Frost crawled into the bunker, silvering the heads piled at its centre, clamping their jaws into obstinate silence. Most of them were beyond saving, their fat, black tongues hanging from death-grey lips, smoke drifting from their ragged eye sockets. It was a pitiful scene. Some were still twitching, brutally galvanised by banks of sparking transformers, but none of them were speaking anymore. The heads had become totems, carefully labelled symbols of the curse that had befallen Hydrus Ulterior – contorted, mindless and finally mute.
‘Groti-grosi, zero-one,’ said Magos Calx through a hood full of vox-pipes. ‘Hair, teeth, nails. Nails, teeth, hair. Sifter-zero. Sifter-one.’ With each clipped word he stabbed a syringe into one of the heads, trying to coax out a reply. ‘Putrescible matter. Non-copper. No adulterations. Gliacine-zero. Gliacine-one. Blood-spitting, then silence.’
There was frustration in his voice as he glanced at a shrine in the corner of the bunker. It was rattling furiously in its alcove, spooling reels of data scrolls, as though remonstrating him. ‘Munificent lord,’ said Calx. ‘I will not be defeated by this. Whatever they have become, they will give me answers. The vescend-vibum will yield.’ He forced the needle deeper. ‘Flesh always yields.’
The bunker shuddered in response to distant artillery, coating Calx’s crimson robes with a fresh layer of dust. He cursed and brushed it away, revealing gold needlework running down his floor-length robes – a spiral of cogs and circuitry that proclaimed long decades of study. His legs scuttled beneath him, a claw-fist of mechadendrite talons, clattering on the stone floor as he approached another head.
‘Spool-speak-one,’ he hissed, bending his already hunched frame over the head. The slab of flesh twitched in response and Calx nodded, pleased. The head had been transformed by madness, more beast now than man, blood-splattered and leering. Calx activated the transformers attached to its skull. Light flickered beneath the skin and the smell of ozone and cooking meat filled the bunker. ‘S33331 ineffectual,’ said Calx, attaching cables to bloody sockets. ‘IOH zero coagulated. Neuman acid no longer servative. Bio repeat. Others are inferior and subzanted. Glaciahne or Giacialine. S33336 ineffectual.’
He opened a leather-bound hymnal and recited a litany of invigoration, droning the questions and answers until the head started to respond, rocking and snorting in time to his words, jolting so hard that black clots fell from its nose. Calx took a heavy, brass chronometer from his robes and flipped it open, peering at the spinning mechanism and comparing the measurements to lines he had drawn on the head. ‘S33332 efficacious,’ he said.
He looked closer at his chronometer, then snapped it shut, placing it beneath his robes and peering at the rotting face. ‘Talk to me.’ He adjusted the transformers so that the head shook even more violently. ‘Who stole your mind?’
Calx could hear the mortar rounds hitting with increasing force outside, getting ever closer. His time was almost up. He had to find the answer. How had such a primitive foe breached their thrice-blessed logic engines? How had they entered their minds?
The head rocked back on its stand and spat, showering the tech-priest with red saliva.
Calx gripped the head and forced another syringe home, placing the needle carefully between intersections he had inked on its neck. ‘Tell me,’ he whispered, ‘what am I not seeing? How were you corrupted? What is absit-absens from your head? How was it possible? Daemonolegisari? You were stearated, anointed, antitropic, metal-bodied. You were everything the Omnissiah desires. There was no trace of delirium in you. None. Steel-bound, god-bound, oil-chained in-ab-eterno. What could find purchase in your soul? I examined your hair, your teeth, your nails.’
As though sensing Calx’s frustration, the severed head started to laugh, snorting like a drunk.
The mass of oily cables that passed for Calx’s face recoiled, rolling like a nest of rubber snakes, their mechanical lenses blinking and refocusing. ‘Do you think you can deceive me? I will reorder your consciousness. You will tell me exactly what–’
The head’s expression changed. The transformation was so sudden and peculiar that Calx paused in surprise. He took out the chronometer again and adjusted the settings, winding the mechanism several times and tapping the brass case. Then he looked back at the head.
It was physically unchanged but the mania was gone. It looked around the bunker with cool disdain, then fixed its stare on the tech-priest, studying the chronometer and the symbols stitched into Calx’s robes.
‘So much learning,’ said the head quietly. ‘So little thinking.’
Calx backed away. ‘What? What did you say?’ He glanced at one of the humming devices sunk into its cranium. ‘Which focimeter is that? These are not your words. Who is that? There must be no interruptions. Is this the extant sphygmograph or the piomancies of the twelfth nine? Did I confuse the screed?’ He approached one of the machines and tapped furiously at a flickering gauge. ‘Are you a pollutant? Is there a pollutant in the ore?’
‘The Emperor has need of you, magos,’ said the head, speaking in ornate, archaic Gothic. ‘Meet me on the crest of the dam.’
Calx froze. Then he looked around the bunker, half expecting to see a newcomer in the room. His machines flickered impassively, showing no signs of anyone hiding. A mixture of fear and excitement gripped him. The Emperor? Could this be it? Had help finally come? Had they finally been heard?
‘Who are–?’ he started to say.
‘The crest. Now.’ The head spoke with such force that it rocked on its stand, spilling sparks across the workbench.
One by one, all the heads started to rattle on their bases, snorting and belching. Crimson tears poured down their cheeks. ‘What is here?’ they whispered in unison. ‘What is here?’
Calx raised his power axe. The weapon was taller than him and clad in a bewildering array of esoteric devices, but it did nothing to calm his nerves.
‘I have no time,’ said the heads. ‘The crest. Now.’
Calx backed away, then jumped as someone began pounding on the door.
The heads became rigid and lifeless once more, so Calx turned to the door and wrenched it open, his power axe still raised.
‘Magos,’ said the pale, blood-splattered soldier outside. ‘It’s over. We are defeated.’
Magos Calx clattered out into blinding, bitter cold, followed by a phalanx of helmeted skitarii: vanguard troops, their low-slung radium carbines crackling as they lined up in perfect lockstep behind him. The clamour of battle crashed into them – thudding, hammer blows of artillery and the peevish cackle of arc rifles. Even up here, above the dam, Calx could see how dire the situation had become. Broken phosphor weapons and diagnostic equipment lay discarded around the bunker and mindless skitarii were sprawled everywhere, pleading to the cogs on their armour and gnawing at their bloody fists. Medicae-servitors whirred past – winged drones laden with needles and hacksaws, pallid, slack-jawed faces embedded in their iron thoraxes. They picked at the dying with blank-eyed disinterest, examining some, killing others. All of the soldiers were lacerated and bleeding, but Calx knew the wounds were not caused by the enemy. The men had not been mauled by xenos horrors, but by themselves. Steam filled the brittle air, drifting from their glistening, exposed innards and bloodstained mouths.
The magos paused as he left the bunker, horrified by the cannibalism that had consumed his garrison. To devour their own bodies, to eat the flesh that had been so lovingly improved by their lord, it was tragic in ways he could barely fathom. It was the most obscene form of defeat he could conceive of and it had occurred under his command. He had no doubt what was responsible. Corruption was the constant enemy. The Ruinous Powers. Daemonkind. The creatures of the warp. They had arrived on Hydrus Ulterior and entered the souls of his men. Then he remembered the voice that had spoken to him in the bunker. Even now there was hope.
He leant back as far as his iron-wrought torso would allow, until he looked like an armour-plated beetle, trapped in the sunlight, trying to right itself. Four of his servo-arms sprouted from his rusty carapace up into the air, as he opened his mind to every datascreed he could locate. Binharic code echoed round his head, a barrage of vox chatter from every corner of the valley – trajectories, munitions details, rates of attrition, all listed in exhaustive detail, despite the hopeless situation they described. Calx sifted through the statistics, trying to find an explanation for what had just happened to the heads.
‘Indente-dante, three-six-nine,’ he said, tapping the tubes that snaked through his skull. ‘Affixing one, affixing two.’ More reports hit him, jolting his body like a current. Then, finally, he found it.
He lowered his arms and stood upright, gripping his power axe with trembling fingers, excitement distorting his words. ‘Adeptus Astartes? The Adeptus Astartes are here? And none of you thought to alert me?’
‘Magos,’ replied one of the skitarii. ‘Your work with the heads… You ordered us not to disturb you until exactly–’
The magos pointed his power axe at the trooper. The weapon’s head was a stylised cog, each tooth sharpened to a keen edge. Calx tapped the humming blade on the trooper’s chest, scattering sparks across his grimy armour.
‘Who is it? What have they said?’
‘Magos,’ said the trooper, ‘the gunship only appeared on our auspexes thirteen minutes and seventeen seconds ago. I did not think it right to disrupt your timings until we identified it. A single gunship is approaching the dam, that is all, and it has not yet reached the valley. They have yet to clear the foothills. We have received no communiques. I disturbed you for another reason. The outer defences are…’ His words faltered. ‘We need to know your orders, magos. Things have become much worse.’
Magos Calx was about to reply when another volley hit, closer this time, causing the tech-priest and his guards to steady themselves as the ground shuddered and the air filled with dust.
When the air had cleared, Calx gripped the soldier’s arm. ‘A-contrario,’ he whispered urgently. ‘We have been saved. This is it. Justitia. Now those apes will learn what happens when they defile an Imperial facility. Actiones-secundafidei. This is it!’
He turned away, scuttling towards the steps that led out onto the crest of the dam. It was a grand structure – a powerful sweep of rockcrete, half a mile tall and a mile in length, supported by a majestic fan of buttresses. It barred the valley like a divine fist.
The dam was made even more spectacular by the skeins of electromagnetic power dancing across its crest. Calx muttered to himself as he clattered through the rubble, his head swimming with the scale of his ward. ‘Steel-bound, god-bound, oil-chained in-ab-eterno. I will never lose you to the sweating hands of these groti-grosi beasts.’
As he stepped out onto the crest of the dam, Calx paused, his excitement fading. When he had entered the bunker, the battle had been desperate; now it was a rout. There was an avalanche of scrap metal smashing through his garrison. His once perfect lines of skitarii had collapsed, thrown into disarray by the delirium that had washed through their ranks. The earthworks were overrun, the cog-shaped fan of trenches awash with xenos beasts. His Ironstriders were being torn down like trees, their mechanical legs thrashing uselessly as ork walkers ripped into them. Most of the Astra Militarum Guardsmen were dead. The final bank of trenches was still manned by his red-robed skitarii troops, but even their orderly lines had been torn open, madness throwing them into a shameful jumble of crossfires and foundering scrums. The greenskins had almost taken the whole valley with their lumbering war machines – ugly, iron buckets, propelled by steam-piston legs and laden with guns. This was the result of damnation. It was the only explanation. As his men battled for their sanity and sanctity, the xenos animals had seized their chance to attack. ‘No,’ said Calx, shaking his mane of cables. ‘This must not be. I will not allow it.’
‘We were betrayed,’ said the soldier, waving his gun at the weapons batteries that punctuated the bunkers. They were all in ruins, their walls scattered across the rocks in smouldering heaps.
Calx hissed as he saw that they had been detonated from within.
‘It was Lexmechanic Balkh,’ replied the soldier. ‘This is why I interrupted you, magos. He took every one of our security protocols to the enemy.’
‘Balkh?’ Calx slumped as though he had been deflated. He remembered the face of his old friend. There were few he would have trusted with such information. ‘How could he do that to me?’
The soldier shook his head. ‘His mind was gone, magos, just like all the others. The Dark Powers consumed him. He did not realise what he was doing. We…’ he hesitated. ‘We stopped him, but it was too late. We found his cognition prints in all the systems. He wanted the dam to fall.’ The soldier looked out across the sea of brutal war machines below. ‘He wanted those monsters to tear it down. He wanted–’
Calx held up a hand to silence the man. ‘No, he did not. Absolvo injuria. His mind was gone, as you say. He was no longer Balkh. We must honour the memory of the man he was, not dwell on what became of him. We are all victims of this curse.’
He was about to say more when a new sound cut through the din – a promethium roar of reversing thrusters. Calx looked away from the battle and out across the top of the dam. A gunship ripped through the brittle mountain air, shimmering in its own heat haze as it swooped down towards the rockcrete landing pad, kicking up dust from the ancient stone and scattering troops. Calx scuttled off in the direction of the landing ship, waving for his men to follow.
Calx’s crimson robes flashed blue as he passed beneath the dam’s final line of defence. All along the mile-long lip of the dam, blue-skinned priests had been welded to metal gantries, their limbs shattered and melted into sixty-foot-tall struts. These dangling, iron-fused heroes were the corpuscarii, the electro-priests, their scarred flesh shimmering with a constant lightning pulse. Their eyes had been burned away long ago, melted by the incredible power jolting through their bodies, but the whole dam was alive with their faith. Their canticles roared out over the boom of the landing gunship, each proud word bolstering the edifice beneath them.
Magos Calx whispered a prayer of thanks to the corpuscarii as he rushed past them, humbled by their sacrifice, but his mask of cracked lenses remained locked on the gunship. It had settled onto the dam and its engines died away as the boarding ramp rattled down. Calx waved a silent order at his men and they fanned out behind him, readying their guns.
As Calx neared the ship, the dust rolled away and a robed colossus strode towards him, silhouetted by the dying sun.
‘Where is it?’ demanded the newcomer as he emerged from the glare and towered over Calx. It was the same voice Calx had heard coming through the severed head.
A Blood Angel, thought Calx as he studied the giant. The Space Marine was clad in a suit of ancient, magnificent war-plate – beautiful sculpted ceramite, filigreed with such intricacy that he could only be a great general or captain. The armour was of an odd design: the surface had been worked to resemble raw, peeled meat, and the plates had been lacquered and polished a dark, glossy red. And that was not the only oddity. Calx had never seen a Blood Angel this close before but the warrior’s face was not at all what he had expected. The Blood Angel’s pale features were gaunt, tormented even. And his eyes were as lifeless as those Calx had just left in the bunker.
Calx’s brain whirred and clicked, skimming quickly through the organisational structures of the Adeptus Astartes. The Blood Angel wore a long, ceremonial cloak and an ornate sword at his hip, but it was the death-white pallor of his face that dragged a hiss of recognition from Calx’s mouth. He had seen this living death mask in countless pict feeds and military texts.
‘Chief Librarian,’ said Calx, performing a disjointed, marionette-like bow. Rumour and myth tumbled through his mind. ‘Mephiston-excelsus. Dominus-a-mortis. It is– it is an honour,’ he managed to say.
Mephiston looked past him to the network of bunkers, Administratum buildings and research stations that sprawled out behind the dam. Then he said something.
Calx shook his head. Mephiston had spoken quietly, using a jumble of dialects so antiquated that Calx could not discern the meaning.
Mephiston stared at Calx and the magos realised his mistake. The Blood Angel’s eyes were locked rather than dead. The eyes of an insomniac – staring, unblinking, remote, as though he were watching something no one else could see. The effect was chilling. Calx began counting the striations in Mephiston’s irises, comforting himself with the emollient rhythm of the numbers. Then he began to multiply the numbers, drowning his fear in arithmetic.
‘What is it?’ said Mephiston, speaking more clearly.
‘What is what, Chief Librarian?’
Something rippled across the Blood Angel’s face – a flicker of barely suppressed violence.
‘What happened to the traitor?’ said Mephiston, speaking even more quietly.
‘Traitor?’
Crimson light blossomed in Mephiston’s eyes, a thousand tiny haemorrhages. Calx considered his next answer with care. ‘Balkh?’ he said finally. ‘The lexmechanic?’
Mephiston looked at him in silence.
‘Yes, yes, of course, Balkh.’ Calx tapped the handle of his power axe on the ground in relief. ‘One of my most trusted lexmechanics. He was corrupted somehow. Fallax-maledictione-three-three-twelve. The Ruinous Powers. Damnatio.’ Calx glanced around, sensing that even now, daemons could be waiting to poison his mind. ‘Balkh’s soul was damned and he betrayed us, allowing these xenos thugs to breach our lines.’ He looked past the straining wall of corpuscarii and out at the carnage-filled valley below. ‘This is all his doing. He is… He was…’ Calx found it hard to say the words. ‘His mind was ruined by the Great Enemy. Chaos-taint is everywhere.’ He picked at his robes, as though removing insects. As though he could preserve his soul through cleanliness.
‘This is not the work of the Ruinous Powers,’ said Mephiston, surveying the battle.
Calx had to stifle an incredulous laugh. ‘Not the work of Chaos, my lord? Our minds are being warped and perverted. Even our most iron-bound logic has been debased. I would never have let those xenos creatures near this blessed dam, but Chaos disarmed our souls. It is amongst us. It is common sense, my lord. If you just look at my men, you–’
‘Common sense?’ Mephiston focused on Calx for a moment. There was a quiet fury in his voice. ‘Common sense is a collective unwillingness to think.’
Calx faltered, unsure what that meant, unsure how to reply.
‘Take me to their general,’ said Mephiston. ‘I need to learn the real cause of your defeat.’
‘Take you to him?’ Calx was still looking at the ranks of dying skitarii falling back beneath the onslaught of the orks. ‘Impossible. He’s hidden. In the heart of their army. In the belly of the beast.’
Hurt filled Calx’s voice as he waved his power axe towards the greenskins. ‘Chaos wiped the logic from my men’s minds. It turned them into animals. And now Balkh has given those xenos dogs every protocol and deployment code he could take. I tried everything I could to identify the cause of the corruption, but it’s useless. If I could rip out the root I would. If I could simply lay my hands on the xenos general of course I would cut him down. But we would have to defeat the entire horde to reach him.’
Mephiston looked through the lines of electricity that were shielding them from the orks. ‘Then defeat them.’
Calx laughed. ‘Chief Librarian, I would die before letting xenos claim this dam, but look.’ He waved again at the carnage. The valley was crowded with deranged, dying soldiers. With their weapon silos disabled, and their minds consumed by madness, the skitarii were being butchered. Columns of fire spat up from frozen trenches, spewing broken war machines, showering the landscape with ember and flame.
Mephiston looked through Calx. ‘Sometimes it is easier to die than adapt.’
Calx shook his head. ‘I have followed every protocol.’
Mephiston looked out through the flames again. ‘The greenskin general is in the rearguard?’
‘I suppose so, yes. That’s what my reports say. They took the secondary comms tower, up on Naxilus Ridge. It’s a small galvanic pulsometer. We only ever kept a small force there.’ He shook his head. ‘I never thought an attack would come there. It seems an odd place to strike. But now it’s their base of operations.’
‘And you know the way to this pulsometer?’
‘Of course.’
Mephiston looked from the orks to the tormented priests powering the dam. They were shivering as they channelled their life force through its twisted pylons.
Calx sensed that the Blood Angel disapproved of him. ‘I have given everything to stop them,’ he said.
Mephiston raised an eyebrow. ‘Everything?’ He strode across the dam, drawing a combat knife from his belt as he neared the pylons. He vaulted easily up onto a gantry, his robes snapping in the electric charge. Lightning pulsed through his bones, lighting up his skull, but he showed no sign of pain as he approached one of the priests. Rather, he seemed to grow in stature.
The priest’s song faltered as Mephiston climbed towards him through the inferno.
Calx rushed across the dam, shielding his face as he neared the blazing wall of energy. ‘Wait,’ he cried through the din. ‘Chief Librarian! Do not disrupt the hymn.’
Mephiston gave no sign he had heard, hauling himself up onto another gantry. Without a word, he ripped one of the priest’s arms free from the iron mesh, shedding sparks and blood.
The priest’s song became a howl as Mephiston gripped the broken limb in one hand. Then, with electricity still rattling through his armour, Mephiston jammed his combat knife through the back of his own hand, pinning himself to the priest.
The wall of blue turned crimson, drenching the dam in charnel light. Along the top of the dam every one of the corpuscarii arched in pain, scarlet lancing from their stitched eye sockets.
Calx reeled away from the explosion that had consumed the pylons. ‘No!’ he cried, as the ironworks began to groan and shudder.
Mephiston was barely visible within the wall of red fire, but Calx could just about see him gripping the priest’s hand – he was at the heart of the inferno: a single, stark point of darkness. It looked to Calx as though the Blood Angel had latched his mouth on to the priest’s wrist, but Calx knew he must be mistaken. Why would a noble hero of the Imperium do something so savage?
‘Magos!’ cried one of the skitarii troopers.
Calx whirled around. The soldier was pointing at a network of cracks jerking across the top of the dam. The vibrations were not just coming from the lightning – the whole dam was shaking and shifting.
‘What are you doing?’ cried Calx, trying and failing to break through the inferno.
Even over the electromagnetic howl he could hear Mephiston chanting – indecipherable rhymes tumbled from his lips, forming a red aether that spiralled around his mouth. Blood lashed Mephiston to the priest, whose blue skin blazed with power as he howled in pain.
The dam juddered, filling the valley with a low, mournful groan.
Arcs of electricity fused togaether, forming a single bridge of light across the top of the dam. Then Mephiston dropped back down from the light and walked towards Calx, trailing smoke and sparks. As he walked, strands of electricity tore away from the pylons and attached themselves briefly to Mephiston’s back, flickering there for a moment, like wings.
The dam shuddered again and Calx’s legs had to dance furiously beneath him to stop him falling.
Mephiston muttered into a vox-bead at his collar and Calx heard a crackled response.
‘Chief Librarian,’ gasped Calx. ‘What have you done?’
His words were drowned out by a sound like falling mountains. The dam shifted again and the corpuscarii slumped lifelessly in their iron cages.
The wall of light vanished. A column of water blasted out from the centre of the dam, slamming into the ranks of battling warriors. It was hundreds of feet wide and laden with tonnes of masonry. It smashed through skitarii and ork alike, tearing armour and flesh, thundering through the trenches and shattering the gun emplacements.
Calx reeled in shock as the water carved through the valley, filling the air with blood and dust. He looked at Mephiston in horror. The Space Marine had ruptured the dam. He could not quite grasp the idea. It was so absurd that his mind could not latch on to it.
Mephiston did not even look at what he had done. His gaze fixed on the hulking aircraft that had brought him to the dam, now lifting up from the landing pad with a deafening thruster blast. Mephiston waved vaguely at the distant end of the valley, then, as the gunship banked off through the dust clouds, he strode towards the edge of the dam, dragging Calx with him.
The electro-priests hung lifelessly from their cages, their wall of energy gone. There was nothing to spare Calx from the dizzying truth. The jet of water was growing bigger and more furious. The battle had been transformed. Hundreds of corpses rushed out across the valley as it filled with water, and the front lines of both armies collapsed into a chaotic slurry. Thousands of greenskins were still trying to charge towards the dam, but they were either slipping in the gore or crushed by the blast. The scale of the destruction was staggering.
‘What are you?’ whispered Calx, his face just inches from Mephiston’s.
‘Death,’ replied Mephiston calmly. Then, still holding Calx, he leapt from the dam.
They fell dozens of feet before Mephiston summoned broad, flickering shadow wings and wrenched them into a rolling loop. They soared out over the battle as vapour trails tore past them. A storm of crimson-clad killers was falling from the sky. As the gunship boomed overhead it spewed a lethal rain: Blood Angels, borne by the howling jet turbines on their backs. There were other ships, barely visible overhead, and tiny figures were plunging from those too, guns already blazing as they ripped down through the clouds.
Calx’s heart pounded behind his metal ribcage. Even fear and grief could not suppress his awe. The Emperor’s death angels, come to wreak bloody vengeance. ‘Omnissiah preserve us,’ he whispered.
Mephiston turned his loop into a dive and Calx lost all sense of direction. They hurtled through spume and blood towards the heaving mass of warriors below.
He howled as the ground rushed towards him, but seconds before they hit, Mephiston righted himself and landed with such ease that Calx barely felt the impact. He staggered nonetheless, disorientated from the flight, scrambling like a spider.
Mephiston kept Calx upright as he turned to face the orks. The xenos howled as they pounded towards them. They were grotesque, like oversized apes, so top heavy with scarred muscle that they should barely have been able to walk, but still they thundered across the rocks with incredible speed. Their heads were hung low between absurdly broad shoulders and their faces mostly hidden behind crudely hammered iron – all he could see was their massive, tusk-filled jaws and burning, ember-like eyes.
One of Calx’s limbs was an ancient thermal weapon – a volkite blaster so heavy that it required three of his other arms to lift it. He hefted the antique gun and trained it on the approaching orks.
Before Calx could fire, Mephiston strode towards the orks, blocking his shot. The Blood Angel drew his sword and levelled it at the greenskins, raising his other hand to the sky in a grasping gesture.
The orks shook and staggered, gripped by palsy. Mephiston wrenched back his hand and blood erupted from their mouths. Their bodies jolted and innards burst from their skin. They toppled in a heap.
A bucket-shaped war machine roared into view, bristling with bastardised firearms. Mephiston raised his hand again but, before he could strike, Calx loosed off a shot. The war machine became a wall of flame, taking down a row of orks as it detonated.
Mephiston spoke into his vox and waved his sword at the Blood Angels screaming overhead. Everywhere Calx looked they were slamming down onto the churned earth, unleashing a fierce barrage of bolter fire, toppling wave after wave of the green-skinned monsters.
Calx fired again and raced through the chaos, dodging shots and flames as he scrabbled across the trenches.
Mephiston was just ahead of him and as the Blood Angel advanced through the battle, Calx’s awe grew. The Chief Librarian had not even drawn his pistol. Each time a group of orks lumbered through the fumes, Mephiston simply grasped at the air and ripped blood from their bodies, before striding over their broken husks.
Everywhere Calx looked he saw islands of floating corpses – Guardsmen, skitarii and xenos, pulverised by the force of the water. The dam was crashing forwards, engulfed in flames.
He had the courage to do what I could not, thought Calx. Beyond the valley, the continent was littered with Mechanicus research stations, all under attack. The greenskins would have destroyed them all, but now Mephiston would halt the enemy advance. Calx had been facing a slow, ignominious defeat, but Mephiston had found a route to victory.
Calx painted the air with his volkite blaster, igniting more greenskins as he scrambled on through the carnage. The orks fell back before him, and Calx cried out a staccato stream of binharic, cursing the xenos in the name of the Machine-God.
The battle fumes banked away to reveal a ruined gun emplacement up ahead. Mephiston had climbed up onto the trashed rockcrete to survey the hell he had created.
Calx hurried towards him, wracking his brain for everything he knew about the Blood Angels Chief Librarian. Somewhere in his meticulously organised cerebral cortex, Calx found an image that matched the scene up ahead – his enhanced brain retrieved a centuries-old pict feed. It showed Mephiston, surrounded by slaughter on an unimaginable scale, in a world rent by war and psychic flames. ‘Armageddon,’ breathed Calx, pausing to incinerate another greenskin, staggering under the force of the blast as he immolated the snarling monster. ‘He was born there.’
Calx reached the pile of rubble and clambered up towards Mephiston. As he crested the broken wall and saw the corpse-crowded valley spread out before him, he realised that Mephiston had recreated the place of his birth – Hydrus Ulterior now looked as horrific as Armageddon.
‘You came to save us,’ whispered Calx, glancing at Mephiston with a mixture of dread and astonishment.
Mephiston ignored him, scouring the bloodbath. Blood Angels were slicing through the drowning armies, trailing promethium fumes as their jump packs hurled them forwards. Orks and vehicles disintegrated before their white-hot barrage of bolter fire. Anything not flattened by Mephiston’s destruction of the dam was now being torn down by his assault squads.
‘When did it begin?’ Mephiston spoke softly, despite the din of the battle.
‘My lord?’
‘The poison in the minds of your men – when did it begin? When did they start to unravel?’
Calx was relieved to understand. ‘Twelve days, three hours and twenty-seven minutes ago. The first reported case was a datasmith. I heard about–’
Calx faltered as a shadow dropped through the clouds and hurtled towards them. It was one of the crudely built ork vehicles – a single jet turbine with crooked wings and a ridiculous mass of guns welded to its fuselage.
The aircraft dived straight for them, spewing oil, armour plates and fumes. The pilot had turned a crash into an attack, singling Mephiston out as a final target. Calx’s enhanced optics zoomed in on the ork at the controls. His brutish features were locked in a manic leer as he wrestled with his juddering vehicle.
There was no time to shoot and Calx muttered a prayer.
Seconds from impact, the aircraft froze. The pilot’s grin became a rigid, blood-spattered mask.
The entire battle halted. Blood Angels hung in the air, bolter rounds hovering inches from the muzzles of their weapons. Skitarii troops reached in motionless agony towards the rocket-slashed skies. Even the torrent from the broken dam had paused, a silvery mountain of liquid, thousands of tonnes of water, just hanging there.
Mephiston stood calmly before this strange tableau. He had taken a crystal vial from his robes and poured a single drop of crimson liquid. The droplet remained suspended before his face, shimmering like a ruby.
‘You must be wrong,’ he said, his voice ringing out through the strange silence.
‘Wrong, my lord?’
‘The mind-sickness must have started before then.’ There was a quiet urgency to Mephiston’s words. ‘Think again.’
‘My lord, my cerebral circuits were hand-woven on Mars, in rituals prescribed by the Fabricator General himself. My powers of recall were blessed and re-blessed in the Temple of All-Knowledge until–’
Mephiston loomed over him. ‘The blindness began over a year ago. I had barely left the Ameritus Sector when I felt it.’
‘Blindness? We have not been blinded, my lord. The corruption is spiritual, not physical. De spiritualibus-daemonium…’ His ocular implants coiled back into his hood and he waved at the corpses of his men. ‘It’s more disgusting than blindness. It is a degradation. They turned us into beasts.’
Mephiston shook his head. ‘This has to be the place. This has to be the cause of my blindness. Every one of my auguries pointed here.’ He was no longer looking at Calx, but at the comms tower that barred the entrance to the valley. ‘Even a mind forged on Mars can be mistaken.’
Calx was outraged. ‘My lord, there is no one more devoted–’
‘Ignorance is the mother of devotion.’ Mephiston fixed Calx with a cold stare. Then he turned away, drew a knife from within his robes and inscribed a shape into the ruined wall of the bunker. He flicked the blade with a casual, seemingly thoughtless gesture, but when he stepped back Calx saw that the design he had worked into the stone was intricately wrought. It was a fragment of a celestial map. Mephiston placed a drop of blood onto the design and the delicate spheres and arcs began turning, gliding across the crumbling rockcrete. Even in such a strange form, Calx could recognise the continental shapes of the largest planet.
‘Hydrus Ulterior,’ he muttered.
Mephiston stared at the image, peering intently at each annotated line. ‘Everything points to here.’
He waved the image away and turned back to the droplet he had left hanging in the air. He touched it with his fingertip, breaking the stasis. It splashed down onto the rubble.
Hell enveloped them. Sound, movement and violence crashed through the valley and time lurched forwards.
Calx flinched as the ork jet screamed towards them, but Mephiston dismissed it with a casual wave of his hand. The aircraft crashed down a hundred feet away and the resultant fireball bathed the ruins in light, adding another column of fire to the chaos.
Mephiston hauled Calx on through a shattered archway, striding down a trench that led to the end of the valley.
An ork rose from the filth, lunging at Calx with a guttural roar. It barrelled forwards, clutching a massive chainaxe. The weapon’s teeth whirred and rattled as the ork brought it down at Calx’s face.
Mephiston strode on, not noticing the attack, but Calx managed to raise one of his heavily plated servo-arms in time to take the impact. The ork leant its full weight against him, the chainaxe ripping through Calx’s arm, spitting brass and phenolic cabling.
The ork’s face was just inches from Calx’s. The monster’s foetid breath washed over him as its enormous jaws widened in a teeth-filled roar.
Calx reached to his belt and turned a dial. A blinding charge rushed through his servo-arm and the ork stiffened, its roar turning into a gargle. The chainaxe jammed and the ork’s eyes rolled beneath its heavy brow.
Calx shoved his sparking limb harder against the spasming monster, surrounding them both in smoke and spitting fat. Then, with another click of the dial, he allowed the dead ork to fall away, dropping it back into the water with an explosion of steam.
Mephiston was now a distant figure, but Calx was determined to catch up. The greenskins were about to receive the Emperor’s judgement and he wanted to be on hand to see them pay for what they had done. With the water rising above his thighs, Calx wrenched open a hatch in his neck and shoved a cartridge into a socket beneath his jugular.
There was a whine of servos as the program took effect. The forest of legs beneath Calx jerked and clicked into motion, unfolding a new set of struts that jolted Calx several feet higher into the air. As he continued down the trench, Calx looked even more like an arachnid, swaying on his umbrella of spindly limbs.
Raised above the water, Calx was able to pick up speed and race after Mephiston, rejoining him at the end of the trench where the Blood Angel had climbed up onto a landing platform – a circular disc of rockcrete carried on the shoulders of a crumbling, stone lion. Mephiston was in the process of driving back two ork dreadnoughts, slicing through their can-shaped armatures with a flurry of sword strikes. It was a one-sided fight and the xenos were lying in a heap of smouldering engine parts by the time Calx reached the Chief Librarian.
Mephiston was about to speak when more Blood Angels slammed down onto the platform, sending tremors through the stone lion as it took the weight of their power armour.
Most of the Blood Angels took up defensive positions around the platform, training bolters on the surrounding massacre, but the senior officer strode up to Mephiston. He removed his helmet and pounded his chest armour in salute. His appearance was more how Calx had imagined Blood Angels: shoulder-length, flaxen hair framing refined, imperious features. He looked like one of the exalted saints that crowned the frescoes of Hydrus Ulterior’s cathedrals. However, when he reached them and saw the blood oozing from Calx’s wounds, the Blood Angel’s expression changed. His nostrils flared and the muscles along his jaw tightened, as though Calx had angered him. Almost immediately, the ancient warrior regained his look of cool disdain, but Calx took a few steps back. The Adeptus Astartes were a stranger breed than he had expected.
‘The valley is clear, Chief Librarian,’ said the Blood Angel, casually announcing a victory that had eluded Calx for weeks. ‘Lieutenant Servatus has led his Hellblaster squads around to the east, checking the perimeter. They are encountering only minimal resistance. You have…’ The Blood Angel hesitated, glancing back at the dam. ‘You left us little in the way of opposition, my lord.’
Mephiston nodded vaguely and then gestured towards a slender shape at the far end of the valley. ‘How many at the comms tower?’
‘Something is confusing our auspex, lord, but Servatus estimates only two hundred at most. They are heavily armed and Servatus saw a dozen war machines but…’ He shrugged. ‘A hundred or so greenskins against twenty of us. It will be a quick fight.’
Mephiston nodded. ‘They have a weapon of some kind – the cause of this mind-sickness. They’re using the comms tower to amplify it. Leave that to me.’
The Blood Angel nodded, then filled the air with heat and noise as his jump pack hurled him back into the sky.
Calx expected Mephiston to race after his men, but he remained where he was, watching from the landing pad as the squads of Blood Angels screamed past, spewing bolter fire as they reached the tower at the end of the valley.
Greenskins boiled up from the surrounding trenches.
‘That’s more than a hundred,’ said Calx, as the valley shook with the sound of xenos war cries.
Mephiston was not watching the battle. His head was tilted back and a red film had clouded his eyes. They looked like fresh wounds, gouged into his bone-white face.
‘Chief Librarian,’ crackled the vox in Mephiston’s gorget. ‘You should see this. I think we have found the weapon you mentioned.’
Mephiston’s eyes cleared. ‘Hold your positions,’ he replied. ‘You know the layout of the comms tower,’ he said, turning to Calx.
Calx nodded. ‘It’s a galvanic pulsometer. One of the earliest–’
Mephiston grabbed him by the shoulder and whispered a string of words into his face. The chill deepened. There was something sepulchral about the language but Calx’s pulse raced in response, as though the Chief Librarian had triggered an injection of combat stimms.
As they raced on towards the tower, Calx’s limbs trilled with energy and he found he could run at an incredible pace. In a matter of minutes they had reached the trenches surrounding the tower.
Half of the Blood Angels were still outside the pulsometer, stalled by scrums of muscle-bound orks pouring across the trenches. The Blood Angels fought with a savagery surpassing even the brutality of the xenos, hacking at the orks with chainswords and combat knives in a frenzy of bloodlust. The orks were revelling in the ferocity of the fight, chanting a savage mantra, bellowing and snorting in unison. Their cries were so loud they matched the fury of the gunfire.
Mephiston hacked through the chanting orks, charging for a shattered entrance at the base of the tower with Calx rushing after him, still firing. The doors were clinging weakly to their hinges and Mephiston smashed straight through, shielding Calx from the impact as they landed on the other side, scattering masonry into a vaulted antechamber.
Blood Angels had entered through another doorway and there was a brutal firefight taking place. The scorched remains of Adeptus Mechanicus robots were piled across the passageway. They were kastelans, venerable, armour-plated automata that would have towered over even the Space Marines if they had still been standing, but now they were just a makeshift barricade – hulking, blasted shells, piled with the corpses of skitarii troops.
There was a whole squad of Blood Angels trapped on the near side of the barricade, pinned down beside the chipped remains of the robots. Calx scrambled for cover, diving behind the pedestal of a toppled pillar. Bolter rounds hit all around him, filling the air with dust and spinning shards of stone. The proportions of these Space Marines were even more impressive than the Blood Angels outside.
‘Tacticus armour,’ breathed Calx, awed to be witnessing the creation of his great tutor, Archmagos Cawl. The Blood Angels had painted their battleplate red and adorned it with all the fetishes and battle trophies of their ancient brotherhood, but there was no disguising the work of his masters on Mars. These were Primaris Space Marines, the pinnacle of Adeptus Astartes power. They were goliaths, and their weapons were lethal works of art.
Only a few of the Blood Angels were returning fire. The grand narthex beyond the barricade swarmed with orks, all howling and firing their crudely made weapons, but the Blood Angels struggled to shoot back. Those that were firing were shooting wildly, blasting chunks from the ribbed stone overhead or ripping up the flagstones beneath their boots. Some of the Blood Angels staggered as they fired and others clutched their helmets. The chanting of the orks was deafening. The din was so great that the building seemed to judder in time with their cries.
The orks were changing reality with their chant. The architecture pulsed in time to their war song, becoming a great, slavering maw.
Mephiston stood calmly at the heart of the crossfire, surveying his reeling men with cool detachment. He summoned the magos to his side with a wave of his hand.
Calx did not move. The air was full of bolter rounds and incendiary blasts, but it was not the battle that gave him pause. Each time he moved, the orks’ chant threatened to overwhelm his senses.
Mephiston waved again and Calx’s legs clicked into involuntary motion, scuttling over the toppled pillar towards the Chief Librarian.
Calx clutched his head. This was the thing he had been dreading for so long – the soul-sickness that had taken his men. The pulsometer was the source of the corruption. The cool, ordered reason of Calx’s brain sank beneath a hail of brutal visions. They were all just hunks of torn meat, he realised, tumbling inside a pair of enormous jaws. Their flesh was worthless, a pointless encumbrance; he may as well burn everything down in a blaze of violence.
He laughed as reckless, destructive urges gripped him. The sanctity of this place seemed suddenly absurd. The galaxy was burning, so why not fan the flames?
Mephiston strode through gunfire and staggering Blood Angels, immune to the violence. Not a single shot landed on or even near him. But this only added to Calx’s hysteria. He raised his pistol and aimed at a column supporting the central arch of the narthex. The chanting of the orks swelled in his mind and everything became liquid and distorted, spiralling around the fighting.
The air shimmered with radiation as Calx’s shot tore through the middle of the column, adding more dust and debris to the mayhem. Calx laughed as the explosion threw the whole scene into a whirl of colours and shapes. He was destroying reality itself. All around him, he saw the Blood Angels joining in, tearing at the building in a glorious, riotous frenzy.
The column slumped backwards, tearing the vaulted ceiling, revealing the frigid skies beyond.
The orks chanted louder, raising their weapons in triumph, swarming over the corpses, thundering towards Mephiston.
Mephiston mouthed an invocation and reached up into the air, his fingers splayed. The column froze mid-fall, hanging over them at a peculiar, drunken angle. With his other hand Mephiston trained his pistol on the orks and fired, his hand kicking back with each blast as orks flew from the barricade, their armour torn open by the super-heated plasma.
Calx’s laughter died on his lips as a fierce, cold determination flooded his mind.
‘Mephiston,’ he gasped, as the Librarian’s sentience enveloped his own.
As the Chief Librarian took hold of him, Calx saw that the building was not warping and flowing, but simply crumbling under the weight of gunfire. Neither were the Blood Angels tearing it down – they were actually tearing at their own armour, clawing at their gloriously engraved battleplate. Several had fallen to the floor, twitching and thrashing in the rubble, just as he had seen so many of his own men do. The madness plaguing Hydrus Ulterior even had mastery over the Emperor’s finest. The Adeptus Astartes were not immune.
The wall of fallen robots detonated, hurling orks and machine parts across the antechamber. Even Mephiston was kicked backwards by the blast and Calx cried out as they both tumbled over the rubble towards the doors.
When the dust cleared Calx laughed drunkenly. A towering figure emerged through the banking clouds – a rusting, bipedal goliath, bolted togaether from crudely hammered plates of armour. Welded into its centre was a crippled ork. Spider legs of warp fire splayed out from its malformed head, kicking and lashing, juddering over the corpses and rubble. It carried a copper staff daubed with colourful paint and it was draped in skulls and animal hides.
The creature was in paroxysms, drooling and thrashing as warp flame poured through its limbs. Its spine twisted and arched in pain, but its jaws were open in a leering howl. Its febrile body hung from a lopsided, oversized head and its wiry arms were covered with a gaudy collection of fetishes. It looked like a performer in a deranged carnival, summoning madness from the air for the amusement of its audience.
The machine booted its way through the barricade and even the orks scattered, their war cries faltering as they leapt clear. They stared at the twitching figure trapped in its chest, and for the first time Calx saw fear in their tiny, bestial eyes.
The war machine was nearly thirty feet tall and as it stooped over Mephiston it threw him into shadow. The ork shaman jolted forwards in its cage, and with a rattling belch it vomited a column of writhing green light at Mephiston.
Mephiston staggered backwards, lowering his hand and losing his psychic hold on the ruptured column. It crashed down, ripping the ceiling away as it went.
Masonry rained down around Calx. He jammed another cartridge into his jaw and, as the blocks slammed down, a sphere of dented plates clicked into place, cocooning him in plasteel. The landslide ceased and Calx emerged from his shell, drawing his gun and scouring the carnage.
Mephiston was on one knee at the centre of the antechamber, reading from a small, leather-bound book. None of the debris had landed near him. His incantation had left him in an odd, bowl-shaped depression at the heart of the wreckage. He held the book with one hand and with the other he pointed his sword at the strange shape hunched before him. The iron giant was on its knees, like an enormous, chastised hound. It juddered with the effort of trying to stand and the harder it tried to rise, the more violent its tremors became, shedding rivets and sparks as Mephiston’s words droned out through the chamber.
The ork shaman in the machine pointed its copper staff at Mephiston and clutched its misshapen skull with its other hand. Its head flashed with blinding, green light and the ork howled, wrenching green fire from the heads of nearby xenos.
As the psychic flames engulfed the shaman’s head, the other orks became even more alarmed. Their war cries turned to panicked howls and they tried to climb back over the rubble, clutching their own heads as they reeled from the fight.
The Blood Angels gunned their jump packs into life, screaming across the fume-filled chamber and unleashing a deafening salvo at the routed orks. It was brutal. As they ripped through the orks, chainswords growling, some of the Blood Angels fought with hands and teeth, discarding weapons as they savaged their prey. The comms tower collapsed around them, slamming enormous pieces of architecture down into the fray.
There was now a tornado of warp fire around the ork shaman’s staff, wrenching the walls apart and forming a column of whirling, aetheric fury. The ork shrugged off Mephiston’s psychic commands and stood, laughing through its pain. Emerald light knifed from its jaws as it raised a fist to summon more energy. It jabbed its copper staff at Mephiston and hurled a dazzling blast.
Calx flinched but Mephiston remained kneeling with his head bowed, as though in prayer, as he caught the torrent on his force sword. The ork howled louder and the column of warp fire grew in fury, forming a blinding sphere as it collided with Mephiston’s sword. The glare was so bright that Calx could see nothing but the rippling silhouette of Mephiston as he rose to his feet, dropped his book and grabbed his force sword in both hands, hammering the blade into the ground.
The light vanished and an ominous quiet washed through the building.
Mephiston dashed across the rubble, leapt high into the air and jammed his sword through the shaman’s mouth. The sword released the charge it had harnessed and the ork’s head imploded with a muffled crump. A dazzling fan of beams smashed through the heads of the nearby orks, creating a drum roll of explosions. Skull after skull spattered brains across the walls and floor.
The war machine toppled backwards with Mephiston still attached, fumes trailing from the shaman’s corpse. It crashed on to its back and the rest of the Blood Angels powered forwards, ploughing into the remaining orks with a flurry of chainsword strikes. Those orks that still had heads were dazed, scrambling for cover, and the Blood Angels slaughtered them with ease. The fight was over in a few minutes.
Calx stood up, stunned. Most of the comms tower had collapsed, leaving a ring of broken rockcrete heaped with xenos dead. A shaft of light broke through the gloom and flashed in his optics, blinding him for a moment.
‘Saved,’ he whispered, allowing the winter sun to fill his thoughts. The Omnissiah had answered. The Machine-God had brought these death angels to Hydrus Ulterior and cleansed it of filth.
The sound of fighting rang out again and Calx whirled around, raising his pistol. He was sunblind for a second, but when his vision cleared he saw that the noise had not come from an enemy, or at least none that he could understand. It came from some of the Space Marines who were wrestling with one of their own battle-brothers. He thought for a moment they were attacking him, but then he saw the truth. The Blood Angel was unable to rid himself of battle frenzy. The orks were all dead, but he was howling and clawing at their corpses, raging as he hacked and bit into their scorched remains. It was shameful. Unbecoming of an Imperial warrior. Calx looked away.
The gap in the clouds closed and, plunged back into gloom, Calx’s euphoria began to fade. There was something hideous about the sound of the Blood Angel barking and snarling. He could hear anger and shame in the voices of the other Space Marines as they tried to wrestle him away from the cadavers.
Calx’s discomfort only grew as his gaze fell on Mephiston. The Chief Librarian was silent but he had grasped the burnt corpse of the ork shaman and he trembled with anger, crushing the skull between his hands.
Calx was unsure how to act. Between Mephiston’s quiet fury and the ranting of the deranged Blood Angel, he felt he was intruding on some private moment. He backed away to the edge of the ruins and turned to look out across the fast-growing lake.
Through the battle fumes he could make out the rest of the xenos army gathering on the horizon. The dam was only one of their targets. As his optics whirred and clicked, Calx saw titanic war machines stomping over distant outposts. It did not matter. The Blood Angels had achieved this first victory with incredible speed. He mouthed another prayer to the Omnissiah. The Machine-God maintained balance and order in all things.
Mephiston still crouched over his kill, but Calx summoned the courage to interrupt him.
‘Chief Librarian,’ he said, ‘I have troops in reserve, beyond the dam.’ He climbed over the corpses, back to Mephiston. ‘If you give me time, I can rally them. It would be an honour to join you when you make your next attack.’
Calx backed away as Mephiston turned to face him. His porcelain skin had shattered. It was crisscrossed by hundreds of hairline cracks and each one leaked dark fire. Mephiston was bathed in a dark nimbus – a swirling, fume-like halo that boiled across his armour. There was terrible violence burning in the Chief Librarian’s eyes.
‘I am still blind,’ said Mephiston, his calm tones in sharp contrast to the anger contorting his face. He was not looking at Calx, but at one of the other Space Marines. It was another Librarian, dressed in the blue of that discipline, and he was the first Space Marine Calx had ever seen to look old. His skin had the smooth, hardened texture of polished bark and the silver bristles of his beard were like short iron blades.
The Librarian had been helping subdue the ranting Blood Angel, but at Mephiston’s words he loosed his grip and came to study the fallen war machine. ‘But the madness. It came from here. I felt you end it.’
Mephiston stared up at the leaden sky and whispered a venomous curse.
The ground shuddered beneath him. There was a loud cracking sound as the flagstones began to tear. Calx stumbled as the ground opened up next to him.
‘My lord!’ cried the veteran Librarian, grabbing Mephiston’s arm. ‘Do not do this. Not here. Do not let the others see. There is still time. We will study the auguries again.’
To Calx’s relief, Mephiston seemed to hear his battle-brother. He gripped him by the shoulder and nodded, closing his eyes. ‘The rift, Rhacelus. We have so little time.’
‘We can be gone within the hour. The Blood Oath is still at low anchor. Antros is waiting.’
Despite his fear, Calx found himself speaking up. ‘Gone?’
The two Blood Angels turned to face him and he felt insect-like beneath their gaze. They looked as though they could barely conceive of so lowly a being.
Calx waved at the distant armies on the horizon. ‘I would not presume to…’ His voice faltered as they continued glaring down at him. He tried to quash the dreadful realisation forming in his mind. ‘I mean… Would it not be better to continue your offensive immediately? The other greenskins will soon learn what happened here.’
Mephiston shook his head. His appearance was now as it had been when Calx first saw him. The strange, ebon fire had gone, but there was still a terrible intensity to his stare.
‘There is no offensive.’ Mephiston looked out across the lake of corpses he had created. Burning oil had turned the valley into a funeral pyre. Blackened husks floated through the inferno and the smoke played games with distance and size, making it hard to distinguish ruined vehicles from scorched cadavers. Along with the orks, Mephiston had killed countless hundreds of humans.
As he surveyed the destruction he had wrought, Calx saw a new emotion cross Mephiston’s face – confusion, perhaps, or maybe recognition, Calx could not tell. It vanished as quickly as it came, replaced by an expressionless mask. ‘This is not my fight,’ said Mephiston. ‘My duties require me to be elsewhere.’
Cold horror settled over Calx. ‘Elsewhere? Then why did you come here?’
‘I thought this world was the source of my blindness.’ He muttered something Calx could not quite hear.
‘Blindness?’ Calx tried to stand. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘Of course not,’ said Mephiston. Then he noticed something on one of the dead Guardsmen and stooped to examine the corpse.
The other Librarian approached and helped Calx to his feet. His expression was just as imperious as Mephiston’s but when he spoke there was, if not sympathy, at least a hint that he understood Calx’s desperation.
‘We have other matters to pursue, magos. The Great Rift grows wider by the day. The final battle is upon us. Lord Mephiston has a great task ahead of him. But we will alert the rest of the fleet to your situation. There may be others in the sector who can aid you.’
Calx stared at the ruined dam. ‘Why did you do this, if not to save us?’
‘Save you?’ Mephiston stood and looked at Calx. He was holding something he had snapped from the Guardsman’s neck – a small, oval locket. It glinted in the dull light as he secreted it in his robes. ‘That is exactly what I intend to do, Magos Calx.’
Mephiston nodded at the other Librarian. ‘Summon the ships. There is nothing more for us here.’
Calx fell back against the ruined walls and stared into the distance. Even from here, he could see the orks massing, preparing to attack in force.
He started to pray.
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