raid elsewhere in the system, leaving a reduced garrison. We will have no better opportunity than this to destroy the dark forges concealed on Helaka and slay their master.’ 

			Otagai looked up from the map, his eyes seeking Orghun’s. 

			‘Vox intercepts have confirmed the identity of this corrupter of machines. It is Lugor Vask, one of those who despoiled Chogoris and lived to tell the tale, until now. You will lead this hunt, tuslakh.’

			Orghun’s jaw tightened. ‘You honour me, master. I will claim his head, destroy his furnaces and cut down those who defile Helaka by their presence.’

			‘The brotherhoods ride across the sea of stars – the Imperium needs us more than ever. We do not have the strength, or the time, to reclaim the moon,’ the Stormseer said, amulets tinkling as he shook his head. A rune appeared on the hololithic planetoid, marking Vask’s stronghold, a mountain of ferrocrete lined with bunkers and defensive walls, with refinery towers emerging at its peak. ‘You will kill this stain upon our honour, burn his lair and leave Helaka before the enemy know you are there.’

			Orghun rotated the hololith with a gesture, studying the stronghold’s defences. ‘I will lead half of my force in a strike here,’ he said, stabbing at an armoured culvert on the slope at the mountain’s base. ‘We will be as the breeze, swift and silent. As we approach, our supporting elements will launch a direct assault here by drop pod and gunship.’ Another rune appeared near the stronghold’s nadir, among armouring yards and alchomite stacks. ‘As the traitor moves against our feint, I will land the true blow and end him. I will have revenge for Chogoris.’

			‘And deal a heavy blow to the Tyrant at the same time,’ mused Ghabesh. ‘A wise strategy. Come, tuslakh, I would share some wisdom with you before you depart.’

			The two exited the chamber through a gleaming brass-bound door, bowing to the Stormseer as they left. They stepped from the darkness into a long hallway with a high ceiling. On one side of them hung row upon row of the White Scars’ trophies – the heads of notable enemies, masked in silver. Those of Chaos warlords were set alongside the skulls of alien monstrosities and mutant witches, each standing proudly upon the point of a hunting lance. On the other side of the hallway, long windows looked onto the Chogorian plains. Orghun knew blast mantlets were cleverly concealed in the windows’ elaborately worked frames, ready to be deployed if Quan Zhou was attacked. He had seen them used.

			Ghabesh began to lead the way along the hall. 

			‘You did not come by this mission by chance, Orghun. I spoke on your behalf. You have more reason than any of us to hate this warpson bastard Vask. I know what drives you – the weight you bear. After the defence of Chogoris, I saw the promise in you, and I recommended you be made tuslakh, as you know.’ 

			The Chaplain turned to Orghun, his eyes alight. 

			‘This is a chance, but also a choice. You have vindicated my trust a hundred times over, Orghun, but still your rage defines you. You must rise above it. Become more than vengeance. I believe a mighty destiny lies before you, but your path is shrouded by your anger.’

			Ghabesh pointed at a nearby relic, the head of a gargantuan ork chased in silver turned dark with age. It was one of the most ancient artefacts in this place, claimed by the primarch in a distant age. 

			‘Remember the fate of the Khagan himself, our Chapter’s greatest warrior. He won so many victories, took so many trophies, but in his headlong pursuit of a foe he was lost to us. Perhaps, given the choice, he would make the same decision again – we cannot know. But the choice was his.’

			Orghun stared out across the sunlit steppe. ‘The Great Khan Jubal also suffered for his zeal.’ 

			Ghabesh gave Orghun a long look. ‘The Great Khan’s path is different again. Though he’s now confined to his chambers, his eye sees everything his warriors do and his arm is strong – as strong as the ordu! Sometimes victory cannot be achieved without blood, as Jubal knew.’

			‘You are a wise teacher, master. I will not be a slave to my need for vengeance.’

			The two walked on in silence, reaching the great door which led to the armouring chamber. 

			‘Take these words,’ said Ghabesh. ‘Remember them in the moments to come. Where revenge is a confession of pain, duty is its own reward.’

			‘Thank you, brother,’ said Orghun. ‘I will keep them close.’
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