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			CHAPTER ONE

			He would have been a monster in any other place. 

			His Mk V power armour bore its centuries of existence with ill grace, the ink-dark blue of it marred by scars. Each piece was silver-edged with razor or barb, corrosion blackening parts of the metal. A baroque power pack hunched between his shoulder blades like a whispering gargoyle, and from it hung a bleak testament of his atrocity. A pleated curtain of hides, cured and tailored with grotesque care. Each a different shade of discolouration, each the pelt of a human victim. Some slaves, some warlords, every one of them had been alive when their flaying began. Some had even survived its completion. A cloak of victory and of depravity. He held his helm in one hand, the crimson eye-lenses dim for now, a pair of heraldic wings sweeping up on either side of the crown. Each pinion was a venous ruby colour, and not feathered, but rather membranous as the chiropteran hunters of night’s dark. His garb suggested the horror he could inflict, but it was his face that promised it. Sallow skin drawn tight across sharp cheekbones, and eyes so deep-set as to be utterly black, like beads of jet. Half a scalp of dark locks fell like a veil, the other half shaven to the skin, hive-gang electoos fading below the pallor.

			Dalchian Rassaq. The Skin-Taker. Commander of the VIII Legion warband the Blades of Atrocity. What was left of them, at least.

			He would have been a monster in any other place. But here? On the bridge of someone else’s voidship he was just another commander. Just another servant of the Great Powers whom the stagnant, consumptive, cankerous Imperium dared label heretic. Dalchian could not summon much bile towards the Imperium at that moment, though. There was a more pertinent object of his rage, though he fought hard not to show it.

			Gorelord Thelissicus of the Crimson Slaughter slouched in his throne as his warband commanders gave him their reports. Bronze banding vied with arterial ceramite for prominence across his broad bulk. A fur-trimmed cloak of rich indigo furled around his armoured shoulders, a trophy from a long-dead planetary governor whose recidivism Thelissicus had punished in an earlier century when the Crimson Slaughter had been the Crimson Sabres, loyal Adeptus Astartes under the yoke of Terra’s corpse-lord. The cloak was still immaculate, Dalchian noticed. The Gorelord’s head was hairless and ritually scarified, and his gaze was fixed upon the figure speaking before him.

			Urdamas Grensch of the Flylords oozed in his corpulent Terminator armour, his phlegm-ridden barking barely intelligible to Dalchian. Not that he was listening too intently. Dalchian’s warband was lately the smallest in Thelissicus’ alliance, and so Dalchian would be last to debrief their overlord. His gorge rose at the Gorelord’s theatrics. The piece of shit thinks he’s a king, thought Dalchian, not for the first time. He wanted to spit.

			Leil Jathok stepped forward next. Sorcerer lord of the Abyssal Kindred, Jathok inclined his head deferentially and spoke in quiet basso. He appeared quite proud of his endeavours, reminding the council, and the Gorelord, that the subjugation of Uzurmandius had been his own suggestion. Mewling sycophant. After him, the cowled figure of the Bonesage Vilyas, emissary to the enigmatic Warp Ghosts, stepped forth and droned at length. Then Xerclon of the Sons of Malice brayed and scowled. At long last Dalchian had leave to address Gorelord Thelissicus. Dalchian cricked his neck and forced an even tone.

			‘My Lord Thelissicus. The machine idol has been desecrated.’ Dalchian thumbed a rune on his gauntlet and his armour’s cogitator parsed pict-capts and vid-feeds of his most recent raid to Thelissicus’ throne. The Gorelord scrolled through the images, indulgent joy showing with the teeth of his grin. Filed to points, black like obsidian.

			‘Ah, Skin-Taker.’ The Gorelord’s tone dripped with malicious glee. ‘Trust you to make such a pleasing mess. You have my admiration.’

			‘That is gratifying, Lord Thelissicus.’ Dalchian clenched his jaw. ‘I would ask of you, lord… Such raids are enjoyable diversions, but they offer little in the way of plunder.’ Quietness descended on the bridge save for the mumbling of lobotomised servitors and the ever-present hum of the strike cruiser’s power systems. ‘We have need of more worthy prey.’ 

			Thelissicus’ indulgent smile remained as the Gorelord appraised Dalchian like a psychotic father considering his errant child. Dalchian kept his dark eyes on Thelissicus, allowing some of his true self into them. Thelissicus’ smile widened. Dalchian’s predator-senses kindled. Combat stimms ignited in his body. He fought to maintain stillness.

			‘Is the honour insufficient, Skin-Taker?’ Thelissicus affected a wounded tone. ‘That sack of ancient, rotten bones was beloved by the priesthood of Uzurmandius. You have wounded them deeply.’ 

			Dalchian’s blood ran molten in his veins. ‘I fight for spoils, Lord Thelissicus. The same as any other.’ He glanced at the other commanders, who stood impassive.

			‘The same?’ Thelissicus breathed a coil of laughter. ‘Your party is all but extinct.’ He sighed obnoxiously. ‘As much as I wish it, we are not equals, Skin-Taker. My two hundred to your… ten remnant Blades?’

			Twelve, Dalchian thought through a haze of fury. He said nothing.

			‘Your service to my cause is a priceless gift to me, Skin-Taker,’ Thelissicus said, his tone overtly declaring the opposite. ‘I have opened my home to you in recognition of your loyalty. Would you abandon such generosity?’

			Dalchian knew he was beaten. His Night Lords had nowhere to go. The ceramite of his gauntlets creaked in fists that he managed to keep from shaking. Just.

			‘No, Lord Thelissicus.’

			‘Of course not, Skin-Taker.’ Thelissicus beamed. ‘You are wiser than that.’

			In the bilges of the Torrent of Hatred narrow corridors and ductways extended for miles, twisting around numberless knots of machinery in convoluted labyrinths of plasteel and corroded mesh. The vast voidship’s plasma heart thumped through the ancient superstructure, saturating the stagnant air with reverberation. The rusted caverns dripped and steamed, forgotten townships of wretched humans scraping an existence from the charnel leavings of the ship’s masters on high. Here, the mercurial systems of the huge craft waxed and waned; illumination faded for months at a time; the maze lurched from infernal heat to skin-cracking cold. The people here had no comprehension of the makeup of the galaxy. No awareness of the Imperium or the Crimson Slaughter’s hatred for it. They knew nothing of what went on beyond the twisted plasteel of their habitat. They were human vermin, feeding on scraps and occasionally culled lest their numbers impinge upon the tasks of those above. They were feral and base beings.

			And they were terrified.

			Dalchian watched a clutch of the ragged waifs huddle against a heat-exchange manifold, crouching among the bulbous conduits, pressing themselves into the darkness. They whispered in pidgin-Gothic amongst themselves, gesturing and wiping away tears with grubby fists. The Skin-Taker watched their blood pump beneath their skin, saw the thin haze of their exhalations. The section was pitch black. The gritty crimson of his preysight painted each mortal in vibrant hues. He lowered himself from the girder-work above the manifold, dropping onto the inspection gantry soundlessly. He slithered down around the manifold into a looped space adjacent to the mortals’ hiding place. They remained oblivious. He cycled through his preysight modes until he could see the shadows of bone structure through their fragile human flesh. He took his time deciding upon the specimens that represented the greatest potential. Then he slowly drew his skinning knife. He allowed the delicate sound – shick – and the mortals froze. They sprang from their hiding place, but the Skin-Taker was on them. He whirled and slashed and grinned, subsumed within their screams of horror.

			It was two hours before Dalchian resurfaced from below decks, fresh trophies hanging from the chains at his waist. Pink bones and strips of flayed hide. The heat and acridity of his temporary arming chamber bestowed upon him vastly less succour than the dank hunting ground of the bilges. He laid down his trophies on a bench and began to process them.

			‘Feel better?’ Zorean’s voice grated.

			Dalchian looked up to regard his second-in-command. Zorean was long-limbed and skeletally gaunt, a shade taller than Dalchian. His face was a thin-stretched thing of ashen skin and close-cropped hair.

			‘I shall feel better when I can do this to Thelissicus himself,’ Dalchian replied as he pared loose flesh from a skull.

			‘Perhaps you should have done so already.’ There was little bile in Zorean’s voice. Dalchian knew his second was only voicing the same impotent frustration that all his Night Lords felt. His remnant Blades, as Thelissicus had mockingly called them. Not inaccurately, the murdering bastard. Dalchian felt a moment of wry self-awareness as he named the Gorelord a murderer, a fresh human skull dripping in his hand. There were varying degrees of murder, though. For Thelissicus to murder legionary allies, he thought, that is a curseling’s bitter jealousy, not simple sport. This mortal means nothing. My Blades mean everything. Meant everything.

			He ached to murder again.

			‘Perhaps I should have,’ he admitted. ‘But then what? You and the rest of the Blades would be butchered by his commanders. We would gain nothing.’

			‘We would have vengeance,’ Zorean hissed.

			‘Obliteration is not an adequate price for revenge. Not for me. I antici­pate living to savour our satisfaction.’

			Zorean inclined his head in acceptance. ‘As do I, Skin-Taker. But some of the others grow weary of such… pragmatism.’

			‘Have you nothing new to tell me?’

			‘As to that, it would seem not.’

			‘Mm?’

			‘Our… hosts seem to be utterly without sentiment regarding our presence. I hear them speak of the other warbands, but our names do not cross their lips.’

			‘Thelissicus knows better than to let loose tongues open a chink in his underbelly.’ Dalchian nodded to himself.

			‘That is what I surmise. He maintains a tight grip around the throats of his men.’

			‘Do I hear admiration in your voice, Zor?’

			‘Recognition of the quality of our foe, Skin-Taker.’

			Dalchian clenched his jaw and stalked away from his trophies on the bench. Zorean gave the remains a look as he stepped past them. Dalchian’s quarters were standard fare for a strike cruiser such as the Torrent of Hatred. Spartan and gloomy, there was a small antechamber with two portals. One led into a dormitorium with an ablution point and a low rest pallet. The other led into a larger arming chamber with weapon racks and an inbuilt maintenance servitor, long defunct and rotting where it hung. Dalchian went to the ablution point and splashed brackish water over his scarred and uneven face. Thelissicus kept his ship infernally hot within, and Dalchian allowed himself a moment of remembrance for his destroyed frigate.

			The Abjuration had been Dalchian’s haunt for nearly half a century. He had known every corridor and gangway, every alcove and every cogitator. He had led his Night Lords on uncountable savage assaults from its embarkation deck, and there was enough of his blood soaked into the ship’s plasteel for it to be all but family. After the disaster at the Serpessa Nebula, Dalchian had been the obvious heir to Veilmaster Iccrom, slain by the repulsive drukhari. From then on, the Blades of Atrocity had been Dalchian’s to command, and with them the Abjuration.

			For not nearly long enough. His command now seemed an eyeblink in time. A temporary rush of murder and glory ended long before it should have. Ended by the jealousy of Gorelord Thelissicus of the Crimson Slaughter. 

			Dalchian had sought assistance from the Gorelord, feigning ignorance of the brute’s responsibility for his humiliation. And now, in the very house of his betrayer, he keenly felt the pressure to wreak his vengeance. But the pressure to stave off extinction was just as keen. His warband was twelve surviving of the near fifty it had been when he had taken command. A paltry few whose lives he would not sell but for the very dearest price.

			There was a small looking glass above the basin, cracked, fogged with grease and blood. Dalchian glared into his own eyes. Despair beckoned. A terminal morbidity of spirit that would see him, his warriors, and all his legacy destroyed by the pettiness of one commander who should have been an ally. The basin squealed as Dalchian’s fingers deformed the metal. He relaxed his grip and closed his eyes.

			He would not suffer to be extinguished.

			‘Keep listening, Zor,’ he said. ‘If there is a chance for advantage, I will not have it slip away from us.’

			‘Yes, Skin-Taker.’ Zorean turned to leave, but paused. ‘My lord, what of Krutaan?’

			Dalchian took a considered breath and let it out slowly.

			‘Do not concern yourself with Krutaan.’

			The arena lights were painfully bright. Formerly a barracks for mortal serfs in a prior century, three whole decks had been hollowed out to form a plasteel amphitheatre under glaring flood-lumens. The braying audience of Crimson Slaughter warriors watched from above as two figures clashed on the arena grating. Unwilling participants of future spectacles watched from below the grating, forced to crouch in the inches-deep soup of old blood and viscera that swilled there, sluiced in from above. The hot flood-lumens raised a rank humidity from the foetor.

			The gladiators seemed well matched. Both were Chaos Space Marines and both were almost naked. One, hugely muscled and wielding a vast square-tipped sword, was the audience favourite. Durveist! Durveist! Durveist! his fellow Crimson Slaughter chanted. He trailed ropes of spittle from his gurning mouth, roaring as he swung his blade with horrifying speed and power. The challenger was leaner, though still with the engorged physique of his kind. His skin was bone white and the snarling grille of a rebreather was sutured over his nose and mouth. In his hands a glaive of graceful alien steel glimmered. A trophy looted from a drukhari bodyguard warrior. 

			Krutaan.

			Krutaan was the faster of the two. He moved more, dodging or parrying where Durveist would block heavily, using his bulk. Krutaan ducked low and lunged under a sweeping cut of the great blade, and Durveist had to slam downwards with his weapon’s hilt to divert the attack. Krutaan spun away, a monstrous upswing chasing him as he did. He crouched in guard position and Durveist deftly switched grip, the heavy blade flicking over to threaten the challenger’s off side. Durveist leapt in uncannily fast, the blunt end of his blade bizarrely stabbing straight towards his opponent. Krutaan read the intent and dived beneath the strike rather than dodge to the side. He slashed his drukhari weapon and made to fillet his enemy’s thigh. The big warrior snatched his feet away, over-extending his lunge, but avoiding the low attack. Krutaan pistoned upwards, driving his shoulder into Durveist’s belly. The two rolled once together then smashed apart.

			They fought for almost an hour. Constant movement, strength matched against speed. Knees, feet, elbows, foreheads bludgeoned in, splitting skin, cracking bone and loosening teeth. But neither could land a weapon through the other’s defence. First blood drawn from the torso would end the bout. Bruises blossomed and ragged scrapes shone pink, but no blood ran between neck and waist. The crowd had grown as the fight went on. They stamped on the deck and bellowed their encouragement and derision in equal measure. Midnight figures clustered in the sea of crimson plate.

			Saryuz was at the centre of the knot of legionaries. Normally wielding his baroque meltagun with savage proficiency, he went unarmed in the stalls, as they all did. Unhelmed, his alabaster pate was covered with a deep cowl that wafted in the arena’s furnace heat. Cruel eyes glinted from its depths. Beside him was the broad shape of heavy gunner Zhikarga, whose face was hidden behind his snarling bronze helm. His arms were crossed in front of his breastplate, the heft of him like a fortress bulwark. Opposite Zhikarga loomed Dagardis, vaunted executioner of the Blades of Atrocity and tallest of the midnight-clad, his spiked power pack seemingly barren without the enormous power axe usually mag-locked to it. Dagardis laughed as Gamarth, a willowy Night Lord with an enthusiasm for chainblades, muttered something to him. Vellet, the sharpshooter, watched through his augmetic eye, his stillness characteristic but unnerving the Crimson Slaughter brawlers around him, who eyed him, sidelong, with suspicion. In the row in front, Ang Heltris’ skull helm flicked from one combatant to another and back again, the knifeman unable to veil his excitement at the contest. His gauntlets moved endlessly, fingers practising blade grips and deft manoeuvres without conscious guidance. Keth Naa and Olokro conversed, relishing the fight, horned helms under their arms. Keth Naa’s icon was absent from his power pack, stowed safely away while embarked. Something he said made Olokro grin, the warrior’s sharpened teeth shining in the glare. Only Zorean and the surgeon-Apothecary Qi Umshar were absent. Dalchian watched from an upper tier, disappearing into the shadows among Crimson Slaughter champions and commanders.

			Durveist peered through a swollen, blackened eye, stance favouring the foot that was not obviously broken. Krutaan’s breath sawed in and out of his crumpled rebreather, one ear mangled into a lump. Even the prisoners in the misery below could not help but watch the awesome contest.

			Krutaan zigzagged in with undiminished speed, his weapon a blur. Durveist slid aside and swung a massive arm around Krutaan’s neck from behind, pinning him in place at last. Durveist’s face split into a gory grin as he reversed his blade in his free hand to administer the winning cut to his transfixed opponent. The crowd was silent.

			‘Challenger wins!’ An amplified voice rolled around the arena like cannon fire. Durveist stopped, incomprehension clouding his abused features. Slowly he looked down to where a neat incision traced a line over his ribs, from where a drizzle of rapidly thickening blood oozed. Still with the Night Lords warrior in his grip, Durveist stared at his wound, then slowly, deliberately, began to laugh.

			The crowd erupted, slamming fists against chests and thighs to show their appreciation. It had been a rare fight. Durveist released Krutaan and the two battered gladiators clasped wrists in the manner of warriors through time eternal.

			‘A beast, him,’ a Crimson Slaughter champion with an augmetic jaw said to Dalchian as the crowd began to thin. Dalchian accepted the compliment with a nod. As the red-armoured warrior turned away, the bas-relief of a daemonic face on his pauldron throbbed and grimaced. Dalchian made a face to himself. The Great Powers were useful in their proper place and time, but such willing association with the warp-born was not something the VIII Legion had ever seen advantage in. The things from the immaterium were capricious tools to be used with astute selectivity, as likely to be an obstruction as an aid. To have such a presence, however petty and inferior, trapped within one’s armour bordered on the sickening.

			And Krutaan was spending more time with these tainted ravagers than his own Legion brothers. Dalchian waited for him in a companionway between the arena and the defunct hangar where his Blades were billeted. Krutaan was enjoying an account of his own fight as told by Saryuz in graphic detail as the Night Lords ascended the steps. They stopped and fell silent as they beheld Dalchian on the stair above them.

			‘I will speak to Krutaan alone.’

			The other warriors filtered away, only Saryuz looking Dalchian directly in the eye as he did so. Dalchian gave Krutaan a heartbeat to speak first, but the erstwhile Nemesis Claw leader waited in silence for his lord to address him.

			‘The Blades have need of you, Krutaan.’

			‘The Blades?’ Krutaan stepped slowly up the companionway towards Dalchian. ‘The Blades are ended, Lord Skin-Taker.’

			‘Truly?’ Dalchian had foregone his helm to look his warrior in the eyes. Krutaan’s battered, bloodied form stopped level with him and the discontent burned in Krutaan’s exhausted features. Dalchian expected the former claw leader to laugh his question away, but Krutaan was utterly earnest. Dalchian took note of that.

			‘What have we remaining to us, Lord Skin-Taker?’ Krutaan spread his arms, indicating the abundance of nothing that their warband now possessed. ‘We are finished.’

			‘Such despondency has no place in my murder-kin, Krutaan.’

			‘You will punish me then?’ Krutaan looked unconvinced.

			‘The others take your example.’

			‘And what of your example?’ Krutaan said it, and took a breath as of someone freshly unburdened of some great weight. We come to the crux of it, then, thought Dalchian.

			‘What of my example? Criticise openly, so I may judge the value of your words.’

			Krutaan leant in close, the acid stink of his recent exertions filling Dalchian’s nostrils. The claw leader’s whispers hissed into his soul.

			‘We were sacrificed as pawns in a power game, our ship destroyed by those we called allies. And here we are, in the bosom of our tormentors, and you do nothing! Your leadership is an edgeless thing. We are finished because you cannot summon the strength to take what steps must be taken!’

			Silence reigned. Krutaan had laid Dalchian’s turmoil bare, and if Krutaan saw it, others would too. 

			The claw leader was not finished. ‘The ambition of the Crimson Slaughter may have cost you your command, but I will not allow it to rob me of my purpose. They are strong and ruthless, Lord Skin-Taker. As you once were.’

			Dalchian absorbed this for several heartbeats, reaching past his fury, groping for full understanding. Grasping for options. The rightness of Krutaan’s criticism rang him like a bell. But yielding to one of his underlings meant death, in his position. Perhaps not immediately, but certainly in the end, once his authority had faded away to nothing. Dalchian’s lot was not to satisfy his warriors’ simplistic expectations. A lord among the exalted of the Great Powers delivered his warriors glory, but only in reflection of his own. A lord delivered victory.

			‘I forgive you, Krutaan,’ Dalchian said. ‘For mistaking my patience for hesitancy.’

			The claw leader’s eyes widened, then narrowed again. Dalchian gambled that Krutaan still hungered for the same thing he did, and if given the opportunity, would dedicate his fury to the resurrection of their warband. Krutaan’s penetrating look bored into him, weighing; considering.

			‘What, then?’ Krutaan hissed. ‘For what do we bide so interminably?’

			‘Our spoils hunting at the whim of the Gorelord have been meagre,’ Dalchian said. ‘But they may finally provide us with an opportunity. We can take a ship for ourselves, Krutaan, and raid and plunder and murder our way to greatness again.’

			‘Can we?’ Krutaan scoffed. ‘Make me believe it, Lord Skin-Taker.’

			‘You must play your part.’ There was flint in Dalchian’s voice. He stared in silence. At length, Krutaan spoke again.

			‘What part?’

			The fleet was restructuring its orbit again. Gorelord Thelissicus watched the slow dance of vessels on the Torrent of Hatred’s oculus, the rune marks registering changes in declination, altitude and velocity. He let his gaze linger on the rune marks, knowing their manoeuvres before they made them. Watching his deployment become reality on the oculus before him filled him with a deep gratification. It never mattered the specific nature of the plans that he made; all that mattered was that he watched them unfold flawlessly, according to his own meticulous design. He had arranged the ships of his alliance so that the majority of Uzurmandius was continuously observed, but shifting the greater concentrations of his forces to focus on one target location at a time. His methodical approach was yielding vast spoils, and his opening gambit had crippled the forge world’s capacity to respond. It was all so very satisfying to watch.

			An intake of breath from one of the mortal bridge crew drew his attention. He waited for the frail human to speak, knowing the number of seconds it would take them to summon the courage to do so.

			‘Your excellency,’ the officer croaked, precisely on time.

			‘Speak.’

			‘Empyreal auguries are displaying… anomalies, your excellency.’

			Thelissicus leant forward and the human withdrew fractionally, despite sitting ten yards distant from their master’s spiked and riveted throne. Thelissicus grinned.

			‘Incoming?’

			‘Inconclusive, your excellency.’ The officer swallowed. ‘The anomaly is faint and irregular, your excellency.’

			‘Watch it closely.’

			‘Of course, your excellency.’ The officer quickly sank back into their pit and the emerald glow of their rune screens. Thelissicus toyed with the brass rings on his fingers. The Imperium would not tolerate the wholesale harvest of even a lesser forge world such as Uzurmandius for long. Their challenge was inevitable, but, if this was that challenge, the speed with which it came was surprising. His alliance had beset Uzurmandius for barely three standard Terran months. He had planned for double that time, at least. No matter, there would be a way to manipulate the situation to his advantage. There always was. He was still toying with his brass rings when a figure in midnight armour stepped onto his bridge.

			‘To what do I owe the pleasure, Skin-Taker?’ he asked without looking.

			‘I come with a proposal, and I am not Lord Skin-Taker,’ Krutaan replied.
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