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IT IS THE 41st millennium. For more than a hundred

centuries the Emperor has sat immobile on the Golden

Throne of Earth. He is the master of mankind by the

will of the gods, and master of a million worlds by the

might of his inexhaustible armies. He is a rotting carcass

writhing invisibly with power from the Dark Age of

Technology. He is the Carrion Lord of the Imperium for

whom a thousand souls are sacrificed every day, so that

he may never truly die.

YET EVEN IN his deathless state, the Emperor continues

his eternal vigilance. Mighty battleflcets cross the

daemon-infested miasma of the warp, the only route

between distant stars, their way lit by the Astronomican.

the psychic manifestation of the Emperor's will. Vast

armies give battle in his name on uncounted worlds.

Greatest amongst his soldiers are the Adeptus Astartcs.

the Space Marines, bio-engineered super-warriors. Their

comrades in arms are legion: the Imperial Guard and

countless planetary defence forces, the ever-vigilant

Inquisition and the tech-priests of the Adeptus

Mechanicus to name only a few. But for all their

multitudes, they are barely enough to hold off the

ever-present threat from aliens, heretics.

mutants - and worse.

To BE A man in such times is to be one amongst untold

billions. It is to live in the cruellest and most bloody

regime imaginable. These are the tales of those times.

Forget the power of technology and science, for so much

has been forgotten, never to be re-learned. Forget the

promise of progress and understanding, for in the grim

dark future there is only war. There is no peace amongst

the stars, only an eternity of carnage and slaughter, and

the laughter of thirsting gods.

'Words not deeds'

- Dedication over the main entrance of the Administry Tower, Formal A, Petropolis.

'In the prosecution of his work, an agent of the Holy Inquisition may display a badge of office, which shall be a rosette bearing a crimson sigil. This may be further inscribed with the mark of his affiliated ordo or the code of his issuing officio planetia. It is his symbol of authority, stark and unequivocal

'Under certain circumstances, an agent of the Holy Inquisition may elect instead to carry the mark of Special Condition, which shall be a rosette bearing an azure sigil. This denotes the bearer to be operating alone, beyond the resource or support of any ordo: rogue, driven to independence by extremis, who will act with singular devotion, and recognise no law or master save the God-Emperor himself

- from the Inquisition's Rubric of Protocol

THEN

Just after Firetide, Bonner's Reach, Lucky Space, 402.M41

'You.'

The voice was so low, so very, very deep, the single word resounded like a seismic rumble. A curious hush fell across the vast free trade salon. People began to look. Some picked up their drinks and moved away. They knew what this was.

The implanted eyes of all the Vigilants present also turned to stare at the confrontation, green and cold. But they would not intervene. Not unless the Code of the Reach was broken.

">9,' the voice repeated.

To his credit, the man in the lizard-skin coat had not turned around. He was sitting at one of the high tables, conducting some business with a pair of far traders. The traders both looked up nervously at the figure standing behind the man in the lizard-skin coat.

'I... I think you're being addressed,’ one of them muttered.

'I've no business with anyone here except you two gentlemen,’ the man in the lizard-skin coat said loudly. He picked up one of the napkins on which the traders had just been scribbling cost estimates. 'Now this figure here seems very high-'

The far traders pushed back their chairs and stood up. 'Our business is done,’ one of them said stiffly. 'We don't want to get involved in... whatever this is,’

The man in the lizard-skin coat tutted and got to his feet. 'Sit down,’ he told the traders. 'Order another flask of amasec from the tenders on my account. I'll just deal with this and we can resume,’

He turned around. Slowly, he lifted his gaze until he was looking up at the face of the man who had interrupted his meeting.

Lucius Worna had been in the bounty game for fifteen decades, and every second of those savage years showed in his face. His head, shaved apart from a bleached stripe, was one big scar. Livid canyons split through his lips and eyebrows, and formed white ridges on his cheeks and jawline. His ears and nose were just eroded stubs of gristle. The blemish of old wounds overlayed one another, scar tissue upon scar tissue. The carapace armour he wore had been polished until it shone like mother-of-pearl. Even without its plated bulk, he would have been a big man.

'I have a warrant,’ Lucius Worna declared.

You must be very pleased,’ the man in the lizard-skin coat said.

'For you,’

'I don't think so,’ the man in the lizard-skin coat said, and began to turn away again.

Lucius Worna raised his left paw and displayed the warrant slate. The hololithic image of a man's head appeared in front of it and gently revolved.

'Armand Wessaen. Two hundred seventy-eight counts, including fraud, malpractice, embezzlement, illegal trading, mutilation and mass murder,’

The man in the lizard-skin coat pointed one lean, well-manicured finger at the slate's image. 'If you think that looks remotely like me, you're not very good at your job,’

Behind him, the far traders chuckled. 'Get on your way, bounty,’ one of them said as his confidence returned. 'Any fool can see that's not our friend here,’

Lucius Worna kept staring at the man in the lizard-skin coat. This face is Wessaen's birth-face. He has changed it many times, in order to evade the authorities. He escaped death row incarceration on Hesperus and absconded from that planet by smuggling himself offworld a piece at a time,’

'I think you've had too much to drink,’ one of the traders laughed.

'I don't really care what you think,’ replied Worna. 'I know what I know. Armand Wessaen had himself physically disassembled by a black market surgeon on Hesperus. His component parts - hands, eyes, limbs, organs - were grafted onto couriers, hired mules, who conveyed them off planet. Wessaen himself, wearing a body made up of all the transplants removed from said mules, followed them. He later slaughtered the mules instead of paying them what he'd promised, and harvested his component parts back, reassembling himself. All except... the face. There's one mule still to find, isn't there, Wessaen? That's why you're trying to arrange passage to Sarum,’

Worna glanced sideways at the far traders. That's what's he's after, isn't it? Passage to Sarum?'

The traders looked at each other. One nodded, slowly.

This really is nonsense,’ the man in the lizard-skin coat smirked. 'My name is Dryn Degemyni, and I'm a

legitimate businessman. Your suggestion is... is little short of farce. I cut myself apart, did I? Posted myself offworld, bit by bit, attached to others, and now I'm sewn back together?' He laughed. Some onlookers sniggered too.

'Not sewn. Surgically rebonded. A process paid for by the four hundred thousand crowns you embezzled from the Imperial Guard Veterans' Association on Hesperus while you were acting as their treasurer. They sponsored this bounty, as did the families of the mules you used and killed,’

'You're just annoying me now,' said the man in the lizard-skin coat. 'Go away,’

Lucius Worna adjusted the setting of the warrant slate. The headshot changed. 'Just the face left. And this is the face of the mule you used to smuggle your features out,’

The far traders suddenly began to back away. The hololithic image now plainly showed a perfect match for the face of the man in the lizard-skin coat.

The man sighed sadly, as if all the air had drained out of him, and bowed his head.

Armand Wessaen,’ Worna intoned. 'I have a warrant for your-'

The man in the lizard-skin coat flicked out his right arm and stabbed the bounty hunter in the face. Lucius Worna recoiled slightly and dropped the warrant slate. The flesh of his right cheek was sliced open to the bone. There was blood everywhere.

A shocked murmur ran through the onlookers. No one quite understood what had just happened. They'd barely seen the man in the lizard-skin coat move, let alone produce a weapon.

With a resigned shrug, ignoring the terrible wound, Lucius Worna lunged at his quarry.

Wessaen darted aside, easily avoiding his big, clumsy opponent. He moved like quicksilver, and as he ducked

under Worna's reaching arms, he lashed out with a sideways kick.

This should have been as successful as kicking a Baneblade. Wessaen was slender and un-armoured. It seemed insanity for him to try and take on a giant in a suit of powered battle plate in close combat.

But the kick connected, and Lucius Worna was flung sideways, thrown by a force even his suit's inertial dampers couldn't deal with. He crashed into the high table, knocking over the drinks and two of the chairs. Then the man in the lizard-skin coat was on his back, right hand raised to strike at the nape of Worna's neck.

Just for an instant, the onlookers glimpsed that hand and understood. It was folded open, like the petals of a flower, hinged apart between the middle and ring fingers. A double-edged blade poked from the aperture. A graft weapon. An implant. The hideously folded fingers seemed to form a hilt for the blade.

Worna reached around, grabbed the shoulder of the lizard-skin coat, and flung the man over his head.

The man somersaulted in mid-air, controlled his fall, and bounced feet first off the far end of the high table with enough force to slam the table's opposite edge up into Worna's chin. Worna staggered back. Wessaen landed on the salon floor and renewed his attack.

The onlookers in the free trade salon crowded in closer, astonished by what they were witnessing. Some of them had seen the bounty hunter at work before. You didn't mess with that, not hand-to-hand, unless you were crazy, or suicidal or-

Or something else entirely.

Something laced with grafts and glands and implants. Something so augmetically re-engineered it would take on a monster without hesitation. In any fight, there was an underdog. Despite all physical appearances to the contrary, that underdog was Lucius Worna.

This was something the crowd wanted a ringside seat to see.

Worna threw two heavy punches at the man in the lizard-skin coat. Each one would have demolished his skull if it had connected. But Armand Wessaen seemed to slide out around them, leaving empty air. He landed two strikes of his own: his graft blade slit through Worna's left eyebrow, and his left fist actually dented the mother-of-pearl surface of Worna's chest plate.

Worna stumbled away from the force of the blows.

Wessaen's left hand produced a cisor from the pocket of the lizard-skin coat. The warmth of his hand woke the large, black beetle-thing up, and its exposed mandibles, razor-sharp, began to chitter and thrash.

'You've picked on the wrong man tonight,’ he hissed as he came in again.

Worna swung around. Again, his punch hit nothing but space. Wessaen had danced nimbly to the left, and stabbed the graft blade up under Worna's left shoulder guard. He tugged the blade out, escaping the blind retaliation. Now blood was spurting down the bounty hunter's left bicep guard.

Worna pivoted at the hips and clawed at his adversary. Wessaen backed away with abnormal speed, executed a deft tumble, and came back on his feet behind his cumbersome opponent. The cisor ripped into Worna's lumbar plating, the mandibles chewing through it like it was tissue paper.

Worna pulled away, but no matter how tightly he turned, he was just a thundering hulk in heavy armour, and Wessaen was always behind him, jittery-fast. Wessaen was glanding something potent, and hyperactivity pulsed through his hard-wired, reconstructed body.

Worna made another desperate grab. Wessaen kicked him in the face, and then followed the kick

with another stab of the graft blade. The blade punched through the bounty hunter's midriff armour.

Where it stuck fast.

Wessaen swallowed.

Worna grabbed the man in the lizard-skin coat by the right wrist and wrenched the graft blade out of his belly. As the cisor chattered in, Worna caught that wrist too.

Wessaen's eyes went glassy-wide. Glanding, he was faster than the massive bounty hunter, and almost as strong. Almost.

Straggling, Worna raised the man's right wrist until the graft blade was in front of his face. They were locked, quivering with matched fury. Worna slowly leaned his head forward.

And bit the graft blade in half.

Wessaen squealed. Lucius Worna laughed, a deep booming laugh, and spat the broken blade out of his mouth. He let go of Wessaen's right hand and yanked on the other wrist, straightening Wessaen's left arm as he brought his free fist up under it.

The left elbow of the man in the lizard-skin coat snapped the wrong way with a bone-crack that made the onlookers wince.

The cisor fell onto the floor, and began to eat the carpet. Wessaen started to squeal again, but the squeal ended abruptly as Worna's right hand punched him in the face and sent him flying across the floor.

'End of story,’ said Lucius Worna.

Oblivious to the blood streaming from his wounds, Worna clanked towards the fallen man. Wessaen lay in a twisted heap, his broken arm limp and dislocated like a snapped twig. He was moaning, blood pattering from his mashed lips.

'I have a warrant,’ Worna boomed, his voice like tectonic plates scraping together.

Closing his bitten-off graft weapon so that his hand refolded, Wessaen fumbled into his lizard-skin coat and wrapped his fingers around the summoning whistle.

His last resort.

It had cost him a fortune, more than all his body enhancements in fart, and he'd not used it before. But he knew what it did. And if there ever was a moment for it, this was it.

It wasn't actually a whistle. It was a smooth piece of rock that had been hollowed out by a technology unknown to the Imperium. But blowing through it was the only way a human could activate it.

Wessaen blew.

All the onlookers winced. Glasses shattered on the salon tables. The huge bio-lumin tank-lights suspended in clusters from the salon's high roof flickered. Every forparsi in the chamber fell down, ears bleeding.

Ten metres from Armand Wessaen, the nature of space-time buckled and popped apart. The surface of the air itself bubbled and began dripping, like the emulsion of an old tintype pict exposed to flame. A seething, iridescent vortex, whisked up from molten, pustular matter, yawned into being, and the hound stepped out of it.

Just a skeleton at first, dry-clicking into view. Then, as it came on, organs materialised inside its ribcage, blood systems wrote themselves into being, muscle grew, sinews, flesh. It solidified, clothing its reeking, yellow bones in meat.

It was hyenid in structure, its forelimbs long, its back sloping off to short hind legs. Its skull was massive, with a pincer jaw and long yellow fangs that could shred anything, even a man in ceramite armour. It stood two metres tall at the hunched shoulders.

Its eyes were white, the hair on its hunchback a bristly black.

The eager onlookers now recoiled. The traders and merchants in the salon began to flee in blind panic, along with the tenders. Not just from the sight of the monster, but also from the smell of it. The gross stink of the warp.

Worna turned to face it, drawing an execution sword from his harness. He knew it would be over fast, just as well as he knew the outcome wouldn't favour him.

Wessaen began to laugh, despite his injuries. "You picked on the wrong man, you frigger! The wrong man!'

The vortex faded. Now fully manifest, the hound padded forward, about to spring, intent on the prey it had been summoned to destroy.

The Vigilants swarmed onto it from all sides, lashing into it with their hand-and-a-half-swords. Blades rained and sliced. The hound coiled and turned, but by then it was already too late. In less than twenty seconds, the Vigilants had hacked it into bloody slabs and shreds.

The Vigilants turned, as one, to face Worna. In unison, they rested their bloodstained swords on the floor, tip-down, their hands folded over the pommels.

'Oh, Throne, no...' gurgled the man in the lizard-skin coat.

'Code,’ Worna said. The Code of the Reach. No weapon is permitted that has a range longer than a human arm. And that came from more than an arm's reach away,’

Worna picked up the cisor. It wriggled in his hand, cluttering. The mule wants his face back,’ he said.

And that was when the man in the lizard-skin coat really learned to scream.

'Holy Throne,' remarked Ornales. 'I honestly don't think we need a piece of that,’

The free trade salon stank of blood, and other things less savoury. Under the watchful gaze of the Vigilants,

tenders were hosing the floor down. A few traders had been lured back in with the promise of free drinks. Business was still business at Bonner's Reach.

'No, I think we do,' Siskind told his first officer.

'His type comes with trouble,’

'Only for the ones he's going after,’ said Siskind. 'Come on,’

'What do you want?' asked Lucius Worna, barely looking up as they approached. He was just finishing packing the various tagged and numbered pieces of Armand Wessaen into the individual cryo-caskets his servitors held ready.

'I want to retain your services,’ Siskind said.

Worna straightened up and looked at the ship captain directly. You sure? Some people don't like what they get. If this is a midnight wish, then forget it. You're drunk. Go to your bed,’

'A midnight wish?' Siskind echoed.

'Look at your chron, master,’ Worna rumbled, returning to his labours. The Imperial calendar is about to flick over one more meaningless digit. A new year. If you're partied up, and fancy to settle some old score, sleep on it. I'll still be here in the morning,’

'No,’ said Siskind. 'I know what I'm doing. I want the services of a bounty tracker. I'm prepared to pay,’

'How much?' asked Worna.

Siskind glanced at Ornales. Twenty thou. Plus a ten per cent stake of whatever cut we make,’

Lucius Worna dropped a still-twitching hand into one of the icy caskets and closed the lid. He looked at Siskind. "You've got my attention,’ he growled. 'What sort of cut are we looking at?'

You know, you're still kind of bleeding there...' Ornales said timidly, indicating his cheek.

Yeah,’ Worna replied. You gonna sew me back up, pussy-boy?'

'N-no, I just-'

Then I'll get to it when I get to it,’ Worna said. "What sort of cut?'

'Six, maybe seven million in the first year,’

At ten per cent? That's a real lot. What's the job?'

'I need you to hunt for me,’

That's what I do,’

'I was meant to meet a body here, here at Bonner's Reach. A good friend. Name of Thekla,’

'So go look around,’

'I have,’ Siskind replied. 'He's not here. He told me he would be, at Firetide, but he's not. If he'd gone out on some trade run, he would've left a message here for me on the personal spindles. But he hasn't,’

'Why's it so important?'

'I know he has enemies,’

Yeah?'

Siskind shrugged. 'I want to employ you, Worna. To find my friend, or find the bastard who killed him before he got here. There's a lot riding on it,’

'And who might this bastard be?' Worna asked.

'Gideon Ravenor. An Imperial inquisitor. Is that a problem?'

'Not even slighdy,’ said Lucius Worna.

MOW

Local winter time, Eustis Majoris, 403.M41

I have B>
admit, after ten months aboard the Arethusa, I am filled with an almost unquenchable desire to throtde shipmaster Sholto Unwerth. And I don't have any hands.

I employed Unwerth through my team principals. It was, in fact, Harlon Nayl who arranged the contract and negotiated the terms of Unwerth's service. The price had seemed agreeable at the time, but as it turns out, there were hidden costs, infuriation being chief amongst them. Unwerth is diligent enough, and ineffably eager to please me. It is clear he takes his secret compact to serve the ordos of the Imperial Inquisition very seriously. But he is everywhere, everywhere I turn, underfoot, tormenting me with questions, and butchering the language with such a disregard for-

Well, enough.

It has been a trying time. The trap at Bonner's Reach tested us all, and cost us. I doubt Cynia Preest will ever

forgive me for the damage done to her beloved ship and the losses suffered by her crew.

I glide along the third deck companionway of the Arethusa towards the small stateroom Unwerth obliged me with. Zael is there, playing some game of his own devising with the pieces of my regicide set. He's just a boy: sallow, shaggy-haired, no more than fourteen. He often tells me he's eighteen, and I know he's lying. I also know he doesn't know what the truth is.

Zael looks up as I whisper in. After all this time, he's still not used to my presence and appearance. I sense his fear. I am... no longer made as other men are. Grievous injuries, received over sixty years ago on Thra-cian Primaris, have left me confined to an armoured, enclosing support chair. The chair is dark-matt, sleek, suspended and propelled by a humming field projected by the ever-turning anti-grav hoop. I am just a mind, wrapped in a shred of ruined flesh, locked in a mobile life-support unit. I have no face any more.

'Ravenor,’ Zael says. For all his wariness, he has never been afraid to call me by my name. No rank, no deference. Behind my back, I know he calls me The Chair.

'Want to play?' he asks.

I've been attempting to teach him the rudiments of regicide. So has Nayl. It is diverting to sit with Zael and push the playing pieces around the board with my mind. But for a bright lad, he's slow to pick up the knack.

I switch to 'speech' via my chair's mechanical vox-ponder. My words issue flat and monotonous, a quality •I despise, but Zael is unsettled by my psi-voice. 'I have work to do, Zael. Can you find somewhere else to be?'

Zael nods. He gets up. From the flash of his surface thoughts, I understand he's deciding whether to seek out Nayl and ask him impertinent questions about women, or go and torment Unwerth's manhound, Fyflank.

Zael's excited. I pick that up too. We're going home. To what he thinks of as home, anyway. It's just a few days away now. We're going back to the place where all this started, before I went off" chasing wild geese. To finish it.

Zael leaves. I shut the hatch with a flick of telekinesis, and slide the bolt. Alone, I turn the chair to face the transcriber unit. Another flick, and it turns on, ready. I start to write, moving the stylus armature with my mind.

To my Lord, Rorken, Grand Master of the Ordos Helicon, salutations. Sir, this missive is a testament-

Too slow and fussy. Too painstaking. I am seized by an urgency to get it all down at last, almost as if time is running out. I extend a mechadendrite cable from the base of my chair and link it to the transcriber's terminal. Now all I have to do is think the words.

Sir, this missive is a testament, and I am recording it in the event that I will not survive to communicate it to you in person. I have sent this statement in encrypted form via astropath to the ordo office on Gudrun, with explicit instructions that it be delivered to you by a senior ranking interrogator. It has opened and decrypted only because it has registered your bio-template. You are the only one I can trust any more. The heresy I am endeavouring to expose may reach into the upper society of the Angelus subsector itself To the very top, I fear.

My lord, here are the facts. Corroborating evidence may be found in the encrypted data-curls attached to this report.

In the early part of 401, I took my team to Eustis Majoris, capital world of the Angelus subsector, to investigate the illicit trade in so-called 'fleets'. These corrosively addictive objects are flooding the black market throughout

the subsector group, smuggled in from the Mergent Worlds rimwards of Angelus. Fleets are dangerous things, abominably dangerous. They are splinters of glass from the billion broken windows of the decaying hive ruins out in the Mergent Worlds, swollen with abhuman energies due to their long exposure to the warp. They have soaked up the light of Chaos, marinading for centuries in its glare.

In these little splinters of corrupted glass, a user might glimpse a reflection of something wondrous and be uplifted for a brief time to some transcendant high. When they come down, they immediately crave another glimpse of the wonder, another 'look', as the slang goes. But a great number of fleets contain nothing except a fleeting vision of ultimate cosmic horror, a true vision of the warp. Such a sight destroys minds. And, of course, no user ever knows what he or she is about to see until they look into their next fleet.

Fleets are a curse. A disease. A plague. They are more addictive and destructive than any of the prohibited chemical drugs that blight Imperial culture. Not only do they kill, they corrupt. Every single fleet that passes into the community carries with it the potential to open a gateway to the Ruinous Powers and destroy the Imperium, piecemeal, from within.

Reading this, it may surprise you, my lord, to hear that fleets are no longer my primary target. The trade must be stamped out, and the distribution of fleets stopped as soon as possible, and if I and my band can assist in that great work, so much the better. But because of the fleet trade, I have uncovered something far more insidious.

The fleet trade is just the by-product of a greater heresy.

A cartel of rogue traders, operating under the terms of an off-book, black-budget arrangement known as Contract Thirteen, is providing the senior ministries of Eustis Majoris with tech salvage procured in secret from the polluted Mergent Worlds. This trade is in the form of codifiers, cogitators and other calculating engines recovered from the warp-drowned

Imperial hives in that doomed territory. Someone, someone very high up in the hierarchy ofEustis Majoris, is paying well for such tainted artefacts. At the time of writing, their motive is not clear to me.

The cartel, risking everything to slip past the battlefleet blockade sanctioning the Mergent Worlds and anxious to maximise their profits, has been smuggling in fleets as a supplement to their lucrative trade in logic engines.

Ironic, then. I come to Eustis Majoris to choke the fleet trade and the traces of it bring me to greater threat. In their greed, the rogue traders have betrayed their true agenda. Contract Thirteen.

I pursued the matter of the fleets to the hilt, until it brought me face to face with agents of the Administratum itself, in the form of one Jader Trice, First Provost of the Ministry of Subsector Trade. He seemed to share my concern about fleets, and arranged for several of his agents to accompany my team on a trip to the black market source, up the line into what is known as Lucky Space.

But this was a trap, a trap sprung by Trice's agents and by the rogue traders I was chasing. I commend them for their ingenuity. At Bonner's Reach, they took control of my ship, the Hinterlight, murdered several members of the crew, and sought to dispose of us into the local star. Taking me down on Eustis would have caused a fuss. If I and my team failed to return from Lucky Space, it might have been years before anyone thought to examine why.

My team and I prevailed. Against the odds. We overcame Trice's agents, and also the rogue trader, the Oktober Country, which was their instrument for our deaths. I will convey a more complete report concerning these actions later, if I have the chance.

In short, my lord, this is the situation. For want of any definite communique, our enemies on Eustis Majoris now assume that we are dead. My chartered ship, the Hinterlight, seriously damaged in the battle, is moving at low

speed to the Navy yards on Lenk, where I have made arrangements for it to be repaired. Along with my warband, I have procured transit aboard a freelance merchant ship called the Arethusa, which is giving us passage back to Eustis Majoris, via Encage, Fedra, Malinter and Bostol; in other words, by an indirect route away from the Lenk,’Flint trade lane.

We intend to re-enter Eustis Majoris clandestinely. Our enemies believe us dead, and I do not intend to disabuse them of that idea. Undercover, anonymous, we will infiltrate the upper levels of the Administry on the capital world and attempt to reveal the corruption there.

Or die trying.

That is why I am writing to you in this way. What we seek to uncover may run high. Jader Trice is second only to the Lord Governor Subsector, Oska Ludolf Barazan, himself. My lord, I may be about to topple the highest from power. The Angelus sub might be plunged into confusion. I beg of you, stand ready. I don't know how far up this goes. For this reason, I am now operating under the terms of Special Condition status.

As far as the galaxy is concerned, I am dead. My warriors are dead. We will play that deceit as far as it goes until it becomes the truth. At that time, may it be far off, the Emperor protects, I trust you will action this missive and mobilise the ordos to finish what I have started.

In the name of Terra!

Your friend and servant,

Gideon Ravenor.

The scratching stylus creeps to a halt. I instruct the transcriber to encode the document, keying it to a pheromonal sample of Rorken kept in my chair's databanks. Then I retract the mechadendrite and turn

away.

There is one thing I have not covered in my report to the grand master. One detail. On our way back down through the edgeworlds of the Angelus sub, we diverted to the waste-world Malinter because of a summons from an old friend. Call him Thorn. He warned me of a danger, a danger that had been predicted and foreseen. It might be me, it might be one of my team. But something was going to happen on Eustis that would make the Imperium shake.

I wanted to believe it, but I couldn't see it. Thorn, God-Emperor watch him, was not as reliable as he used to be. I feared his judgement was off. I am sound. So are my people. I trust them all with my life.

Maybe he had meant Unwerth.

There is a knocking at my cabin hatch.

'Yes?'

'Master Ravenor, I would be obligated if you might spare a momento or two to circumcise this star chart I am grandiose to be embrouchuring for your diverse perspicacity.'

Unwerth. Throne, let it be Unwerth that Thorn warned me about.

Throttling him would be a pleasure.

PART ONE

Smoke and Mirrors

ONE

Jairus hammered as moody as any, when the whet was on him, and the whet was on him now. Blurry souled, knuck-brained, his left hand twitching like a beater-box, he woke from a dream where he had been awake all the time, dreaming of sleep.

Jairus was gut-hollow hungry, and thirsty after the last fleet. His eyes were filmy, because they had been open and unblinking all the while he'd been asleep, staring at the pimple-board tiles of his hab's ceiling.

Outside the broken window, the city boomed, boomed as loud as the burning city that had backdropped his waking dream. Snatches of looped triumphal marches from the public tannoys, street-vendor cries, pound music from the sink-level clubs, the drum of rain, bells, the whit-whup whit-whup of a Magistratum cruiser going past at full pursuit.

The sounds of down-stack Petropolis.

Craproaches ran up and down inside the panes of his eyes, and Jairus moaned aloud, until he realised the roaches were real and the surface they were running up and down on was the cracked plastek of his hab's casement.

Jairus found his gun under a sweat-wet pillow. A knockoff Hostec 13 long-jaw, twenty in the clip, two in the spout. Reassuring as a mother's love. He aimed it at one of the roaches.

Then he lowered his hand. Waste of a load. Man could get more for the price of a bullet than one bug. Specially when the whet was on him.

Saint, but it was.

He staggered to the wash sink and stared at himself in the mirror over the bowl. The mirror was dent-smashed. He'd done that with his forehead the night before last, starving for a look to fleet him happy, angry with the mirror for being so...

...so nothing. So empty.

Jairus felt like butting it again, but his reflection showed a forehead still crusted with blood from the last time.

He saw himself. A mound of vat-grafted muscle, a face peppered with clan-piercings. A tongue - and he unrolled it now - fitted with its own snapping teeth at the tip.

Beauty boy. Slab-clanner. Moody hammer.

In the cracked room behind his face, Nesha was still unconscious on the mattress. She lay twisted on top of the cover, her naked body dancing with snake tattoos. Two cobryds were twisted over her belly and up around her bosom, the gaping mouths framing her dark nipples. She would be out for hours. But when she woke, she'd want a look too.

More than want.

Need.

Need, screw you very much sir, need\

Going out time. Hunting time. Scoring time. Jairus flexed his arms and saw the gun still in his right paw. Just so.

He grabbed his coat and his big black gamp.

Street level, the city booming still. Burn alarms singing from the street posts as the rain pelted out of the west, showing up like a laser blitz in the sodium glow of the sidewalk lanterns. Vehicles splashing by The bell, the bell again.

The bell. Jairus followed the sound.

At the junction of Rudiment and Pass-on-over, there was a chapel. A select place, reserved for highborn worship. The bell was ringing from the acid-gnawed tower. Grand men in long-tail coats were hurrying along the pavement to attend the service.

Jairus joined them, gamping for one of the fine fellows.

'My thanks,’ the man said, as they reached the chapel door, and palmed Jairus a coin. Jairus folded his gamp and let the rain trickle off it. Always a useful tool, the gamp. Everyone needs a gamper in Petropolis. Jairus had got his from a ten year-old boy he'd knifed to death in the underpass below Golgotten Walk.

They were closing the chapel doors. Jairus slipped inside, into the dry gloom, and made a hasty observance at the sacristy so he wouldn't look out of place. Down the aisle, the gentlemen were settling in the front few pews as the cleric took the silk cloth off the triptych of Saint Ferreolus, a patron of automation.

Light sang down in colours through the apse windows. Unnoticed, Jairus shuddered as an aftershock of his last look fluttered through him. He took a seat at the back. He smelled the acid in the rain dripping off his furled gamp as it bit into the marble floor. The

gun felt deliriously heavy in the hip pocket of his coat.

The service was beginning. The same old junk. The cleric intoning, and the unison answers echoing back from the congregation. Jairus was back in the embracing shadows. Down the front, the gilded triptych was caught in a jetting beam of white light from the overheads, haloed, almost glorious. The cleric's hands moved in front of it, making symbols, like pale puppets.

Head down, Jairus looked left. He saw the temple boys waiting behind the dossal, straightening their cassocks and mantles, whispering to each other as they prepared the censer, the magnetum and the plate.

The plate. The offering plate. That was what Jairus was interested in. A congregation like this, rich men from the inner formals... that plate could be a major score. Forget fleets for tonight. This would be a week of looks, plus enough lho and yellodes to cushion the come down afterwards.

He was still twitchy. Calm, calm, he told himself.

He blinked. The cleric had just said something that sounded odd. The congregation answered. As Jairus watched, the cleric touched the top of the triptych and it folded in on itself.

The tri-part image it then revealed was worse than anything he'd ever seen, even in his worst looks. He gasped and jumped in his seat. The images, the images, they were so...

. ..they reminded him of the dream of the burning city.

Jairus realised he had wet himself involuntarily and cried out. Too much noise. The entire congregation, and the cleric himself, was looking back at him.

Just make your exit, just make your exit nice and nothing needs to-

'Hello,’ said the man, sitting down beside him in the pew.

'U-hh,’ was all Jairus could manage.

'I think you've come in for the wrong service,’ the man said gently.

'Uh. I think so,’

The man was lithe and long-limbed, his face lean and refined. His clothes were dark, immaculate. His hands were gloved.

'What's your name?' the man asked. 'My name is Toros Revoke,’

Say nothing, Jairus thought. 'My name is Jairus,’ his mouth said anyway.

'How d'ye do, Jairus? You're a danner, am I right? A... what is it now... a "moody hammer"?'

'Yessum, sir,’

'And you're... how does it go... "witchy for a look"?'

'Yessum, sir, I guess I am,’ Why are you answering? Why are you answering him, you knuck?

'Bad luck, old boy,’ the man said, and patted Jairus reassuringly on the thigh. Jairus cringed. 'You weren't meant to see any of this. Closed chapel, you see. How did you get in?'

There was something about the man. Something in his eyes or tone that compelled Jairus to answer, even though he didn't want to.

'I... I pretended I was a gamper, sir,’

'Did you? How cunning,’

'Master Revoke?' the cleric called from the front. 'Is there a problem?'

'Just a poor man who mistook his way into our assembly, father. No need for a fuss. He'll be going shortly,’

The man looked back at Jairus. His pupils were stale yellow, like burned-out suns. 'What were you doing here?' he asked softly.

'I was just...' Jairus began.

'Intending to rob the collection plate,’ the man said, looking away. 'To afford the price of a look. You were going to hold up this entire body of good people to slake your habit,’

'Not I, sir, I-'

Somehow, the man had got hold of Jairus's gun. He held the weapon up.

'With this,’

'Sir, I...' Jairus fought the man's compelling force. This was madness! He was a slab-ox, vat-built, he ought to be able to crush a wimp like this in a heartbeat. He-He swung around, grabbed the man by his dove-grey lapels and smashed him repeatedly against the pew back until the skull cracked open, red and wet. Then he ran for the chapel door and-

Jairus was still sitting in the pew, unable to move. The man was smiling at him. 'Interesting idea,’ the man said. Very robust. Very direct. But... never going to happen,’

'Please...' Jairus mumbled.

'I'll tell you what,’ the man said, reaching his free hand into his tailored coat, his other hand toying with the heavy handgun. 'Here's one on me,’

He handed Jairus a small parcel wrapped in red tissue paper.

'Now... get on your way,’

Two rectors unbolted the chapel doors for him. Jairus ran.

He got as far as the ironwalks above Belphagor Under-sink before the steel teeth of panic finally began to relax their bite. His breathing was ragged and he was twitching all over. He grabbed the handrail for support, leaning over, ignoring the acid-itch on his palms from the recent rain.

The man had been bad enough, but the other thing... the tri-part image revealed when the triptych slid open.

Most Glorious Throne of Terra, what a thing! Of all things holy, that certainly wasn't one of them.

The city sub-levels lay below him, a blizzard of lights in the darkness under the ironwalk. Jairas wanted to calm down, relax his pumping heart.

He took out the parcel the man had given him, unwrapped the red tissue paper and looked at the fleet. That would do it.

Except... that man, that soft-spoken man with his stale yellow eyes. How could he trust a man like that who simply gave fleets away?

Jairus weighed the lump of glass in his hand, then turned and threw it into the darkness off the ironwalk.

'Shame,’

Jairus turned. The man was sitting on the ironwalk stairs behind him. He looked like he had been there for hours. He was smoking a lho-stick in a long holder which he held pinched between his slim, gloved fingers.

That would have been quick and clean. There would have been pain, but only very briefly'

Jairus bunched his fists.

'We now have to move to other options,’

^Vhat are you... what... what...?' Jairus stammered.

'You saw too much. Far too much. And I'm a secretist. I'm paid to ensure there are no loose tongues. And your fine augmented tongue, Jairas... well, it looks loose to me,’

'I shall do this?' inquired a whisper-thin voice. Jairas realised that there was a second presence, standing on the stairs behind the man. So thin, so pale, almost transparent.

'No need, Monicker,’ the man said, getting to his feet. 'I feel like some practice,’

The man flicked away his lho-stick, slid the holder into his pocket, and took a step towards Jairus. The half-visible figure behind him remained motionless.

'It really could have been quick,’ the man whispered. 4Vith the fleet, I mean. A happy way to go. It's not going to be quick now. And it certainly isn't going to be painless,’

Jairas settled his shoulders low and raised his hands. 'Let's see,’ he replied. It was the boldest thing he'd ever said. And it was the last thing he'd ever say.

The man uttered something. A word that wasn't a word, a sound that wasn't a sound. A single syllable.

Jairus reeled. He felt as if he'd been smacked in the face with a jackhammer. Blood sprayed from his mashed nose.

'Is good,’ whispered the half-visible figure.

'It gets better,’ said the man. He said three more un-words in quick succession, his lips flexing oddly to make and accommodate the sounds. Jairas shuddered as something broke his collar bone, something else shattered his left elbow and something else splintered his right knee.

He fell down. The pain was enormous. Years before, he'd been beaten by a rival clan crew. They'd used panel-hammers. He'd been in the public ward for eight months.

That had nothing on this.

The man stood over Jairas, who clawed at his trouser leg. The man announced some more un-words.

Jairas's teeth exploded out with the first. All of them. Incisors like cracked porcelain, molars like bone pegs with their bloody roots. His tongue burst. The second un-word detonated his spleen. The third caved in his ribs and collapsed his right lung. The fourth relapsed his colon. Blood was pouring out of him, through every natural exit it could find.

A final un-word. Jairas's kidneys were quivered to mush.

'He now is dead?' the half-visible figure asked.

'Ought to be,’ said the man. He paused and raised a glove to his face, dabbing a tiny trickle of blood mat leaked from his own lower lip.

'Your technique, it improves,’ his companion noted.

'Practice makes perfect,’ the man replied.

Jairus was still twitching. The blood draining out of him was streaming through the open mesh of the iron-walk deck.

'Can't leave him here,’ the man said. The wound-type is very... singular.'

'I will not carry him. Not I. He smells, and he is messy,’

The man looked up and called out: 'Drax?'

A third figure appeared, up at the roadway level. He was tall and slender, hunched about his heavy shoulders. A mane of wispy grey hair framed a face that was curiously shallow and wide, with small piggy eyes and a massive jaw that gave him an underbite.

'Mister Revoke?'

'Pick him clean, please,’

The newcomer, Drax, hurried down the stairs to join them. He was wearing a skin-suit of leather jack-armour with a row of buckles down his chest, but his entire right arm and hand were encased in a thick gauntlet of chainmail.

'Step you back, then, Mister Revoke,’ he said. He took a psyber lure from his belt, unwound the silver cord and began to spin it in slow circles. The lure made a humming murmur.

'Here they come, the little beauties,’

Jairus coughed blood suddenly and opened his eyes. He stared up at the sky.

The last thing he saw were the sheen birds, hundreds of them, mobbing down out of the dark towards him, metal pinions fluttering. They were the last thing he saw because they went for his eyes first.

The last thing he felt was agony. It lasted for six whole minutes as the sheen birds pecked and stripped the flesh from his bones.

TWO

So, late in the year 402.M41, we returned to Eustis Majoris to finish the work.

It had been well over twelve months since we had last stood together upon that dark, overpopulated planet, and we returned now incognito. Our enemies believed us to be long dead. So much the better. Secrecy was the only real weapon we had left. From the moment of our return onwards, everything would be secrets and lies, until death rendered all things equal and void.

On the last night of our journey back, I visited my comrades, one by one. It was a courtesy I paid out of respect. I was about to ask a lot from each one of them.

I found Harlon Nayl hunting game on a shelf of evergreen forest below a pearl-white glacier. The air was cold and thin. Will Tallowhand was with him, and they were walking together with their long rifles leaning across their shoulders.

I approached through the long grass, spreading my hands to ruffle the stalks that swished around me. Will saw me first. He turned and smiled at me, then tapped Harlon on the shoulder.

Will Tallowhand had been dead a long while. He called something out to me that I couldn't catch. By the time I'd reached them, he had faded away like smoke.

Harlon Nayl looked me up and down. 'Been a long time since you've done this, Gideon,’ he said.

'I know,’1 replied.

'Looking good,’ he said.

'Looking whole,’1 answered.

He nodded. He was a big man, tall and corded with muscle. His bullet head was shaved but for a tuft of beard on his chin.

'Is it that bad?' he asked.

That bad?'

He shrugged. 'Been a long time, like I said. It must be bad for you to come to me like this. I think I know what you're here to ask,’

'Do you now?'

Harlon nodded again. Think I do. You want to know if I want to go on,’

'And do you?'

'I always thought I'd be in it for the long haul...' He looked away as his voice trailed off wistfully. The ghost shapes of prong-horn game were melting into the tree-line.

'Where is this?' I asked him.

He shrugged. 'I forget. Durer, maybe, or Gudrun. Sleep often brings me here. Although last time, the glacier was over there,’

We reached the edge of mountain lake lying like a glass spearhead amongst the evergreens. It was so still and glassy it mirrored the trees, the glacier and the sky.

And there we were too, side by side. Harlon, broad-shouldered, thick-armed, his physique as tough and flexible and well-worn as the leather bodyglove he wore. And me, as I had been at the age of thirty-four, an eternity before. A little shorter than Harlon, rather lighter in build, long black hair tied back from a high cheek-boned face that I'd once seen regularly in other mirrors.

"What are you in your dreams?' Harlon asked.

'Am I like this, do you mean?'

'Yeah,’

I shook my head. 'No, not for years now. I dream like I live, confined and yet unlimited, in the darkness. But I thought I'd look like this for a change tonight,’

'Because it's that bad? I hope this isn't a psychological game. You wearing your old face to remind us how we met you and who we first swore allegiance to? Hard to say "no" to someone's face,’

'Do you want to say no?'

'Boss, we've been through plenty together. Plenty of bad things. Molotoch. That business on Dolsene. Stuff I don't want to remember. Is this really that much worse?'

I paused. 'It could be.'

'What about the others?'

'I haven't asked them yet. I'm asking you,’

'And I'm saying yes. You're going to the others now?'

'Yes,’

'Can I come?'

I said yes. We broke the mirror lake into shards and blurred into a stone cell in a tower on Sameter where Patience Kys was singing a lullaby to her long-lost sisters. Prudence and Providence were snuggled up in their cots, ten years old. Outside, an electrical storm split the night.

4Vho are those men?' Prudence asked, pointing.

Kys turned sharply. The two silver kineblades pinning her long black hair plucked themselves free and circled towards us in the candlelight.

I brushed them aside carefully. Even in dreams, such weapons can wound.
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