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			Chapter One

			 


			Danatheum brought up the psychic barrier just in time to absorb the burst of gauss that had been fired out of the darkness of the catacombs. Bright green energy clashed with a wall of purple aetheric unmatter, sickening pyrotechnics piercing the gloom.

			The necron raised its weapon to fire a second time but a bolt shell was already clear of the Librarian’s pistol, racing unerringly towards the xenos’ metal skull. It impacted explosively, turning the thing’s ghoulish face into a void, and the necron fell backwards, attempting to regenerate. The Grand Master of the Librarius was on it in an instant, driving Traitor’s Bane down through its ribcage, twisting the blade and pulling it clear, entwined with sinew and circuit.

			As he wiped the mechanical detritus from his sword, the hooded figure alongside him nodded in approval.

			‘A fine kill, Grand Master. I look forward to rejoining the fray soon myself.’ The other Librarian’s voice was distant and reedy. Danatheum signalled and twenty black-armoured figures of the Ravenwing peeled themselves away from the dark and charged past him down the subterranean corridor. Moments later the catacombs lit up again with muzzle flare as the two squads engaged yet more necrons.

			‘And soon you shall, Ezekiel, but not in the depths of Aryand. Your return to battle lies on a different field altogether.’

			‘I do not understand, Grand Master. The Apothecaries have cleared me for combat and you yourself submitted me to psychic probing before you left on your mission, and declared me fully recovered.’ Ezekiel’s voice was noticeably raised, but it did not echo from the ancient stone tunnels, carved millennia before by the workers of the Nephrekh Dynasty.

			‘None of that has changed. Rephial assures me that you have fully recovered from your wounds, and my assessment was sound. I believe you are fit to take your place alongside your brother Dark Angels, but you will not be joining me here.’

			The two Librarians rounded a corner and Danatheum picked his way through the inert necrons carpeting the tunnel floor, burnished gold heads and limbs scattered around them, shorn off in the Ravenwing’s firestorm. Further ahead, the chorus of bolters struck up again as the brothers of the Second Company encountered yet more of the undead xenos.

			‘Then I am to receive new orders?’

			Unseen by either Librarian, one of the necron corpses they had passed by began to twitch, the gauss flayer in its hand glowing faintly as it powered up.

			‘You are to take Fifth Company to a world called Honoria at the very fringes of Segmentum Obscuras. For millennia, the subsector it resides in has been cut off by warp storms, but now that they have abated a vast ork army threatens to overrun it. A score of worlds have already fallen to the greenskins, but Honoria must–’

			Behind them, the darkness blossomed into green light as the necron discharged its weapon, the dank air of the tunnel crackling as it burned off under the immense heat. Danatheum reacted quickest, throwing himself against an immaculately hewn stone wall and bringing his bolt pistol to bear in a single, fluid movement. Ezekiel remained motionless, the necron’s shot passing harmlessly through his midriff before impacting against a wall further along the tunnel. The noise was swiftly drowned out by the report of Danatheum’s bolt pistol as it took the metal head from the xenos’ shoulders.

			‘I do not understand, Grand Master,’ Ezekiel said, as if nothing had happened. ‘If the world has been cut off for so long then how did they know how to make contact with the Imperium?’

			‘The request for aid came not from Honoria but Mars.’

			‘The Adeptus Mechanicus? What interest do they have in this world?’

			‘That I do not know, but it must be of the utmost import to them as they have invoked the Pact of Kulgotha to secure our aid.’

			‘It has been less than a century since they last held us to our oath. Surely the sacrifices we made on Faze V released us from the Pact?’

			‘I’m certain that we have repaid the Mechanicus tenfold in the eight thousand years since we made our bargain, but an oath is an oath and the sons of the Lion always pay their debts. I do not need your powers of foresight to see the darkness that lies ahead for humanity.’

			Ezekiel blinked involuntarily.

			‘We would do well to placate what few allies we have left,’ Danatheum continued. ‘Master Serpicus travels with you, does he not?’

			‘Master Serpicus forms part of the command squad, yes.’

			‘Good. Perhaps his pleasant nature and boundless patience will help forge even stronger bonds between the Rock and Mars,’ Danatheum said dryly.

			‘You have met Master Serpicus, haven’t you, Grand Master?’ Ezekiel replied with a smile.

			Side by side, the two Librarians came to the end of the tunnel, where it opened into a high-ceilinged chamber. Bolter fire echoed from where the Ravenwing, reinforced by elements of the Fourth Company, who had taken a different route to the throne chamber, were now engaged with a host of Lychguard. Danatheum raised his bolt pistol and lent his firepower to the rapidly escalating battle. Ezekiel merely looked on.

			‘There is another matter I would like you to attend to, Ezekiel,’ Danatheum said, drawing Traitor’s Bane and bifurcating a golden-armoured necron that had broken through the Dark Angels’ lines. The two halves clattered to the smooth stone floor, the Grand Master of the Librarius emptying an entire clip into the twitching corpse before it could repair and reanimate itself.

			‘What is it, Grand Master?’

			‘Seventh Squad of First Company is no longer at full strength,’ Danatheum said solemnly. ‘The time has come for another brother to ascend to the Deathwing.’

			‘Brother Joadar…?’

			‘Succumbed to his wounds three nights ago. The punishment his body endured on Korsh finally proved too much for him.’

			Ezekiel closed his eyes briefly. He had led the mission to Korsh himself and barely escaped with his own life, and the lives of the Deathwing brothers he had taken into battle. The daemon he fought there had already taken so much from him personally and, nearly a year on, three Dark Angels still remained under the care of the Chapter Apothecaries. 

			‘Who does the Supreme Grand Master have in mind?’ Ezekiel said as he watched Danatheum carve through another necron.

			‘Balthasar. He has an exemplary battle record and a keen mind. Azrael endorses him and he has already started asking questions.’

			‘And is one of those questions, “Why do we tolerate psykers among our ranks?”’

			‘We are all shaped by our past, Ezekiel. You know that better than most. Balthasar and the world he grew up on suffered at the hands of the warp-touched. It is up to the likes of you and I to show him that our Emperor-bestowed gifts can be used for the benefit of the Chapter.’ To emphasise his point, Danatheum raised a psychic shield in front of a Ravenwing brother who was about to be ripped apart by a Lychguard’s scythe. The weapon bounced harmlessly off the aetheric wall, spinning the necron around and exposing its flank. The grateful Dark Angel revved up his chainsword and carved through the robot-like xenos’ torso the instant Danatheum dropped the shield.

			‘I shall do my best, Grand Master, though I would prefer we waited until Fifth Company returns to the Rock so that you could carry out the assessment yourself. You have been the one to judge the worthiness of Deathwing aspirants for centuries, whereas I–’

			‘Whereas you are the best among us, Ezekiel,’ Danatheum interrupted. ‘Though ours is a Chapter that values its secrets, it is a truth universally acknowledged that you are the most powerful psyker to have worn Dark Angels armour since the time of the Lion.’

			‘Grand Master, you flatter me.’

			‘No, I do not, Ezekiel. I am merely Grand Master of the Librarius by default. When I ascended from the Scout Company to the rank of Epistolary, there were close to thirty Librarians among the Chapter’s numbers, and now there are barely ten.’

			Two more Lychguard overwhelmed their Dark Angels attackers and charged Danatheum, swords raised. Both blades elicited a shower of sparks as they connected with his hastily erected shield, which he dropped as swiftly as it was raised, simultaneously shooting one necron in the face at point-blank range and impaling the other on the tip of Traitor’s Bane.

			‘I can raise an aetheric shield or conjure fire in the palm of my hands as well as any other brother who wears the blue armour of the Librarius.’ Another tall golden figure rushed him, but he met the same fate as the previous assailants. ‘But that is the limit of my powers. The fact of the matter is I only ascended to the mantle of Grand Master of the Librarius because I outlived all of my contemporaries.’

			‘You do yourself a disservice,’ Ezekiel said.

			‘Do I? How are we having this conversation right now, Ezekiel?’

			‘I am communicating with you via a telepathic projection of my physical form.’

			‘Exactly. You are projecting, not I.’

			‘But you are capable of the same feat, Grand Master,’ Ezekiel said, his inflection rising at the end of the sentence, almost as if he were posing a question. ‘It was you who taught me this skill.’

			‘Yes, Ezekiel. I have psychically projected myself from one level of the Rock to another, or from my position on the battlefield to yours,’ Danatheum said, chuckling softly. ‘Tell me, where are you right now?’

			Ezekiel sighed, knowing that Danatheum had entirely scuppered his argument.

			‘I am in the Astropathic Chamber on board the Sword of Caliban.’

			‘And what is the Sword of Caliban’s position?’

			‘In Segmentum Pacificus, close to the border with Solar.’

			‘You see? You are two segmentums away and your psychic projection is the exact duplicate of your physical form.’ Danatheum shook his head. ‘Even the latest recruit to our ranks outstrips me in terms of raw power.’

			‘Turmiel? The boy shows promise but he is lacking in control and finesse.’

			‘The things you taught him during your year convalescing on the Rock would have taken me a decade to drill into him, if I was capable of them at all. That is why I sent him with you. By the time you return to the fold of the Chapter that boy will be second only to you in terms of psychic ability, mark my words.’

			‘But none of that means you are not worthy to sit at the head of the Librarius.’

			‘I may carry this sword, I may be the custodian of the Book and Holder of the Keys, but I am only keeping them safe until the time comes for you to assume the mantle of guardian.’

			‘That will not be any time soon,’ Ezekiel said. ‘You’ll outlive us all.’

			Another sound joined the noise of battle, and the subterranean gloom began to lift as intense light spilled from an ornate tomb in the centre of the chamber. A heavy golden lid slowly slid aside as the occupant started to rouse from its slumber.

			‘Looks like it’s time to take my leave,’ Ezekiel said.

			Danatheum shifted his gaze from the sarcophagus to look the vision of Ezekiel square in the eyes.

			‘Swear to me that I made the right decision, Ezekiel. What happened to you on Korsh was enough to change any man, even one blessed with the twin boons of the Lion’s genetic legacy and the gift of the warp.’

			Ezekiel blinked. ‘I swear to you, Grand Master. I am the same now as I was before my encounter with the daemon.’

			Danatheum looked the psychic projection up and down, appraising him. ‘Good enough for me,’ he said eventually. ‘The Lion be with you, Ezekiel.’ He raised his blade, ready to face and exterminate whatever rose from the tomb.

			‘And you, Grand Master,’ Ezekiel said, exorcising his own psychic ghost.

			‘Why did you lie to Grand Master Danatheum?’

			Ezekiel opened his eyes with a start. He had not sensed Turmiel enter the chamber.

			‘How long have you been in here?’ Ezekiel said. His robes were soaked through with sweat, which dripped to the cold floor as he rose to his feet and turned to face the Lexicanium.

			‘Long enough to hear you tell the Chief Librarian that your battle with the daemon has left you unchanged.’ Turmiel’s expression was blank. Though he was looking directly at Ezekiel, he appeared to be staring at some unspecified point in the distance.

			‘That was no lie,’ Ezekiel lied.

			‘Really?’ Turmiel’s voice was as emotionless as his hooded face. ‘Then use your powers of foresight to tell me what I’m going to say next.’

			Faster than the Lexicanium could react, Ezekiel lunged forwards, his forearm at Turmiel’s throat, pushing him back against the hoar frost-rimed wall of the chamber. The young psyker didn’t even flinch.

			‘How long have you known, damn you?’ Spittle coated Ezekiel’s lips.

			‘Since the Rock. I realised that while you had been training me, you had also been relying on me to provide you with divinations. The information you provided Lord Azrael regarding the awakening of Phaeron Sylphek came directly from me, as did your briefing to Chaplain Asmodai about Black Legion movements in the region of the Ghoul Stars.’ Ezekiel’s arm remained locked across Turmiel’s throat. ‘I mean you no ill will or malice by telling you this, brother. I may not have been a Dark Angel for long, but I too recognise the value of secrets.’

			Ezekiel’s hold relaxed. Lacking as he was in his powers of foresight he could still tell when he was being lied to, and Turmiel was speaking the truth. ‘My ability to perform my role is undiminished. It is only my powers of divination that are impaired. All of my other psychic faculties are functioning perfectly.’

			‘With the greatest of respect, brother, the Chapter relies upon you to sift through the firmament of time and read those possible futures that burn brightest. Without the ability to do that I believe your role is very much diminished.’

			Ezekiel pushed hard with his forearm, lifting Turmiel from the floor. The Lexicanium remained unperturbed. ‘Is that what this is? Blind ambition? You see an opening for the pupil to assume the master’s role?’

			‘On the contrary. I see an opportunity to help repay you for the guidance and tutelage you have given me this past year. I have nothing but gratitude and respect for you, Brother Ezekiel. Let me help you while your powers are recovering.’

			Turmiel was still speaking the truth, of that Ezekiel was sure. The boy did not have a malevolent or manipulative bone in his body; there was no hidden agenda here. Ezekiel moved his arm away. Turmiel slid down the wall, his armoured feet hitting the floor with a metallic thud.

			‘Forgive me, brother. I took leave of my senses momentarily. I harbour no malice towards you,’ Ezekiel said, turning away.

			‘There is nothing to forgive. You are bound to feel… emotional. Losing one aspect of our psychic mastery is akin to one of our non-warp-gifted brothers losing a limb. The difference being, our powers will gradually return whereas limbs do not regrow.’

			‘I’m not certain that my power of foresight will return,’ Ezekiel sighed. ‘There’s nothing there, not even a sliver of ability. My physical wounds may have healed but the gash in my psyche is still as fresh as the day it was gouged. When the daemon entered my mind it did not leave empty-handed.’

			‘What was that like?’ Turmiel asked. For the first time since he had met him, Ezekiel could hear emotion creeping into the Epistolary’s voice. If he hadn’t known better he could have sworn it was fear. ‘To have another entity abroad in your mind, every aspect of your psyche exposed and opened up for exploitation…’

			Ezekiel closed his eyes. ‘Please, brother…’

			‘My apologies. I realise it must be difficult for you,’ Turmiel said. ‘I shall leave you in peace.’ He headed towards the chamber entrance.

			‘Why did you come here, brother?’ Ezekiel asked just as Turmiel had reached the threshold. The question was as figurative as it was literal.

			Turmiel stopped and turned back to face Ezekiel. ‘While you were in communion with Grand Master Danatheum I performed several rituals of divination, each one showing me the same vision of the future. That is why I came here, to tell you of the future.’

			‘And what happens in the future, Turmiel?’

			‘You die, Brother Ezekiel.’
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