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			There were no surgical lasers available.

			A clustered missile strike over Isstvan V had blown out the Ionside’s flank from the lateral exchangers aft, voiding eight deployment bays and the port-side apothecarion chambers. The smaller medicae annex on the ship’s starboard side was overwhelmed with life-critical cases. Dying legionaries on stretcher boards were lined up along the hallway. 

			Shadrak had only lost a hand. He reported instead to a makeshift triage station set up in the forward hold. Most of the staff there were frightened serfs drummed up from the ship’s crew. Gorgonson of the Lokopt Clan was the only Apothecary present, the only one that could be spared from the chaos of the medicae annex. He looked at the hand.

			‘Excise,’ he instructed the human attendant waiting nearby. ‘Clean down to the forearm bones. Leave some tissue for conjunction and graft. I’ll be back to fit the augmetic.’

			Gorgonson didn’t say anything to Shadrak. There was nothing to say.

			No. There was a great deal to say – just no words with which to say it.

			He treated Shadrak like a piece of broken machinery presented for repair, not as a brother, an old friend or a fellow son of Terra. He didn’t even make eye contact. He just moved on to the next case, a battle-brother whose helm had been fused to his cheek by a melta burst.

			The human was a young ensign, freckle-faced and red-headed. His anxiety made him seem like a small boy compared to Shadrak’s bulk. ‘Seat yourself, lord,’ he stammered, gesturing to a commandeered suit-room recliner that had a metal service trolley positioned beside it.

			Shadrak didn’t much care for the term ‘lord’. He was a captain, and that word alone was more than sufficient. But he was too tired to correct the serf, too empty. He felt like the tombs of Albia that he had visited as a child: vast and enduring, but long since robbed of the precious things they had once contained. 

			Using his good hand, he took off his helm and placed it on the deck. Then he unstrapped his weapon belt, so that the harnessed gladius and bolt pistol would not encumber him when he sat. The belt had loops for reload clips. They were empty.

			The recliner creaked under his armoured weight. He set his boots on the foot rest, leaned back and placed his ruined left arm on the trolley. It would have been palm up, if he had still had a palm.

			The attendant stared at the wound. The hand was missing most of the fingers. It was a bloody mitten of blackened meat, with broken knucklebones protruding like twigs. The wrist was misaligned. The composite ceramite sleeve of Shadrak’s iron-black armour was mangled at the cuff, the torn ends stabbing into his flesh.

			‘Is there pain?’

			Truth be told, Shadrak hadn’t been aware of any pain – not physical pain, anyway. The other pain was too immense, too entire.

			Surprised, he answered, ‘No.’

			‘I have no anaesthetic,’ the man added reluctantly. ‘I have some numbing agents, but resources are so–’

			‘Just do it,’ said Shadrak. His body had autonomically shut down a great number of his neural receptors at the moment of injury. His left hand didn’t feel much of anything anymore. It was just a dead weight, like a piece of kit he couldn’t unbuckle and remove.

			‘There are no surgical lasers either,’ the serf apologised. Shadrak saw he was wiping a manual bone-saw with a sterile swab. The man’s hands were shaking.

			Under other circumstances, in other wars, Shadrak would have been amused by the sheer pathos of the situation. But his capacity for amusement was as empty as the tombs of Albia too.

			He sighed.

			‘You’ll never get through the vambrace with that,’ he said. The man looked as though he was about to panic. ‘Do you have medical training?’

			‘I am a junior gunnery officer, lord,’ the man replied. ‘But I have my corpsman certificate.’

			Again, the ‘lord’…

			Shadrak reached over with his right hand, unclasped the elbow guard and let it fall to the deck. Then he unfastened the clamps in the crook of his elbow and mid-forearm, and tugged the composite plasteel-and-ceramite sleeve off. Parts of the gauntlet were still attached, flapping loose. The buckled wrist seal was impacted into his flesh, and it took a little more effort to wrench it clear. Fluid and flecks of meat spattered the deck. 

			He stripped away the undersleeve, tearing the fabric. His exposed skin looked as pale as bone, in stark contrast to the mauled mess of his hand.

			‘How did this happen?’ the man asked, eyes wide at the fully exposed damage.

			‘Horus happened,’ said Shadrak.

			He rested his arm back on the trolley. The man approached, gingerly, puffing counterseptic onto the wound from a flask, his hands still shaking. He took a grip on the bone saw, and consulted an anatomical diagram he had called up on the display of his data-slate. Shadrak knew that the man was dying to ask what he had meant, but didn’t dare.

			He rested the saw’s serrated edge against Shadrak’s flesh just below his torn wrist. The skin was covered in spots of fast-clotted blood. The serf swabbed them away, and then made the first draw.

			There was pain, of course, but it seemed minor and distant.

			Shadrak sat back and let it pass over him. He stared at the hold’s gloomy roof, into the darkness beyond the hanging lumens. He let his mind fill with memories – memories from before the pain. He tried to recollect something as far from it as possible. Before this minor discomfort, before the greater injury of the dropsite, before Medusa, before the Gorgon, before the Great Crusade… 

			He thought of Terra, and the last years of the Unification Wars. He thought of his first days as a Storm Walker, serving under Lord Commander Amadeus DuCaine in the theatres of Afrik and the Panpacific. Back then, justly proud of their fresh, gene-herited might, none of them had known what the Storm Walkers would become, or what revision of structure and loyalty they would have to undergo. And even once they had known, they had embraced it wholeheartedly. It had not been a matter of reformation or repair, though fates knew that the X Legion were especially resilient when it came to repair. 

			It had been a matter of ascendancy.

			It had been a blessing. To be called to your primarch’s side, to become one of his. Shadrak had cast off his Terran surname, a mortal vestige that had fallen into disuse anyway, and taken the name Meduson to demonstrate and affirm his allegiance to his new home world.

			He had become Shadrak Meduson of Clan Sorrgol, Captain of the Tenth Company. The Storm Walkers of Unification had become the Iron Hands. They had expected nothing but glory in their future. Even if calamity chanced to overtake the Iron Tenth on the field of war, it would be a glorious calamity in the Emperor’s service.

			None of them had ever anticipated this inglorious ruin. None of them could ever have imagined such a measure of raw treachery.

			None of them could ever have expected this scale of loss and pain.

			‘I’m sorry,’ the man said. 

			Shadrak opened his eyes.

			Despite his clotting factors and vascular shunts, the top of the trolley was running with blood. It was dripping off the edges and making a rectangular, splatter-pattern halo on the deck. The flesh of his wrist was marked with several bloody hesitation wounds. When the young serf had finally found some confidence and purpose, he had opened a gash like a gasping mouth, but the bone was barely nicked.

			The man’s hands were shaking more than ever. ‘Your bones are very… very strong, lord.’

			Shadrak saw that he was sweating.

			‘They were made that way,’ he replied, sitting up. ‘Give me that slate.’

			The serf handed him the data-slate, and Shadrak reviewed the anatomical graphic as dispassionately as he might check a mechanical diagram. He made a note of the bone formation, compared it with what remained of his wrist, took note of blood vessels and tendon assembly and paid heed to the recommended link points for structural and neural grafting. 

			‘I’ll do it,’ he said, handing the slate back. ‘It’ll be quicker.’

			The man slowly offered him the bloody saw, but Shadrak had already leaned over the side of the recliner and drawn his gladius. He set the edge of the blade along the clumsy guide cut that the bone saw had scored, paused, and struck his ruined hand off with a single, swift blow. It bounced off the side of the trolley and landed in the pool of blood on the deck. The serf hesitated, as though he felt it would be polite to pick the severed hand up and return it to Shadrak. Then he remembered himself, dropped the saw, and hurried forward to attend with clamps and wadding.

			‘If it’s going to hurt anyway,’ said Shadrak as the man worked, binding the stump tightly, ‘it’s better that it doesn’t linger too.’

			Good advice, he thought. Applies to so damned much.

			Gorgonson returned an hour later and inspected the wound.

			‘Do this yourself?’

			‘It seemed for the best,’ Shadrak replied.

			‘You’re no surgeon,’ said Gorgonson.

			‘Never claimed to be. But your man there was intent on whittling me down until I was nothing but a spinal column and a rictus.’

			Gorgonson frowned. ‘We’re doing the best we can, given the circumstances.’

			‘Well, he made more of a mess of me in ten minutes than the damned Sons of Horus could manage in a week.’

			Gorgonson glared at him. ‘Don’t even joke,’ he hissed. ‘Damn you, Shadrak. Don’t even say the words aloud.’

			‘You don’t think I’m angry?’ asked Shadrak. ‘I’m beyond rage. I’m in another place entirely. White heat and boiling blood. I’m going to butcher and burn every one of the bastards. Give me my new hand so I can get on with it.’

			Gorgonson hesitated. They had known each other for twenty-four decades. Like Shadrak, Goran Gorgonson had been a Storm Walker, a son of Terra. They had fought through the Unification Wars side by side. At their ascendancy, Goran had elected to join Lokopt, the clan that most remembered and celebrated the Terran aspect of the founding. But he had changed his name to Gorgonson in honour of the primarch.

			‘Anger’s not going to get us anywhere, earth-brother,’ Shadrak said quietly, ‘except deader than we are already. Anger’s a blindfold, a fool’s motivation. I reserve it only for killing blows. We need cool heads and clear minds. This is survival, repair, rebuilding. Terra only knows, we’re good at repair – we excel at it, so this should play to our strengths.’

			‘They’re calling a council,’ said Gorgonson.

			‘Who’s they?’

			‘The clan-fathers.’

			‘A clan council?’ Shadrak asked. ‘What in Terra’s name for? This isn’t a matter of bloodline and heritage.’

			‘Isn’t it?’

			‘The clan-fathers are proposing to assume command? Collective command?’

			‘I suppose so. In the absence of…’ Gorgonson paused. There were words that were going to be too hard to say, names that were going to be too hard to utter. ‘The clan-fathers take control, for now. Isn’t there comfort and assurance in that? They are veterans who understand–

			 ‘A clan council is the last thing we need,’ said Shadrak. ‘Command by committee? Pointless. We need positive, singular leadership.’

			‘I didn’t know you had aspirations of command,’ Gorgonson remarked.

			Shadrak thought about that for a moment. The notion came as a surprise.

			‘I don’t,’ he replied. ‘I’ve never considered it. I just know we need something now. Someone. We’re dead without it. Just a shattered rabble.’

			Gorgonson sighed. ‘Any Apothecary, even the best of us, will tell you that you can graft on a new hand, but you can’t graft on a new head.’

			‘Then we’ll have to learn how,’ said Shadrak.

			A servitor beside Gorgonson was holding the augmetic on a tray.

			‘Nothing fancy,’ said the Apothecary, reaching for a scraper and a neuro-fuser. ‘I have no juvenat packing left either, so you’ll have to let it bond by itself. Don’t test it. It’ll be weak. For months, probably. Let it bed in and heal.’

			Shadrak nodded.

			‘Just fix me up,’ he said. ‘I’m sure I’ll have many weeks of calm and leisure to get the healing done.’

			Gorgonson started working. ‘Is he dead?’ he asked quietly.

			‘Yes.’

			‘You know this?’

			‘Amadeus told me,’ said Shadrak. ‘It was confirmed from the surface.’ 

			‘Lord Commander Amadeus is dead too,’ murmured the Apothecary.

			‘Yes. I saw it. But his word lives. The Gorgon is dead, and our stepfather Amadeus is gone too. So we can lie down and die with them, or we can learn to graft heads.’

			It took eight weeks for the Council to assemble. That meant eight more weeks of running. The Gorgon’s martial policy had always been to fight and move on, but this was not the sort of moving on that Shadrak approved of.

			They gathered at Aeteria, a lonely rock of sulphurous waste and tainted pink skies on the edge of the Oqueth Sector.

			Twenty-nine ships hung low in the heavens, including two Salamanders vessels and three Raven Guard. They seemed ghostly, like dark thunderheads behind the wispy banks of cloud. They were survivors of Isstvan, all of them.

			It wasn’t much of a council. Only five clan-fathers were present. The fate of the others was unknown, though intelligence data reported that the forces of the Iron Tenth had scattered after the massacre, put to rout. Many of the Raven Guard and Salamanders had fled too. Purge-fleets of the Sons of Horus and the Emperor’s Children were reported to be razing system after system in an effort to obliterate any survivors before they could regroup. No reliable figures were available, but it was possible that all three Legions had been reduced to mere thousands. 

			‘We have been… shattered,’ said Lech Vircule, Clan-Father of Atraxii, rising to his feet. They had gathered in the courtyard of a ruined monastic structure, built in the Age of Strife and abandoned, like Aeteria, generations before. The lonely walls echoed his words.

			‘But not broken,’ answered the Clan-Father of Felg, Loreson Unfleshed. ‘There will be others, like us, meeting in secret as we do now. We are disconnected, but not lost.’

			Vircule shrugged.

			‘We cannot regroup or coordinate,’ he said. ‘Lines of communication are cut or disadvantaged. No one dares show himself or attempt an open signal. With the traitors abroad in force, any glimpse of us will result in unstinting prosecution.’

			‘Our structure allows for this, lord father,’ said Augos Lumak, a captain of Clan Avernii. He was one of the few members of the gene-sire’s favoured to have made it out of the massacre alive. ‘Our clan structure, as ordained by the Gorgon, will serve us well. Independent units of command, interlocking. We can survive, by dint of our individual commands, and reassemble.’

			The Atraxii clan-father nodded. ‘That is to be hoped. Only when unified can we turn and fight back.’

			‘Then we will never fight back,’ said Shadrak Meduson.

			There was a silence, filled only by the moan of the wind across the lagoon.

			‘You spoke, captain?’ said the flesh-spare Loreson.

			‘Quite clearly, lord father,’ said Shadrak. ‘The accursed Warmaster, may fate smite him, will not give us grace to regroup.’

			‘We do not need his grace.’ The clan-father’s voice was a synthetic growl. ‘Or his permission.’

			‘As he did not need our grace or permission to slaughter us, and to murder our gene-father and stepfather alike,’ said Shadrak. ‘We are not alone in this. Salamanders and Raven Guard stand with us.’ He gestured to the ranks of the other Legions present. ‘Our brothers of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth follow different martial philosophies. We could learn, learn mutually. We could learn to fight in new ways, marry the iron force of the Tenth to the stealth of the Nineteenth and–’

			‘Our brothers of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth are welcome here,’ said Vircule of Atraxii.

			‘Our losses match yours in scale and grief,’ said a Raven Guard captain named Dalcoth. ‘We must combine resources–’

			‘You are welcome here,’ Vircule repeated, cutting him short.

			‘But our words are not?’ asked Dalcoth. There was a bitter grin on his lips.

			‘In time, of course,’ said Karel Mach, the Clan-Father of Raukaan. ‘But this is clan council business and words. Our way of war is not yours, sir. We will not stoop to sly hit-and-run tactics.’

			‘Stoop?’ asked one of the other Raven Guard officers.

			‘I meant no insult.’

			‘On the flight here, we spent time discussing operational needs with your captains,’ said Dalcoth. ‘Meduson of Sorrgol agreed with my proposal that a hybridisation of tactics might avail us of–’

			‘Captain Meduson should know his place,’ said Vircule.

			‘He was not the only officer of the Tenth who thought so,’ said Dalcoth.

			‘But I was the loudest, so I speak for the notion here,’ said Shadrak. ‘Eight weeks aboard the survivor ships, crammed in with brothers from other Legions. Of course we talked. It is self-evident that–’

			‘Know your place, Meduson,’ said the Clan-Father of Atraxii more firmly. ‘Know your place, Terran-born.’

			‘I know my place well enough,’ said Shadrak. ‘It appears to be somewhere on a sulphur-stinking waste at the end of the galaxy. Any delay is going to weaken us further. We are not, and we will never be, what we once were. The Raven Guard are ready to fight. Guerrilla tactics, if necessary.’

			Dalcoth nodded.

			‘The Salamanders too,’ said Shadrak.

			Nuros, the most senior legionary of the XVIII Legion present, nodded in turn.

			‘This is clan council business,’ said Loreson Unfleshed.

			‘It would seem that the Council does not know its business,’ replied Shadrak. ‘When we lose in war, we are returned to the enclaves and are rebuilt. We are made better than we were before. But that luxury is not open to us now. When we lose on the field, away from an enclave, what do we do?’

			‘We repair as best we may,’ said Karel Mach. ‘Battlefield fixes. We make the best of the resources available to us.’

			‘That is our situation now,’ said Shadrak. ‘And what is available to us? The good brotherhood of our fellow Legions. The chance to learn, to alter ourselves, and to remake ourselves in ways that the traitors are not expecting.’

			‘Enough!’ barked Jebez Aug. Aug was an Iron Father of the Sorrgol Clan, hailing from Medusa. With his venerable status came great influence. ‘You shame our clan with your outspoken remarks, Terran-born.’

			‘I speak only with respect,’ said Shadrak.

			‘You have shown the Council precious little respect,’ said Aan Kolver, the Clan-Father of Ungavarr.

			‘Indeed, because you have warranted none,’ said Shadrak. ‘I speak with respect to our gene-sire.’

			‘Escort the captain from this place immediately,’ said Vircule to Aug. ‘He needs time to level his head and dull his tongue.’

			‘What are you playing at?’ Aug asked. Shadrak could feel the Iron Father’s anger radiating out like a force field. They stood on the caustic shoreline of the sulphur lake. Acid vapour swirled like battle­field smoke.

			‘What? We bite our lips now? Even now, in this predicament?’

			‘Sorrgol has no clan-father here,’ said Aug. ‘You shame us in the company of–’

			‘I shame you?’ Shadrak shook his head. ‘Is that really what matters now? The shame of speaking out? Fates above, we are shamed enough! The clan leaders are groping around, trying to recover something we have lost forever. By the time they reach a decision, we will be discovered and slaughtered. Or if they reach a decision, it will be the wrong one, and we will be slaughtered anyway!’

			‘We need unification, Shadrak,’ said Aug. ‘For morale alone.’

			‘I agree. But under one warleader, with one purpose.’

			‘One leader?’ Aug laughed bitterly. ‘Who?’

			‘You, perhaps?’

			Aug spat and looked away.

			‘No one wants it,’ said Shadrak. ‘None of us. Not a single captain, not a single Iron Father. That’s why the clan-fathers have taken the lead. They are projecting a sense of security, of unity, through our blood heritage. A reassurance in this time of loss through the bonds of fraternity. But it’s a group decision, so that no one shoulders the burden alone. No one bloody wants it! That’s why no one has stepped forward and called the rally around him.’ He looked at Aug. ‘No one wants to be seen as trying to replace the Gorgon. No one wants to replace Amadeus DuCaine. No one wants to be seen as that impertinent or disrespectful. I understand it.’

			He paused.

			‘But we need to raise the storm again. No one wants the command. No one wants to appear so arrogant as to imagine that he can assume the primarch’s role. But it’s not a matter of want, or pride, or vainglorious ambition. It’s a matter of necessity.’

			‘This talk will get you killed, Terran-born,’ said Aug.

			‘No!’ Shadrak snapped, pointing towards the monastery. ‘That talk will get us killed.’

			He lowered his hand. The augmetic graft had not fully healed and still ached abysmally. The violence of the gesture had jarred it.

			‘I have it on good medical authority that you can’t graft on a new head,’ he said.

			Jebez Aug uttered a dry laugh. He shifted his flesh-spare frame and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘You don’t need to be a medical authority to know that,’ he replied.

			‘I’m not suggesting that anyone pretend to be the Gorgon. I’m not proposing that anyone presumes he can command as well as Ferrus Manus, or attempt to be such a master. I am simply talking about focus of authority. One mind, one will, one iron drive strong enough to compel us for long enough to…’

			‘To what?’

			‘Do what needs to be done.’

			‘Which is what? Survive?’

			‘No.’ Shadrak looked out over the misted lake. ‘You can’t graft on a new head, but you can cut off an existing one.’ He turned to the Iron Father. ‘We need to focus long enough to get Horus. To cut off his head. We decapitate the traitors. We do to them what they did to us. We shatter them, and scatter them to the winds. We end this treachery.’

			After a moment, he added, ‘Then we can die, for all I care.’ 

			Embarkation had been ordered. Stormbirds and lifter ships rose from the surface of Aeteria and soared up to the waiting warships.

			Shadrak had been posted to the strike cruiser Iron Heart. They were to escort the flotilla’s flagship Crown of Flame. Iron Father Aug gathered the officers of Clan Sorrgol while the ship prepared to make way. The clan-fathers had instructed the respected veteran Aug to take command.

			‘I believe we have Meduson to thank for this,’ he said.

			‘What have I done now?’

			‘Our clan has the weakest numbers after Avernii,’ said Aug, ‘so we have been told by the Council to absorb the overspill into our formations. We are to coordinate with the Salamanders and Raven Guard squads as they are brought aboard, too.’

			‘So we are bastardised while the other clan-companies stand more or less intact?’ asked Captain Lars Mechosa.

			‘No one’s intact,’ whispered Shadrak.

			‘I’d ask you to watch your words, brother,’ Augos Lumak said to Mechosa. ‘You absorb my Avernii too. Do we make you bastards?’

			‘No, you make us fatherless,’ snarled Mechosa. ‘Where were the favoured Avernii at Isstvan? Saving the Gorgon? Why, no! They were dying at his feet.’

			‘Damn your eyes!’ Lumak cried, rising from his seat.

			‘Sit down, Lumak!’ Aug shouted. ‘Captain Lumak of Avernii! Sit yourself down! This clan-unit is mine to command.’

			‘Then bring your foul-mouthed dogs to heel, Iron Father!’ Lumak snapped. ‘If you expect me to recognise your authority, then you damned well better exercise it and put Mechosa in his place.’

			‘Captain Lumak–’

			‘Or I’ll do it,’ Lumak added.

			‘Oh, really?’ replied Mechosa. ‘I would love to see you try, you toothless cur.’

			Lumak reached for his sword, but another hand clasped over his before he could draw the blade.

			‘Don’t, Lumak,’ said Shadrak through gritted teeth. ‘I mean it. Don’t.’

			‘Let go of me,’ said Lumak, looking Shadrak in the eye.

			‘Yes, let him go!’ mocked Mechosa. ‘I yearn for some sport.’

			‘Do not unsheathe your blade,’ Shadrak whispered into Lumak’s face. ‘Not in here. Not like this, against a brother. Once it’s drawn, it cannot be put away.’

			‘You Sorrgol bastards,’ growled Lumak, ‘covering for each other, dishonouring the–’

			‘My loyalty to Clan Sorrgol becomes more frayed with each passing hour,’ said Shadrak. ‘I would rather cut it and cast off my chosen name of Meduson. I would go back to my Terran birth name. My loyalty is only to the Tenth, and to the memory of the Gorgon.’

			‘Then unhand me,’ said Lumak.

			‘We’re in the middle of a civil war against traitor Legions,’ said Shadrak slowly. ‘Is this really time to start another one, inside our own?’

			He looked at Mechosa.

			‘Apologise,’ he said, ‘right now.’

			Mechosa looked down and hesitated.

			‘Civil war is the greatest crime humanity has known,’ Shadrak said to him. ‘Brother betraying brother? The very thought sickens me. What about you, Mechosa? Or are you of that disposition too? Do you find it a matter of nothing to draw arms against your own?’

			Mechosa looked up, his eyes burning brightly. ‘Damn you, Shadrak,’ he said.

			‘Already good and damned,’ Shadrak replied. His grip on Lumak’s sword hand had not diminished.

			‘I’m no traitor,’ said Mechosa.

			‘Then stop acting like you’re about to become one,’ said Shadrak.

			Mechosa cleared his throat.

			‘Brother Lumak, I apologise for my words. We have endured too much. Tempers are weak… Ahh, I make no excuses. There was no call for that.’

			Lumak looked at Shadrak. ‘Unhand me, brother.’

			Shadrak released his grasp. Lumak let go of his sword grip, walked around the table and offered his hand to Mechosa.

			‘I would that all of Avernii had died, and more besides, if we could have saved the gene-sire,’ he said. ‘You were not there. You did not see. We did not shirk. We gave all we could. It was not enough. That fact will haunt me until the day I die, surrounded by the butchered corpses of traitors.’

			Mechosa took his hand. 

			‘I do not doubt it. I would gladly join you in that death.’

			Shadrak sat down as the officers retook their places. His graft throbbed from the effort of keeping Lumak’s hand in place.

			A thin thread of watery blood sobbed from the cuff of his armour.

			A fist thumped on the outer hatch. Shadrak rose, rebinding the blood-soiled wrap around his wrist. He was stripped to the waist, his torso and shoulders showing a hundred old scars. His flesh was inlaid with augmetic circuitry. On his right side, his entire rib-wall was an augmetic plate grafted to his flesh-spare bone. That had been part of him since the Battle of Rust.

			‘Come!’ he called.

			His quarters were small and cluttered. Space was limited on the Iron Heart. 

			The hatch opened with a scrape of metal on metal, and Jebez Aug stepped inside.

			He looked around.

			‘Your chamber is no better than mine,’ he remarked.

			‘What do we need more than a deck to sleep on?’ asked Shadrak.

			Aug smiled. ‘I sleep standing up.’

			‘Are we underway?’ Shadrak asked. He knew that they were. He had felt the yawing slip of translation an hour before. His question had been a soft way of asking where they were going.

			Aug nodded.

			‘I need a Hand Elect,’ he said, cutting right to it. 

			To recompense Aug and Sorrgol for becoming a bastard clan, the Council had declared him acting warleader of the fleet under their authority. In practice, this simply meant he was responsible for the clan-fathers’ protection. But however compromised a warleader’s role was, a warleader always needed a reliable deputy.

			‘You’re asking my advice?’

			‘I considered Mechosa, of course, because of his record, but he’s an ill-tempered brute.’ Aug paused, and idly scratched the back of his shaven head. ‘I also considered Lumak, as a gesture of good faith towards the Avernii. After today’s altercation, I can’t favour one without offending the other.’

			He looked at Shadrak.

			‘By the way, my thanks for that,’ he added. ‘You defused a bad moment.’ 

			‘I spoke my mind, Iron Father. That’s all.’

			‘As a Hand Elect should.’

			‘Me?’

			‘Yes, sir, you, sir.’

			‘No one likes me,’ said Shadrak.

			‘One of your most appealing qualities. You have been pretty blunt about your demand that somebody steps up and take the reins of authority.’

			‘Yes, but not me. I have no ambitions above line command.’

			‘Wasn’t that your very point?’ asked Aug. ‘No one wants the responsibility? The Gorgon’s gone, and none of us want to suggest we could take his place.’

			‘Yes.’

			Aug sat down on the cot.

			‘Shadrak, you’re Terran-born. That means that we Medusans, no matter how brotherly we are, either think you’re superior because you were gene-reared before us, or dismiss you as not actually Medusa-born true-stock. You favour the welfare of the Salamanders and the Raven Guard more than most. You seem to understand them and liaise with them better than others. You speak your bloody mind all over the place. The clan-fathers despise you. And you’re the only man I know who seems to have a clear and singular vision of what we should be doing.’

			‘Which is?’

			‘Focusing command and killing that bastard Horus.’

			‘So you were listening to me.’

			‘Shadrak… for the dubious reasons I’ve just enumerated, you seem to me to be the wisest choice. I can’t think of a better Hand Elect, not when it comes to helping me keep what’s left of this clan in line.’

			‘I suppose the Hand Elect would get a privileged look at our line orders?’

			Aug reached into his thigh pouch and produced a data-slate. He tossed it to Shadrak. who caught it, instinctively, with his left hand, and winced.

			‘What’s the matter?’ asked Aug.

			‘Graft’s still healing. The augmetic’s fine. The flesh is weak.’

			He speed-read the slate’s summary.

			‘Several aspects of this I don’t like already,’ he said.

			‘I knew you wouldn’t,’ said Aug.

			‘Can I consult the other Legions? Share this with them to get tactical feedback?’

			‘My Hand Elect can do just as he damn well pleases,’ said Aug.

			Dalcoth, Nuros and their seniors slapped their fists to their breastplates as Shadrak entered the chamber.

			‘No need to salute,’ he said.

			‘I think there is,’ said Nuros softly. ‘You are the Hand Elect. Discipline and respect remind us we’re not dead.’

			They took their seats around an oval table. Shadrak placed the data-slate in front of him.

			‘You’ve seen the data,’ he said.

			‘Troubling,’ said Dalcoth.

			‘Enlighten me.’

			‘You know already,’ said Nuros.

			‘Doesn’t hurt to hear someone else say it.’

			‘Your clan-fathers are all transiting together on the Crown of Flame.’

			‘The Council stays together,’ says Shadrak.

			‘And forms one nice, big target,’ said Dalcoth. ‘Idiocy.’

			‘Clan council business and clan council words,’ said Shadrak. ‘They are collectively our leadership, now. No one has pre-eminence. They stay together. Consider them as one being – our leader.’

			‘And one big target,’ Dalcoth repeated.

			‘How did the Tenth ever conquer worlds?’ asked Nuros.

			‘Brute force,’ said Shadrak. ‘And rigid discipline. It served us well. Superbly well. But we always had the Gorgon and DuCaine to remind us when to break the rules. Now we haven’t got the numerical strength to deliver any great degree of force, and we’re hidebound by the traditions of our Legion. The clan council has always gathered in times of need, to maintain a sense of union and solidarity, especially in the absence of the primarch or the lord commander. I think the custom was all well and good when those absences were temporary.’

			‘Your Legion must unlearn their old ways,’ said Nuros.

			‘I know.’

			‘Or one of you must step up,’ Dalcoth added.

			‘Jebez Aug has been named as warleader for this endeavour,’ said Shadrak.

			‘An honorific only,’ said Nuros. ‘That is, if I understand the obscure and shifting lines of allegiance and fealty within your Legion. Jebez Aug answers to the clan council. He is only as much of a warleader as they will let him be.’

			‘I know that too.’

			‘You should also know,’ said Dalcoth, ‘with respect, I’m not sure how long the Eighteenth or the Nineteenth can stay with the Tenth Legion formations while this attitude prevails. Singular vision of war leadership is essential, even if it is then divided between autonomous splinter fleets.’

			‘A council can only advise,’ said Nuros. ‘It can’t command. How long will it take them to reach any tactical decision in the heat of combat?’

			‘Longer than usual,’ said Shadrak. ‘No one wants to make the call. Unless we can learn to graft heads back on.’

			‘What?’ asked Dalcoth.

			‘Nothing. No matter.’

			‘Let’s move on,’ said Nuros.

			‘Oh, let’s,’ agreed Shadrak.

			Dalcoth tapped the slate’s screen. ‘And this is what we’re doing? This is our undertaking?’

			Shadrak nodded. ‘Sub-vox communiqués have been received. Coded. Iron Tenth battle-cant. There’s an Iron Hands flotilla waiting in concealment in the solar shadow of Oqueth Minor. They have Raven Guard forces with them. They’re awaiting reinforcement. We’re moving to join them. Council’s orders. United, we’ll form a reasonably serious battlegroup.’

			‘If I was Horus,’ said Dalcoth, ‘and I was hunting the remnants of my enemy, I’d want to lure them out of hiding. I’d pretend to be a friend and call for help.’

			‘Is that Raven Guard tactics?’ asked Shadrak.

			‘Sometimes.’

			‘Do the traitors know Iron Tenth battle-cant?’ asked Nuros.

			‘Why should they?’ asked Shadrak.

			‘Why wouldn’t they?’ asked Dalcoth. ‘We study each other. We all do it. We observe the strengths and weaknesses of our fellow Legions. You can be sure as hell the traitors have done it. How else did they overwhelm us so entirely at Isstvan? We trusted them, and they were right inside our comm-nets.’

			‘Fulgrim and your gene-sire were good comrades of old,’ said Nuros quietly, ‘as close as any brothers. There was trust there. But Fulgrim cut off the head of Ferrus Manus without a moment’s hesitation. By comparison to that foul act, how little do you think he would have agonised over stealing your ciphers?’

			‘So this is a trap?’ asked Shadrak.

			‘No,’ said Dalcoth. ‘We’re saying it could be a trap.’

			‘I invite your recommendations,’ said Shadrak.

			‘If it comes to a boarding action, or a counter-boarding response, we’ll do it the old way,’ said Jebez Aug. ‘Tubes. Launches. Ship-to-ship teleportation requires a vast expenditure of power, and it’s notoriously unreliable. We’re likely to lose a fifth of our forces to an unsecured teleport during combat.’

			‘Don’t worry,’ muttered Shadrak, ‘they’ll mainly be Raven Guard.’

			‘Your humour grows ever darker, brother,’ said Aug.

			‘Are we going to employ their expertise or not?’

			‘The clan-fathers will never approve it.’

			‘They don’t have to. You have command. This ship is yours. You are the acting warleader.’

			‘Is this the true advice of my Hand Elect?’ asked Aug.

			‘You’d better hope so,’ replied Shadrak. 

			Aug pursed his lips, and then nodded.

			‘Good,’ said Shadrak. ‘Next, tighter field control on the shields.’

			‘Useless against long-range fire.’

			‘But perfect for close quarters, which is what this is going to be if it happens. Next, all ship munitions set for impact detonation rather than timed or ranged. Next…’

			Shadrak had never even made it onto the surface of Isstvan V. The clan-companies of Sorrgol had been in the second line with Amadeus DuCaine, an orbital reserve for the Gorgon’s main assault.

			They had seen the horror blossom across the world below in disbelief. Then it had become a frenzy – first to extract any of their brethren still alive, then simply to fight their way clear. Ships had flamed out all around them. The heavy kill-ships of the IV and XVI Legions had come in gunning, raking their way across the orbital line.

			The Ionside’s escape had been stalled by the cluster strike across her port side. With the drives off-line, they had been boarded. The Sons of Horus had poured in through the breach, hungry to take the killing to a personal level. They had fought in corridors where the decks were streaming with blood. They had fought in voided compartments where the space around them was full of spinning debris and wobbling bubbles of gore and fluid.

			Shadrak made war with a bolter in his right hand, and a gladius in his left. His aim had always been better right-handed, his speed and strike superior with his left. That was where his strength and dexterity lay.

			He’d just emptied the last of his bolt-rounds through the faceplate of an enemy legionary when the plasma blast mutilated and cooked his left hand. He had picked up his fallen gladius and fought on right-handed.

			Not long after that, the frantic teams of enginseers had relit the cruiser’s drives and, with a series of desperate and unsteady burns, they had torn free of the enemy ship grappling them.

			On the bridge, dripping blood that wasn’t all his own, Shadrak had taken the last message from Amadeus DuCaine.

			His old friend. His commander from the very start.

			‘The Gorgon’s dead!’ DuCaine had yelled at him over the link, the image of him fracturing and breaking up.

			‘My lord?’

			‘He’s dead! He’s gone! Fulgrim butchered him! They’re all dying, Shadrak! It’s a bloody massacre! An obscenity!’

			‘My lord, move your ship clear of the line!’

			‘Too late, boy! The drive’s gone for good. Hull plates are splitting. They’re inside with us! Bastard bloody–’

			The image had blinked away for a second. Then it had come back.

			‘–ember Rust!’

			‘Say again, my lord.’

			‘I said, do you remember Rust? Fates, you were there! You were one of the first, Shadrak – one of my Storm Walkers from the very start! Emperor’s bloody own!’

			‘Yes, my lord.’

			‘Then don’t you forget Rust, boy! Don’t you lie down and die! Not ever! You know what kind of horror that horde-fight was! Millions of the greenskin bastards! But we raised the storm. We raised the bloody storm! We prevailed!’

			The lord commander’s voice had become a brittle screech. Shadrak had not been sure if it was through pain, or the strangling distortion of the vox.

			‘My lord? Lord Commander DuCaine?’

			The image blinked on and off, choppy and broken.

			‘Raise the storm, Shadrak! Raise the bloody storm, my boy! Tell the Tenth to raise the storm and take every last one of the bastards to hell!’

			The image had vanished. The screen had fuzzed with white noise.

			Then there had been another, final blink. Amadeus DuCaine was screaming.

			‘Don’t you forget me–’

			Dead air.

			Off the bow of Shadrak’s wounded cruiser, the lord commander’s warship had blinked out like a dying comm-link, and been replaced by the heat and light of a newborn sun.

			Translating out of the warp, the survivor fleet decelerated towards Oqueth Minor. It was a pale, baleful star.

			‘Contacts!’ the Master of Detection announced. ‘Thirty ships!’ 

			‘Code match?’ asked Jebez Aug.

			‘Codes confirmed.’

			‘Of course they are,’ muttered Shadrak.

			‘Profiles?’ asked Aug.

			‘Pattern match. Several types. All Legiones Astartes fleet-craft.’

			‘Which is in no way an assurance,’ Shadrak whispered to the Iron Father.

			‘Ramp up visual resolution,’ Aug called.

			‘Standby, commander… Hulls read as blackened. Fire damage. No visible insignia or serial numbers.’

			‘You don’t like this, do you?’ Jebez Aug said to Shadrak.

			‘I haven’t liked much of anything since my eighth birthday, warleader,’ Shadrak replied.

			‘Is Dalcoth prepared?’

			‘He is.’

			‘I’ll lead them if it comes to it.’

			‘No, warleader. That’s the Hand Elect’s job. Your place is here.’

			‘Our flagship is hailing,’ reported the Master of Vox.

			There was a long wait.

			‘Codes exchanged. Cipher confirmed. Lead ship is identified as the Master of Iron. Clan-Father of Borrgos commanding. The Council is greeting.’

			Aug tapped his fingers on the console impatiently. ‘Come on, come on…’

			‘Request for our flagship to draw alongside the Master of Iron so that the Council can be united,’ reported the Master of Vox. ‘The request has been accepted by the clan-fathers.’

			‘Batteries to power?’ asked the Ironwrought Master of Ordnance.

			‘We dare not risk anything so provocative,’ replied Aug. ‘But ready the mechanical autoloaders. I want all weapons at my discretion inside ten seconds, if it comes to it. You understand me?’

			‘Aye, sir.’

			‘The flagship is under our protection,’ Aug reminded everyone.

			On high resolution, they watched the tortuously slow progress of the Crown of Flame as it drew alongside the Master of Iron, and secured mooring lines and anchors.

			‘Council is boarding,’ advised the Master of Vox.

			They waited again.

			‘Report?’ asked Aug.

			‘Nothing, sir.’

			‘It’s been ten minutes. Report.’

			‘Vox is dark, sir.’

			‘There will be ceremonials,’ said Mechosa. ‘This is a great day, after all.’

			Shadrak was about to warn him about tempting fate, but the Master of Vox cut him off.

			‘Acoustic echoes,’ he said, straining at his augmetic ear plugs, one hand clamped to the side of his head.

			‘Origin?’ barked Aug.

			‘From inside the Crown of Flame. Flattening the signal. I’m trying to wash it to get a clean signature. It sounds like… cheering.’

			‘I told you,’ smirked Mechosa.

			‘Cheering,’ the Master of Vox repeated, and then halted. ‘And gunfire.’

			‘Arm the batteries!’ Aug roared. ‘Shields! Ahead half! Battle stations!’

			‘Contact group is arming weapons!’ the Master of Detection yelled. ‘Gun ports opening! Their batteries are charging!’

			A light licked up inside the Crown of Flame. It stuttered, then grew brilliant, lancing out from every port and launch bay. The flagship began to buckle, as if it was being twisted and wrung out by huge, invisible hands. The hull split and geysers of fire rushed up through the cracks, forming great plumes of burning gas and interior atmospherics.

			‘Target and fire!’ Aug yelled. ‘Target and fire!’

			The Iron Heart’s deck shivered beneath their feet as the main batteries began to spit. The blackened enemy ships were already purring forwards and unloading storms of ordnance. Space lit up in a blinding flicker show.

			Close quarters, Shadrak thought.

			The rest of the warleader’s fleet was firing too. Formation against formation, point-blank in starship terms. The flagship was already dead, a burning ruin slowly tumbling away from the enemy’s mooring lines and showering incandescent dust, ash and debris into the void. The cruiser alongside the Iron Heart shuddered and tore open under the enemy bombardment.

			‘Get us closer,’ Aug ordered. ‘Gut them!’

			‘Raise the storm,’ Shadrak whispered.

			He looked at the main oculus screen and shuddered. Hololithic projectors upon the prows of the approaching enemy ships had lit up, unfurling bright banners of light.

			Each one, in gold and red, revealed the searing Eye of Horus.

			The screen blinked.

			‘Intercept signal!’ the Master of Vox called over the general chaos of voices yelling orders.

			‘Keep firing!’ Aug shouted.

			‘Intercept, sir!’ the Master of Vox repeated.

			The screen blinked again. A face appeared. It was cold and expressionless, framed in black armour. There was no mistaking the Cthonian aspect of the features: a true son of Horus.

			The vox crackled as the image spoke.

			‘I am Tybalt Marr,’ he said. ‘You are declared an enemy without reservation. Your extinction is my undertaking. I offer you a plain choice, in simple respect of our old fraternity. Surrender now, and be rewarded with a swift and relatively painless death, or fight on and receive the most excruciating doom imaginable. You have thirty seconds to answer.’

			Jebez Aug looked at Shadrak. ‘Hand Elect?’

			‘My warleader?’

			‘Board the bastard. Bring me his head.’

			‘Gladly. What are you going to do?’

			‘I’m going to answer him.’

			Shadrak ran to the bridge exit, calling out commands into his vox-link.

			Behind him, he heard Jebez Aug open a channel and then begin the most profane stream of invective ever uttered by one of the Iron Tenth.

			It was as furious and blistering as the void-war around them.

			The ship-to-ship fighting was as intense as any that had occurred above cursed Isstvan. There were fewer ships, but they were so closely packed it was as though they were being swept by artillery bombardment from batteries of monstrous guns. Ships burned. Everything shook. Light-bursts bloomed so brightly that they overwhelmed legionary auto-senses. Rail guns spat. Laser batteries and hull mounts streamed ropes and stutters of light. Hard-round cannons hosed shell loads into shields and hulls, or countermeasured rushing shoals of missiles. 

			Aug drove his fleet directly in amongst the enemy ships, maximising the effect of his tightly calibrated shields and impact-detonating warheads.

			He had been designated warleader, the escort protector of the flagship, and thus, according to structure, was de facto second-in-command to the clan council.

			And the Council was gone.

			‘Are you ready?’ Shadrak asked as he entered the teleportarium.

			Dalcoth nodded. ‘All four bays are set and ready for transfer, Hand Elect,’ he replied.

			Shadrak eyed the mix of battle-ready Raven Guard and Iron Hands on the transmission platform.

			He opened his vox. ‘Warleader,’ he said.

			‘Speak,’ Aug replied.

			‘Request permission to divert power to the teleportation systems. The main batteries will be deprived to the extent of forty-four per cent for the next two minutes.’

			‘Permission granted.’

			Shadrak looked at the Master of Transfer as he took his place on the platform beside Dalcoth who drew his bolt pistol.

			‘Do it!’ he ordered.

			They lost nineteen of their force in the transfer, transmitted atoms scattered like dust by the enemy shielding, or befouled by materialisation inside the dense hull plating.

			The interior of the XVI Legion warship smelled of smoke and blood. The lighting was on red reserve, with primary power diverted to weapons and shields.

			Coming out of the winding shock of teleport, Shadrak glanced around to get his bearings. Immediately, he saw two Raven Guard planted deep into the deck by mis-materialisation. Both were dead, blood streaming from their dislocated neck seals.

			‘Move!’ Dalcoth yelled.

			Shadrak ignited his visor’s preysight. The corridor became a luminous green cave. He saw streaks and ribbons of glare as gunfire erupted.

			Sons of Horus, night-black in green wash.

			Target one. His flickering overlay crosshairs darted. He put a mass-reactive round into a faceplate at ten metres. The traitor’s head detonated in a flash that Shadrak’s auto-senses read as whizzing shards of ceramite and hot, cooking chunks of bone.

			Parts of the ceiling blew out. Fizzling power cables slithered out, jerking like snakes. Dalcoth engaged two of the Sons of Horus, gutting one with his chainaxe, then twisting away from the toppling figure in a neat sidestep to blast a bolt-round into the chest of the other.

			The legionary flew backwards, crunched off the wall plating, and left a liquid smear of blood and pulped organs on the panel as he slumped onto his side.

			Another came at Dalcoth. Shadrak stepped in and sheared the traitor’s head in half cross-wise with his gladius. Blood jetted into the air as the half-headless warrior took a couple of stumbling steps and then collapsed.

			Despite the binding and bracing, Shadrak’s left wrist stung with the jarring impact of the blow.

			‘Forward!’ he ordered.

			Iron Hands Terminators in Tartaros-pattern wargear led the way along the spinal hall, heavy flamers hosing ahead of them. Breacher legionaries flanked the group, their panoplies locked. Shells and bolts rebounded from the shield wall. Then Shadrak heard the shriek of multi-meltas and felt the chest-pummelling thump of heavy bolters.

			Heavy contact. The heaviest.

			Shadrak passed the fallen form of a Salamander who had been shredded by a volkite caliver. He loosed off mass-reactives into the defensive lines ahead of him. Something energy-laden and sensitive detonated, throwing bodies and deck plates into the air.

			‘They have force superiority!’ Nuros voxed.

			‘Agreed,’ Dalcoth cut in. ‘If our objective was to take the ship, it is no longer viable.’

			‘We’ve barely begun!’ snapped Shadrak. ‘Are you suggesting we abort?’

			‘Hit and run tactics,’ Dalcoth replied. ‘We hit, we run. That way, we live to fight again.’

			‘Sometimes, with respect, your tactics sound like cowardice,’ replied Shadrak. ‘How did you Raven Guard ever conquer worlds?’ 

			‘By knowing when to fight and when to retreat. It’s called tactical restraint.’

			‘Abort denied.’

			‘Then select a new objective, Hand Elect!’ Dalcoth’s voice was temporarily drowned out by gunfire.

			‘We could loop back to the drive chambers and attempt to trigger an overload,’ Nuros voxed. ‘My assault group has sufficient charges.’

			‘Denied. Objective is now Tybalt Marr’s head,’ said Shadrak.

			‘How is that strategic?’ yelled Dalcoth.

			‘It’s symbolic. It matters.’

			‘How did the Tenth ever conquer worlds…?’

			‘Exactly like this,’ replied Shadrak Meduson.

			Shadrak Meduson of the Clan Sorrgol, Iron Tenth, Terran-born Storm Walker, did not achieve his objective.

			Not that day, at least.

			He was denied by circumstance, by fate, and specifically by a Sons of Horus Terminator that Shadrak’s visor display identified as Xorn Salbus.

			Shadrak, supported by Raven Guard and Iron Hands Breachers, fought as far as the enemy ship’s main bridge interlock. Terminator life-guards met him there, appalled and astonished that the loyalists’ boarding effort had cut so far and so deep.

			Volkite and bolter fire sliced into the boarding party. Bodies, and body parts, began to pile up in the narrow entrance to the interlock annex. There was turmoil, a deadlock of wicked crossfire.

			In cover, returning fire, Shadrak felt his vox chime.

			It was Aug. ‘Shadrak!’

			‘My lord!’

			‘The day has turned against us, captain. Abort your efforts and jump out.’

			‘Negative. We are too close. I can smell Marr’s fear-sweat!’

			Shadrak ducked back, and slammed home a fresh clip.

			‘I repeat, abort,’ voxed Jebez Aug, ‘We’ve crippled seven of their ships, for the loss of nine of ours. But a relief force flying Third Legion colours has just translated into the system. They’re eighteen clicks out and closing fast. Shadrak, we’re outnumbered four to one now. We can break and run, or we can die.’

			‘My lord…’

			‘Aren’t they the tactics your Raven Guard friends recommended? We’ve hurt them, and hurt them properly. Let that be enough. Abort and withdraw now, or we leave without you. I’m breaking the grapple lines.’

			‘Abort. Understood,’ Shadrak voxed back.

			He knew it was the right decision. In the fever of close combat, his blood was up, and that was clouding his judgment. A full measure of vengeance was never going to be taken in a single day. He had to live, so that he could avenge again.

			Still, the temptation to press on just a few minutes longer and take Marr’s head as a trophy…

			 His vox chimed again. This time, it was Mechosa.

			‘Meduson! Hand Elect! Promise me you’re aborting the raid now!’

			‘Mechosa?’

			‘The Iron Heart’s bridge is hit! Two salvos. Warleader Aug is dead. I–’

			A roar of blast wash and static drowned out his voice.

			Aug was dead. According to the ordained structure, after the Council and the warleader, Shadrak was, by default, next in command succession. 

			He was warleader now. He had to go where he was needed before the entire hierarchy collapsed in disarray.

			‘Abort! Abort now!’ he yelled. ‘All boarding squads trigger abort!’

			‘Abort confirmed!’ Dalcoth called.

			‘Confirmed!’ voxed Nuros.

			Further responses echoed in from the X Legion’s own boarding officers.

			Shadrak fired to cover his men as they fell back. He moved clear of the heavy iron bulkhead so that the teleport could get the cleanest possible lock on him.

			The air was thick with smoke and blood mist. A black-plated Terminator loomed out of it.

			Xorn Salbus.

			The Butcher Salbus, whose reputation for brutality had spread beyond the ranks of his own Legion long before he had turned traitor.

			The monster swung his chain-blade.

			Smaller and lighter, Shadrak evaded, emptying his clip into the giant’s chest plating. Salbus reeled back in a fireball of exploding mass-reactives. Blood dribbled from his peppered, punctured chest, but he remained on his feet.

			Shadrak didn’t wait for the Terminator to swing his blade again. He lunged forwards and drove his gladius tip-first into the breastplate where it was compromised.

			The plating caved like honeycomb. The gladius cleaved through Salbus’s chest, clean through, until Shadrak’s plunging fist was buried half a forearm deep in the warrior’s oozing, throbbing innards.

			Salbus shuddered and began to sink. Shadrak tried to pull his hand and sword free. They were wedged tight by the inward-punched ceramite plate.

			Sons of Horus were closing all around him. Shadrak saw them, shadows in the smoke. Dalcoth and others were desperately voxing his name. 

			He pulled again, unable to relax his grip on the gladius in order to slide his hand free.

			Salbus fell to one side, dragging Shadrak down with him, who fought to release himself.

			One of the Sons of Horus emerged from the smoke, but was immediately blown off his feet. Nuros appeared, blasting into the choking vapour with a captured volkite caliver. There were two of the Iron Tenth boarders and a Raven Guard with him.

			‘Come the hell on!’ Nuros yelled. 

			Shadrak wrenched again. ‘Trigger the extraction!’ he ordered. ‘Go!’

			He pulled as hard as he could. Pain flared up his arm, white hot. He felt flesh tear and graft bonds shear.

			He pulled his arm free, and left his augmetic hand behind in Salbus’s chest.

			With the loss of one more ship, the loyalists broke from the void battle and made a jump at emergency velocities. They left a half-mauled enemy fleet and a debris halo of burning hulls in their wake.

			Jebez Aug was not dead. The strike on the bridge had taken his right arm and leg, and ruptured several organs. But he had survived.

			‘He will make recovery in time,’ the Apothecaries told Shadrak, ‘but it will be months, and he will be more flesh-spare by the end of the process.’

			Shadrak sat at the Iron Father’s bedside, watching the vital monitors flicker.

			Aug stirred.

			‘Shadrak…’ He smiled weakly. ‘Did you bring me the head?’

			‘I failed to do that, warleader,’ Shadrak replied. ‘Another time.’

			‘We tasted some vengeance today,’ murmured Aug.

			‘Too little, and at a terrible cost. But it is a start and, if nothing else, we have learned what we must do from here on. We have learned what it means to be shattered, and the path we must follow if we are to achieve our vengeance.’

			‘Singular focus of command,’ said Aug.

			‘Yes, that. For this force, and for any broken unit like us. But more than that. We must learn to pace ourselves. Tactical restraint. To hit and run, and not to be greedy and trust in overwhelming power as of old. We must learn the tactics and techniques of those thrown in with us and respect them. We must take our iron and alloy it with the mettle of the others who were shattered alongside us. We must mix our broken strength with other broken strengths to forge a new, unbroken edge.’

			‘Spoken like a warleader,’ whispered Aug.

			‘I am Captain of the Tenth Company, my lord, and you are living yet.’

			‘In some degree,’ Aug smiled. ‘Shadrak, I will not be fit for command for a long while yet. These days are too crucial. The line of authority must be constant and unwavering. There must be continuity.’

			‘Yes, but–’

			‘You know this is the truth of it, Shadrak. You have always been sharper on tactics than me. See the truth of it now, and do not fight me on this. I am too tired to beat you into submission.’

			Shadrak smiled. It was the first time he had truly smiled in a long while.

			‘I see the truth of it,’ he replied. ‘But I want it recorded that this is not something I ever asked for.’

			Aug nodded.

			‘That will be recorded. Shadrak, those who aspire to command are seldom the ones best fit to take it. Since Isstvan, you have proven yourself to be the most clear-sighted of us all. The right hour chooses the right man. The right man emerges in the right hour. This is your time, Shadrak. The Tenth Legion needs you. Consider it destiny, if you will. And it may be unwanted by you, but you are the one who must seize it. You are not presuming to take the Gorgon’s place – the void he left has called you to this duty. No one will oppose you, or they will answer to me. Help me up.’

			Shadrak eased Aug a little more upright with his good hand.

			‘Witness this!’ Aug called out.

			Dalcoth, Nuros, Lumak and Mechosa entered from the outer chamber.

			‘My last act as warleader is to name Shadrak Meduson as warleader of this battle group. Bear witness, and honour him with your loyal service.’

			They nodded and slapped their fists to their chestplates.

			‘I will need a good Hand Elect,’ Shadrak said, rising. He looked at the others. ‘I will need the finest force captains too. I want the four of you, and any men, officers or line troops, that you choose to recommend. This is a moment to trust on experience, not the rote of seniority.’

			He raised his fist in the old salute of Unity.

			‘My first act as warleader is to name Iron Father Jebez Aug as my Hand Elect. If you will serve, brother, and suffer the indignity of our reversal.’

			‘No indignity, but I am not fit,’ said Aug.

			‘You will be. Until you are on your feet again, these four will jointly serve in the role of Hand Elect as a… What is it they call it again?’

			‘A Mournival,’ said Dalcoth.

			‘Ah,’ said Shadrak. ‘Just so. But I dislike that term. You are the four quarters of this whole, until Jebez Aug is remade.’

			They left the chamber to let Aug rest.

			‘Go to the bridge,’ Shadrak said to Mechosa. ‘Open the wide-band comms, and send a direct signal. Iron Tenth cipher. For the attention of Tybalt Marr, son of Horus. Let the message read, “Days will pass. Years perhaps. But know this, traitor. I will raise the storm, and I will find you, and I will take your head. This I swear by the blood of the Iron Tenth and the memory of my gene-sire. Shadrak Meduson, warleader.” Understood?’

			‘You would put your name to this?’ Mechosa asked. ‘Why?’

			‘Because a shattered Legion of survivors inspires no dread,’ Meduson replied. ‘So we will give them a name to fear. Each strike we make, each blow we deliver, we will leave my name in blood until it breeds in them a terror for their very souls. The Sons of Horus are no match for the wronged sons of Medusa.’

			Goran Gorgonson cleaned the ruptured stump and began his repairs. Ceiling fans breathed cold air into the apothecarion chamber.

			‘Is there pain?’ Gorgonson asked.

			‘None at all,’ replied Shadrak.

			The Apothecary showed him the new bionic he was about to graft in. ‘A better design. Superior function and strength. If you let it bed in this time.’

			‘I can’t promise anything,’ replied Shadrak.

			Gorgonson lit the surgical laser to excise splintered bone. He had alloy mixed ready to remodel the bone ends and make them fit to receive the graft.

			‘What was your name?’ he asked as he worked.

			‘What?’

			‘Your birth name, earth-brother. From before. Before you were Meduson, before you and I were made Terran-born Storm Walkers.’

			‘Smyth,’ said Shadrak.

			‘Smyth?’

			‘You were from Solar Stellax as I recall, Goran. Smyth is a name all too common in Old Albia where I was raised.’

			‘But you appreciate the deeper meaning? A worker of metal? A craftsman with a forge?’

			‘I do. I seem to have a fondness for symbolism.’

			‘You’ve forged something powerful today, Shadrak.’

			‘I will forge better tomorrow, Brother-Apothecary,’ said Shadrak Meduson, ‘and the day after, and, even better still, the day after that. Give me my hand, Gorgonson. Make me whole and give me my hand, so that one day soon I might close my fists around the throat of Horus Lupercal and choke him until his filthy light goes out.’ 

			After the repair was finished, Gorgonson left Shadrak alone. 

			His arm bound to his chest, the new warleader rose from the surgery cot, and walked to one of the chamber’s thick-lensed ports.

			He stared out. He saw only infinite blackness.

			He knew that somewhere in its enfolding embrace, lost and scattered in the darkness, were the souls of the ones that had lived, souls that he would struggle to unite until death claimed him.

			And out there too, blacker than the void by far, were the treacherous souls of the ones he would destroy.
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			[ATMOS: Hibou meditates in a small, quiet chamber; the engines thrum gently in the background, and the ship’s superstructure creaks quietly as they voyage through the warp]

			HIBOU (quietly meditating): This is a lucky ship. One upon which the fates smile.

			The Grey Talon’s hull had been laid down on the forge world Aphret in the one hundred and thirtieth year of the Crusade. It was small by the standards of the fleet, slotting between a pure torpedo boat and a line frigate. Such vessels were often referred to as destroyers, though the forward lance mounted under the main prow shield was uncommon for the class, making it weapon-heavy for its void displacement.

			But the Luna Wolves had a reputation. Ship captains from other Legions whispered that Horus had insiders throughout the requisition bureaucracy, and as a result his own fleet had the edge. That might even have been true, although ship captains whispered all sorts of things.

			Over time, the Talon found a regular place in Sixteenth Legion actions across the ever-expanding battlefront of the Great Crusade.

			Until Isstvan. Until the Dropsite Massacre.

			Seized by a fleeing Salamanders boarding party on a captured lander, the Grey Talon managed to clear the system and enter the warp, its innards still riddled with close-quarters fighting as the loyalists assumed full control.

			It was renamed, given the title of Nocturne’s primary city, Hesiod. Other refugees were found and taken on board, including Bion Henricos of the Tenth Legion and the renowned White Scars Librarian Targutai Yesugei. The ship was drawn into a new kind of war, running in the shadows. It was dangerous work, testing the good fortune that seemed to have been burned into the ship’s spars.

			HIBOU (quietly meditating): Yes. A lucky ship indeed.

			By the time they joined the White Scars fleet, Henricos was its commander, cheated from the death he had confidently expected after Isstvan. The White Scars had laughed at that. Henricos hadn’t – he did not see survival as something necessarily to aspire to.

			With the last of the Salamanders dispersed throughout the fleet, Henricos was joined by new White Scars on the bridge. The ship’s name was switched again, restored to Grey Talon as it had been before, and its colours reverted to those of the Sons of Horus. Its ongoing role was decided even before the policy came down from the Khan himself – it would be an infiltrator, a chameleon, a snake in the shadows.

			Henricos never left the bridge during the refit. He worked obsessively, driving the menials to extreme lengths to refashion the engines and realign the weapons. He was like a devil, they said. A tortured spirit.

			Perhaps that was why they sent Hibou to him, to act as some kind of exemplary punishment. That was possible, though not likely. The primarch had doled out penance in sorrow rather than rancour.

			Moreover, Hibou knew to what manner of ship he had been assigned. It had cheated death before, and might do so again, whatever odds it sailed into. They had all told him that – Nozan, Torghun – trying to improve his mood before they were sent on their own death-missions. Even in the face of their great error, locked down by the shame of it, they could still see a path into the future. A way back, if fortune smiled on them.

			And the Grey Talon was a lucky ship, they said. One upon which the fates smiled.

			[SFX: a long pause; Hibou exhales slowly, in contemplation]

			Hibou Khan did not leave his cell. He contemplated their eerily quiet passage through the immaterium, punctuated only by the creak and snap of the Talon’s flanks.

			It felt like they had been in the warp for a long time. The campaign on Chondax had been a near-constant series of jumps, bridging the vicious combat-phases on the system’s far-flung worlds. He’d had plenty of time back then to consider the Legion’s place of dishonour, to listen to the words of Hasik Noyan-Khan, to talk to fellow members of the lodges and take in their grievances. The fighting had become almost secondary to the question that had come to dominate discourse in the brotherhoods.

			What next?

			And the answer to that had been: the Warmaster. Distrust of Imperial command structures had become so absolute, so ingrained, that aligning with Horus had come to seem not so much as prudent as inevitable. The entire Legion admired Horus. They knew of the regard between him and the Khan.

			So it had been natural. When he was in the mood to find excuses, Hibou would remember that. On other days, he would remember the tremors of unease he felt when the transmissions came in from beyond the veil around Chondax, and the strange light in the eyes of some of his fellow loyalists.

			Loyalists. None of them had been loyalists. That term was now reserved for those who had cleaved to the Throne, while those who had been drawn to Horus’s magnetic presence had been cast into the darkness, reviled as traitors and consorts with yaksha-spirits.

			At times, musing on that, Hibou regretted not taking the death-oath, the tsusan garag, which would at least have sealed his pact and left no room for reconsideration. If he had done so, he would now be dead, his hearts pierced by the primarch’s own blade. As it was, he had been left the path of penance – to cleanse his soul by taking the fight ahead of the main fleet, striking with no hope of survival, carrying the anger of betrayal back to its heart.

			He was of the sagyar mazan now. They would find absolution only by returning the pain to its origin – to blood the arch-traitor as he had blooded them. Deeper, more sharply.

			But there would be weeks before he could unleash his blade again, and until that moment he had to negotiate the inner warrens of the starship with a soul who hated him almost as much as he hated the ones who had cast their lot with damnation.

			[SFX: Hibou sighs, then rises to his feet]

			Hibou Khan adjusted his robe over his armour, and made to leave his cell. It could not be put off forever. If they were to fight together, they would first have to learn to speak.

			[SFX: mechanical hatchway opens]
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