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PROLOGUE

IT WASNOT until he saw thewall dissolve that Zarcon redlised
how stupid he had been to imagine that men like him could
possibly make astand againgt the invaders. The man to his|eft
was blown apart by a shot that went clean through the stones,
and then through him. The billowing grey dust seemed,

absurdly, to be mopping up the blood and shredded flesh in
mid-air.

The manto hisright died barely a second later, having raised
his head above the parapet to measure histhrow. A searing
flash of light drilled ahole through hisright eye amoment
before bits of his brain sprayed through an improbably neet
exit-wound above the nape of his neck. The snapping sound
which might or might not have been the discharge of the
weapon responsible had arrived a split second later. By then
the dead body had aready begun to fal back, itslifelesslimbs

crumpling.

The firepot which the defender had been intending to hurl
down at the enemy truck went the wrong way, but thearm
holding it had logt its strength so abruptly that the primitive
bomb dropped to the sandy ground with adull thud. The stone
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jar cracked. Thewick set fireto the ail that leaked out. It looked
more like a broken lamp than awegpon of war.

That'sal we are! Zarcon thought, his mind in a panicked
whirl. Not fighting men - just pathetic broken lamps, matching our
light againgt the blaze of the noonday sun.

The ugly cloud that had been blasted out of thefirst dying
man's shattered body stretched asfar as a dozen feet behind
him before beginning to settle and disspate. Zarcon could
make out two severed legs, and an ungghtly lump that might
once have been a head, but the arms had been catapulted out



of sight, while the torso and abdomen had both been ripped
into ridiculoudy tiny shreds.

The men further away to Zarcon'sleft and right were faring no
better. Those who had not been blasted apart by bolters or holed
by lasguns were in the process of being crushed and maimed by
fdling stones. Some of them were screaming, but not many. No
onewas running away. It had all happened too fast.

Zarcon redised, far too late, that the only reason he was il
standing, still able to see what was happening to either sde of
him for afew momentslonger, wasthat a section of wall in
front of him, no more than four or five feet wide, had been
haphazardly spared by thefirst careless sweep of the heavy
bolter.

He knew that the respite was momentary, and that the sec-
ond sweep would dash him down as easily asthefirst had cut
down his companions.

He had never, even in hiswildest nightmares, imagined such
destructive force. He had been told that there were such things
as bolters and lasguns - and he had been told what they could
do - but hisimagination had been unable to turn the words
into accurate images.

He knew now how foolish he had been to think of the wall
asared defence. It had seemed a protected vantage point, from
which he and hisfellows could rain down missiles upon the
invaders vehicles, but it was not. Therewasnot awall in
Culzacandrathat could provide adequate cover against massed

Imperid firgpower.

Thiswas not askirmish; it was amassacre. If it wereto be
conducted on these terms, the defence of Gulzacandrawould
not be awar but amerefolly: an endless series of savage sacri-
fices offered to the hungry war-machines of Kalazendra

Pawns of Chaos 9

Zarcon had known all dong, of course, that the misslesthe
defenders possessed - arrows, rocks, javelins and firepots -
were pitiful by comparison with the guns the enemy possessed.
While the enemy were numbered in their thousands, though -
tens of thousands at the most - and the defenders of
Culzacandrain their hundreds of thousands, he had clung
naively to the opinion that no matter how many battlesthe
defenderslogt, the invaders could not possibly win thewar.

Now he knew different.



Pie had been told that the invaders had only afew bolters,

and only afew lasguns, and that the vast mgority of their

troops would be armed with cruder weapons churned out by
the factories of Kalazendra. But he knew now that even ahand-
ful of bolters and lasguns would be more than enough to take
the invadersinto the deepest heart of Gulzacandra.

Oncethey had taken the city of Rintrah and the port of
Chemosh, it would beimpossibleto berid of them. Even if
they exhausted every last bolt shell and every last power pack
in attaining that primary objective, they would beimpossible
to didodge once they had the heartland. What could possibly
stop them? Not men like him, that was certain. Not even
magic, of any kind to which he had ever been awitness.

Determined to make one last effort before he fell, Zarcon
hurled hisown javdin with dl his strength - but even though
he knew that he would die within seconds, he could not quite
bring himsdlf to expose his head long enough to take proper
am. He heard the head of the javelin strike solid metd, and
knew that it had bounced harmlesdy from the vehicle's
amour.

Evenif he had taken therisk of raising hisheed, it was
unlikely in the extreme that he could have done better, but as
he saw the last section of the wall implode, and knew that he
was about to be torn to pieces by the blast, he cursed himsalf
for hisfalure.

Once he was dead, of course, it did not matter at al what the
last thought to cross his mind had been, or the last emotion to
gtir hisheart. 1t would not have served Gulzacandra or
Gulzacandras god any better had he died with aprayer on his
lips, or with the futile hopein his heart that the invaders inten-
tions were not as violent as the Wisdom of the Dreamers had
prophesied.
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It did not matter, as Zarcon's own severed head bounced on
the ground, haloed with bloodstained dust, whether hisfate
were hisaone or far more, asymbol of the fate of an entire
continent. There was no one left to seeit fall but theimplaca:
bly advancing gunners, who had seen such things happen far
too often to read more than the dightest sgnificance into any
sngle desth.

Had they had a better idea of what they were, or what they
were supposed to stand for, the invaders might have thought
Zarcon's degth even less significant till. For what could the
desth of one mere man on one mere world possibly mean, in



the context of a battleground that extended across four hun-
dred billion stars, and awar that might last abillion yearsand
never bewon?

ONE

DATHAN WAS siTiNt; under adombeny tree on Metdion Hill
when he noticed the great plumes of dust way out in the Amber
Waste. As soon as he saw them he knew that there was some-
thing odd about them. He had often seen riders approaching

the village from thet direction, usualy horsemen movingin

smdl groups at atrot or the gallop, or sedate pack-trains of
camules. Twice he had seen camule-trains moving much faster,
pursued by brigands, but even they had not stirred up as much
dust as whatever was approaching now.

It mugt, hetold himself uneasily, be some kind of freak wind.
Perhaps it was the beginning of aviolent but locaised storm,
or even an earthquake.

Dathan had only lived fifteen years, and had never experi-
enced an earthquake, but he had heard of them. He had lived
through a hundred dust-storms without ever seeing onelike
this, but he had never actualy seen the start of astorm, so he
could not be certain that they did not begin in thisfashion.

Either way, the phenomenon was new and deserved close
attention, so he stood up and stepped out of the shadow of the
dombeny's crown, shading his eyes againgt the mid-moming
sun as he peered into the distance.
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The Amber Waste was awkward territory for travellers. The
crystalline sand-particles that rendered the land incapable of
growing crops were often sharp aswell as hard, and if apartic-
ularly nasty specimen became trapped between a horse's shoe
and hoof it could pierce the homy part of the hoof and prick
the living flesh within. The seemingly soft-footed camules,
which had dways lived in the wastelands rather than sharing
the territories occupied by the human colonigts, were better
equipped by nature to resist such penetration, but even they
preferred the higher and harder ground that was regularly - if
rather ineptly - swept by the wind. For thisreason, there were
trails across the Amber Waste that every experienced traveller
followed. The plumes of dust that Dathan was watching were



fanned out broadly and indiscriminately, so they had to be
some kind of weether formation.

Or had they?

Dathan began to fed apeculiar sick feding deep in his som-
ach, and he couldn't help wondering whether it might bea
kind of premonition. He had never had a premonition before
- and not for want of trying - o he didn't know what they
should fed like. He had often asked Hycilla, who had them dll
the time, but she had never been ableto give him aclear
answer. Hycillahad so many premonitionsthat Pater Saltana,
thelocal priest, had declared her a senstive and marked her
out for early initiation into the Mysteries - but that had come
as no surprise to anyone, given that her family was said to be
distantly related to that of Gavalon, the most powerful coven-
master in al Gulzacandra

Dathan and Hycilla had been close friends when they were
children, but that was because they had been bom within days
of one another. Now they were aimost adults they were bound
to grow apart, and would have been directed towards different
godseven if Hycillahad never shown the least talent for wise-
dreaming.

The ochre dust-clouds continued to rise higher and higher,
billowing and spirdling in such an uncanny fashion thet

they seemed amogt dive. Occasiondly Dathan caught a
glimpse of a hdf-formed shape suggestive of aleering face,
but such semblances of order flattered only to deceive, dis-
solving into confusion as soon as he tried to make sense of
them.
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Long ago, so legend had it, the Amber Waste had been avery
different place - not adesert at dl but afabulousland so full of
lifethat the very rock had been animate. The'amber’, shards of
which gave the waste its name, was said to be the remnant of
some excatic life-form, haf-plant and haf-anima, which had
dominated the landscape before the human colonigts arrived. It
fed on multitudinous creatures too tiny to be seen by human
eyesand provided food initsturn for al kinds of exotic walkers
and flyers, of which only a handful that were useful to man -
including camules - had been alowed to survive. Perhapsit was
true and perhaps it wasn't; there was no way to know, even
though wise-dreamers sometimes claimed to have returned to
that magical time whilethey dept, to seetheworld asthefirst
humans had seen it - except, of course, that according to those
same wise-dreamers, the first humansin the world were not the
very firgt, but only new arrivals from some other world, which



had in turn been seeded by humans from elsewhere.

According to the Wisdom of the Dreamers, the starsin the
Great Cluster were suns, with worlds of their own. Dathan
doubted this. Given that the stars moved like coloured fireflies
in the night sky, how could they be suns?If they really weredis-
tant suns, amilar to the greet light that tood above him inthe
sky, why was there so much strange colour and confusionin

the shades of night? The Wisdom of the Dreamers undoubt-
edly had much wisdom in it, but Dathan had begun to wonder
of late whether his ancestors had contrived to sift out al that
was merely dreaming, of the kind that anyone might do.

He had, of course, kept such thoughts entirely to himsdlf; it
was direly unwise to challenge Wisdom that even coven-mas-
tersrevered.

Asheredised at last what he was |ooking at, the hand that
had been shading Dathan's eyes began to tremble.
Premonition or not, the sick feding in his ssomach had been
right to give him warning.

The plumes of smoke were not the result of some freakish
limited storm, nor were they the produce of an earthquake.
They were like any other plumes of dugt, raised by the passage
of travelers - but these newcomers weren't riding horses or
camules. They had vehicles,

Thetravelers taesthat told of the wondrous vehicles of
Kaazendra had never seemed to Dathan to belong to the same
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class as those |egends which spoke of the time before there
were men on thisworld or in these distant reaches of the Great
Cludter. Taes of wondrous vehiclesthat could cross deserts
were only afew generations old at most, and whether or not
the men who had arrived on the world to fudl such storieswere
its second wave of invadersor itsfirgt, there wasllittle doubt
that they were invaders. These men had never crossed the
Amber Waste in force before, but they were crossing it now, and
one thing upon which every rumour that spoke of them agreed
was that when invaders like these arrived, they would not come
astraders, let done asfriends.

Dathan was terrified, but he knew that he had to fight hister-
ror. He wasfifteen years old, and the one thing that frightened
him more than any other was the possbility that he might

seem childish to others. He was an adult now, and he had to
act and react like an adult. Yes, he could let hisfear show - but
only if it seemed like mature concern, born of adutiful worry



for othersrather than aparalysing and crippling dread of what
might happen to him. Y es, he could run, but he must not sm-
ply run away, screaming and sobbing. He must run to the
village, waving his arms so that no one would know that his
hands were trembling, and he must shout awarning in avoice
that was clear and loud and forceful.

S0 heturned and ran westwards, back towards the village,
waving hisarmsand calling the darm in avoice that was
clamorouswithout ever quitefdling into hysteria. Thefact
that he was moving helped him, channelling the energy of his
fear into gppropriate action and away from merely childish
expression.

Although travellers who were passing through it some-

times caled the village Odienne, to Dathan and everyone
elsewho lived there it was merdly 'thevillage, just asthe
world was merdly ‘theworld'. It was where he and everyone
else he knew had dwayslived. He had expected that he
awayswould live there, as ajourneyman of some sort: a car-
penter, perhaps, aroofer or even abaker. His own father was
long-dead so could provide him with no craft to follow, so he
had become everybody's hel per and nobody's apprentice, but
the village |ooked after its own and afirmer place would

have been found for him soon enough. Now, al of asudden,
he had to face the possihility that the map of hislifewould
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have to be torn up, and that the village might be reduced to
rubble before the sun st.

Hewas surely entitled to be terrified. Wasthis not the most
terrifying possibility imaginable?

The Imperium!" he cried, as he ran pell-mell down the dope
towards the gap between the Negram farm and the forge. The
Imperiumiscoming!’

Dathan had littleideawhat 'the Imperium’ was, but he had
been taught from infancy that the Imperium wasthe ultimate
enemy, and that the worst thing in the world that could ever
happen to hisvillage or to the entire land of Culzacandrawas
that the Imperium would come. He had been taught, too, that
he would know the Imperium when it came, because the
Imperid forceswould comein vehicles. So large had the bug-
bear loomed in hisimagination that he had dways conceived
of thevehiclesin question arriving in thousands, manned by
giantstwice astal as ordinary men, but the fact that they were
far lessin number did not matter.



Just peaking the ominous words ‘the Imperium' aoud
seemed to make the threat fully real, and the sound of the syl-
lables made tearsrise into Dathan's eyes.

The Imperium!" he howled, trying with al hismight to con-
vert dl of hisravening fear into furious anger. 'Imperia
vehicles are coming across the wastes! They'll be here within
the hour!'

His shouts provoked an instantaneous response as he ran

past the forge and the blacksmith's cottage towards the
thatched houses on the road to the village square. The smith
must have been in the stables behind the forge, because his
brazier had not been lit - nor had the fires benesth the kilns
which the village wives used to harden their pots. Mogt of the
people who came running from the smaller houses were
women and children, because their menfolk were a work in
thefields, but when Dathan came closer to the square, where
the houses were made of wood instead of earth, with sealed log
roofs, the craftsmen | eft their tools and followed their wives.
Caborn the carpenter and Relfthe baker ran past Dathan, obvi-
oudy intent on making sure that what he had seen redlly was
an Imperid force, but neither challenged him asthey went.
They alowed him to continue on his course, shouting his
chillingwarning.
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Dathan knew that if anyone who heard his shouts doubted

the truth of them, that doubt would not be dlowed to stand in
the way of quick action. The mere possihility that it wastrue
would be enough to set dl everyday matters aside. Every man
who had awegpon would run to fetch it, and every man who
had never had money with which to buy a machete or acrafts-
man's bow would go to fetch a club or apitchfork. There was
little enough money in the village - the resident craftsmen had
to make dmost everything that was needed by its people - but
the harvest had been good enough in five out of the last eight
yearsto dlow the bigger landholdersto sdll their surpluses over
in Mancip and Elvenor, so the village's stocks of keen blades
were by no means restricted to its spades and kitchen-knives.

The Imperium, it was rumoured among menfolk whose con-
versations Dathan had occasionally overheard, had gunsthat
shot forth lightning and liquid fire. It was also said, however,
that the Imperid masters had sunk minesin Kaazendraand
built factoriesthere to turn out guns of much smpler design
which fired metal bullets, and mechanica bowsthet fired darts
like shortened arrows.

Every child in Gulzacandrawastold that the Imperium's



wheded meta vehicles could move faster than agaloping
horse, but it was dso said that the Imperium wastraining cav-
ary to use lances, and conscripting sucars from the far south to
turn the loxodonts they used as massive beasts of burden into
living engines of war. From which it seemed to follow, so far as
Dathan could deduce, that the Imperium could not have very
many gunsthat shot forth lightning and liquid fire, nor very
many wheeled vehicles, nor the means of easily making more.

In which case, Dathan had to suppose, there was a possibil-

ity that the Imperium could be fought, even with the crude
kinds of wegpons that hunters and farmers kept. Perhaps there
was even apossibility that the Imperium might be besten, if

only there were enough hunters and farmersin Gulzacandrato
force the invadersto use up their best resources and make them
fall back on makeshift reinforcements.

The Imperium!’ Dathan yelled again and again, asheran
through the square into the lane between two other rows of rel-
atively mean dwellings, heading for the huts whose inhabitants
were said to keep cleaner straw for their animasthan they did
for themselves. Even the disreputable were entitled to be
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warned, and even men who were said to be too fond of the ale
their wives brewed to be good labourerswould fight with all
the ferocity they could muster to defend their homes.

By thistime, Dathan had ddightedly discovered that hisfear
redlly was turning to anger, and that the exciterment pumping
through hisblood as he ran was three parts fighting instinct
and only one part impulse to keep on running. Take arms
againg the Imperium!" he cried - and others were crying the
same, now that Cabom and Relf had seen what he had seen.

Alas, Dathan'singtincts could not keep that brave baance
once he camein sght of hisown petty hovel and saw his
mother hurrying to meet him. Other people caled his mother
Ora, but to him she was ssimply his mother, and in her presence
no words were enough to stir aggression. In her presence, he
would dways be achild, even if he grew to theripe old age of
forty and she somehow clung on to life long enough toreach a
venerablefifty-five,

'Dathan!’ she shrieked. She had made no effort at dl to hold
back her tears and negotiate her terror into wrath. She did not
ask him whether it was true, because she trusted him. She had
heard him coming while hewas till at theforge, and shewas
dready thinking of the next move - but her mind was on flight,
not fight.



'l need ablade!' Dathan shouted, but he knew as he spoke
that it was usdless to hope that his mother might find one for
him.

'Run!" she said. 'Run to Pater Saltana. Y ou must help him
with the children. He knows where to hide them." At least she
had the sense, or the courtesy, to commission him to help with
the children rather than to be one, but it was till no job for a
redl man.

'I must find aweapon,” he gasped, as he came panting to a
hat. The village must be defended.’

The men will defend what they can,' shetold him. ‘But what
must be defended above dl dseisthe children. That isthe
most important duty. Go to Pater Saltana - he too has need of
men. Go!'

He had no time to answer, because Kanak the headman was
now at his shoulder, demanding to know exactly what Dathan
had seen. Kanak aready had ablade in his hand - perhapsthe
only bladein thevillagethat redly qualified asasword,
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athough there were a dozen men who claimed to be swords-
men and took avery generous view of the nature of their
machetes. Many villagers carried knives far bigger than was nec-
essary for the smpletask of cutting bread and mest, but
Dathan's own eating-knife was amiserable thing with ablade

no bigger than hislittlefinger, fit only for achild.

'l saw sx clearly,’ Dathan said, athough ‘clearly’ was adight
exaggeration, 'but there must have been many others obscured
by the dust. There was so much dust there must have been at
least twenty, perhaps more than thirty. They were coming faster
than the fastest horse. An hour away, | thought - not much
more, and possibly alittleless. These hills dow tired horses,
but they won't dow these things'’

Kanak didn't need to know any more, and he didn't have
timeto thank Dathan for the information. He was dready
turning away, shouting orders - but he did pause long enough,
after barking three or four ingtructionsto hisfelow eders, to
bark one at Dathan. 'Help Sdtana’ he said. 'Get the children
into the cave!'

'l need awegpon,’ Dathan said, again.

There's none to spare,' was the headman's abrupt response.



Y ou heard him,' Orasaid. 'Now go!'

What about you? Dathan protested, his voice sudden smdll
agan.

‘I have work to do,' she said.

It was something she had said a thousand times or more, but

in the past she had always meant everyday work: the work that
every village woman did as a matter of routine, over and over
and over again; the work that maintained the uniformity and
continuity of life. Today, she meant that she had to do what she
could to preserve what she could, to make provison for life
after disaster - if there were, indeed, to be life after the disaster.
Like everyone e se, she had to assume that there would be -
what other assumption could she possibly act on? - but she
had to know that there might not.

Dathan ran off, towards Pater Saltanas house. The children
of the village were dready running behind and ahead of him.
Like everyone esein the village, Dathan knew exactly how
many there were: twenty-seven. It was afigure that did not
include babes-in-arms, dthough it did include a handful who
had learned to walk so recently that they hardly knew how to
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run and could not possibly keep pace with their elders. They
would have to be carried, some by the eleven- and twelve-year-
olds, some by men - men like Pater Saltana, and Dathan - and
some by unwed women.

By thetime Dathan drew up a the priest's house, Hycillawas
aready there, counting and organising. She didn't wastetime
with a greeting before thrusting atwo-year-old boy into
Dathan'sarms. It was Houime, Kanak's son: aresponsibility
and ahdlf.

What was the point of Hycilla's supposed talent for premo-
nition, Dathan wondered, if it couldn't give adequate warning
of alife-threatening event like an Imperium attack? Where
wasthe virtue of wise-dreaming if the Wisdom of the
Dreamers could not provide for the end of the world? Where
was the much-vaunted generogty of Gulzacandras amighty
god, if al the sacrifices offered to himin the past had served
merdly to maintain the harsh and difficult lifethat dl vil-
lagersled, while thelr worst enemieslived in great citieslike
legendary Sostenuto, possessed of al manner of miraculous
machines?



Such thoughts were, of course, treasonous and terrible, but
Dathan had never been able to bdieve that they were unusud.
Surely they were questions that every man must ask himself.
Surely they were questions that many aman had even dared to
voice, a onetime or another, to hismost trusted confidants.
Papa Saltana, who was supposed to be every villager's most
trusted confidant, must have heard their like ahundred times
over, though not from Dathan - who had only ever voiced his
moretrivia doubts, and then only to Hycilla, having sworn her
to a secrecy she had presumably respected.

Little Houime began crying as Sdtanaled the party out of

the village on the westward sde. He was not done, and al of
the other sobbing children were older than he was, but
Houime was old enough to know that he was the headman's
son and old enough to know the meaning of shame, and he
tried so vaiantly to stem his sobsthat Dathan was amost
ashamed to comfort him. Dathan had avague notion that his
duty wasto tdll the child that everything would be dl right,
but he had amuch sharper conviction that such wordswould
be alie, and he did not want to be aliar, even for the sake of
the headman's boy.
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While they moved through the orchard towards the edge of
the judeye forest, Hydlla asked him how large the Imperid
force was. Dathan repeated what he had told Kanak.

That many!' she gasped. That'san army!’

What she meant was that aforce of twenty vehicles might
be carrying as many as ahundred and fifty fighting men. The
village could just about muster a hundred and thirty men, if
the labourers from the outlying farms could respond to the
summonsintime- but any sgnificant differencein
weaponry, Dathan knew, would make a mockery of anear-
equdity of numbers. If theinvaders had guns of any of the
kindsthat featured in the tales he had heard, they would not
need to be giantsto daughter villagers armed with clubs and
pitchforks.

Twenty trucksisn't an army,’ Pater Sdtana said, glancing

back over his shoulder at them. 'It'sjust araiding party. A far
bigger forceis said to be making rapid inroads in the north,

and 1 suspect even that's but afraction of thewhole. | fear that
thisistheinvasion of which our wise-dreamers have been
warning usfor many years. If so, the great bulk of the Imperia
forces will follow the shock-troops at their own pace - the pace
of marching men, not even that of horses and camules. What
the invaders will want to begin with isaseries of beachheads



and supply-points, but their ultimate aim isto destroy usal.
We have to prevent them from establishing a secure base here.
If Kanak can empty the granary and torch the fields..."

Dathan could complete Pater Sdtanas unfinished sentence
aseadly as he had been ableto finish Hycillas. If Kanak could
destroy the village's reserves of food, the headman could pre-
vent the marauders from getting the supplies that they needed
to feed themselves in the coming weeks and months - for they
couldn't have carried very much cargo across the foodless and
waterless expanse of the Amber Waste - but if Kanak suc-
ceeded in that, the invaders would make the village pay in
blood.

If the villagers put their fidds to the torch, the Imperium
would put them to the torch - although, if what he had dways
been told wasredlly true, they would do that anyway.

Pater Saltanawas quoting the Wisdom of the Dreamers when
he said that the ultimate aim of the invaderswasto kill every-
onein Gulzacandra. The Imperium, it seemed, did not like
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worshippers of the god of Gulzacandra, who was supposedly a
deadly enemy of their own great deity, and of everything the
Imperium stood for.

Dathan had not the dightest idea of what the Imperium

'stood for', or why the gods were enemies one of another, but
he did understand that thieves and murderers dways liked to
judtify their actions. He had never heard of a man who wanted
to be thought of as evil, no matter how violent and destructive
hisactions might be. To judtify their daughter, the Imperium

had to claim that the god of Gulzacandrawas abad god, utterly
undeserving of their worship.

'If therés nothing |eft for them here,' Dathan said, grimly, ‘at
least they'll go away - and well be freeto pray that they won't
come back for alifetime and more.’

'If only it werethat Smple,' Pater Sdtanasad. 'If they're
crossing the Amber Waste in force aswell as sending truckloads
of soldiersinto the northlands and the southlands, they'll need
abase hereabouits. If they decide that Odienne's well-placed to
serve as away-dation, they might be herefor alifetime... and
more.’

'And what shal we do then? Hycillawanted to know. 'If any
of usis4ill dive?



TWO

EVEN THOUGH GAVALON'S makeshift army had barely begun to
come together, let done seen any action, the noise and the

gtink of the encampment were becoming unbearable. There

were too many beastmen in it, and too many men who were

admog ascardessin ther hygiene.

Had the profession of sorcery been kinder to itsfollowers, a
man like Cavaon would have been immuneto dl offensve
odours, and if it had been kinder il the reek of beastmen
might have seemed a ddlicate perfume, but the world was not
akind place, even to the most faithful servant of the truest
god. In the end, Gavalon had to step out of histent in search
of fresher air, but he did not find it.

In order to take hismind off the noisome quality of theair,
Gavalon looked up - with agreat dedl of prideand alittle
trepidation - at the banner fluttering above his multicoloured
tent, which stood out bright and clear even againgt the cloud-
lessviolet ky. Theimage painted upon it wasthat of ahuge
eyerimmed in red, with athin purpleiris surrounding ahuge
black pupil. A cataract of white fire jetted from the centre of
the pupil, extending into abeam as wide as the banner's hem.

23
24 Brian Craig

Thefluttering device was not magically active at present, but it
was menacing even asamereimage.

The eye on the banner wasthe dl-seeing eye, the withering
eye, whose gaze could blast minds and scorch them clean of
any vedtige of rationd thought when the banner cameto life.
The banner that bore such an eye was more than awespon: it
was the potent symbol of Gavalon's power and authority. It
was the badge of the most powerful sorcerer in Culzacandra,
which meant the most powerful in al the world nowadays.

Gavalon was known to everyone who knew hisname as
Gavaon the Great, dthough his enemies had applied lessflat-
tering epithetsto him in the days before their extermination.

Fivelifeimesago, if the inteligence of lore and legend

could be trusted, the most powerful sorcerer in Culzacandra
would have been the smallest digit on ahand of fivefingers,
each finger symbolizing one of thefive avilizationswhich
shared the world's three continents. But four lifetimes ago the



gtars had dowed their ceaseless movement in the night-sky
and the Imperium had falen from the sky in ashower of dow
meteors.

Within ten years, Gavalon had been told, the Imperium had
taken absolute control of Kaazendra, and within afurther
twenty-five yearsthree other civilizations - Zendamora,
Bulzavaraand Y evelkana - had become mere puppets, daves
to imported law. Only Zendamora had been joined to
Kaazendra but the seas that divided the world had not been
barrier enough to protect Bulzavaraand Y evelkana, or the
idand of Melmayakathat lay half-way between the western-
most cape of Kaazendraand the easternmost extremity of
Culzacandra. Only the girth of theworld, and the wastdlands
and high mountainsthat divided the landmass shared by

Y evelkana and Gul zacandra, had kept Gavalon's homeland
safefrom invasion... until now.

Now, thetime had finaly come. Y evelkanan mercenaries

were pouring through the coastal landsin the far west and
Zendamoran warfleets supplied from Memayakawere
blockading the eastern ports, while what remained of the once
al-powerful Imperial forces were striking westwards across the
wastelands to drive deep into the heart of Gulzacandra.

The strategy was sound enough. For centuries before the
Imperium came, if not millennia, the men of Gulzacandra
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had organised their defences to withstand the raids of
Memayakan pirates and Y evelkanan adventurers. The heart-
land, buffered by the wastelands, had never needed
sgnificant fortification. Caravans of camules could crossthe
wastes, and men on hardy horses could carry water enough to
get them across provided they carried little else, but no ordi-
nary army weighed down by its equipment could hopeto
arrivein any condition to fight. Only the Imperid army itsdlf
could do that, and for two hundred years the Imperium had
had more important thingsto do.

Now, with the exception of ahandful of idandsinhabited

by savages, Gulzacandrawasthe |ast territory to resst Imperia
law: thelast territory where the true faith was openly and
gladly professed, and its customs publicly followed. There
were sorcerers il in Y evelkana, Zendamora and Bulzavara -
and more than afew even in Kalazendra - but they had per-
forceto operate in the strictest secrecy. Not one of them could
ever achieve the kind of pre-eminence over hisfelowsthat
entitled Cavalon the Grest to the tribute of his surname.



Banners and standards fluttered over a dozen other tents
pitched on the so-called headland, but they al displayed open
hands rather than eyes. Some of the hands carried flaming
skulls, while others bore serpentine symbols, but Gavalon had
reserved the withering eyefor himself. Histhrdl-wizardsand
his beastmen wore various versions of it, to mark them out as
officersof hispersond retinue, dthough hislesser servants
meade do with the same annular inggnia.as any other gun-
fodder.

Cavaon had aready begun thinking of the bulk of his
forces as 'gun-fodder’, even though they had never faced guns
before. The incredibly powerful weaponsthat the Imperia
forces had brought with them to their epoch-making landing
were rumoured to be dmost out of ammunition now, but

their owners had made the most of their temporary advantage.
The guns produced in their Kalazendran factorieswere by no
means as powerful asthose their forebears had brought from
the star-worlds, but they were guns nevertheless. There was
nothing in Gulzacandrathat could compete with them -
except, of course, magic.

If the Imperium was to be stopped, magic would be the
forcethat would doit.
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Gavalon had every respect for and every faithin magic -

how could it be otherwise, given that he was the greatest sor-
cerer in Gulzacandra? - but he also had every respect for
history, and he knew that magic had not saved the sorcerers
of Kalazendrafrom Imperid firepower, and that magic had
not prevented the series of treasons that had brought
Zendamora, Bulzavaraand Y evelkanainto the Imperid fold
one by one.

For whatever reason, the god who had once been the god
of dl five great nations had decided, after hisimpenetrably
mysterious fashion, to let his children suffer defeat after
defeet after defeat, even though the stars had begun to swim
in the night-sky like so many multicoloured fish dmost as
soon asthe Imperial ships had landed. No more ships had
cometo reinforce thefirst wave of immigrants- and if the
god of Gulzacandra choseto be merciful, no more ships
would ever come - but those which had come had done

damage aplenty.

Only now wasthetideto turn, if it wereto turn at al - but
if and when it turned, it would surely turn with dl the savage
fury of which the vengeful god of Gulzacandrawas capable.



Perhaps, Gavaon thought, that was the way hislord pre-
ferred to play out the game - for what waslife to the gods, and
everything esein the universe besides, but agame? The
world's misfortune might, if seenin theright light, be nothing
but astage for his own glory. Gulzacandra had been the least
of thefive avilizations, the smalest finger on the mighty

hand, but it was now the pulsing heart of the true god's
worldly kingdom, and its sorcerer-in-chief was Gavalon the
Gresat, Gaval on the Summoner and Cavaon the Keeper of the
VessH: in brief, Gavalon the Midwife of the Future.

Almogt as though he had summoned him up, the Vessd -
whose name was Nimian - came out of the tent behind his
keeper, looking nervoudy from side to side at the beastmen
which stood guard &t its entrance. They were extraordinarily
ugly, even for beastmen - they had gresat, horned, shaggy
heads like yaks and feet like ostriches - but there was no rea-
son in theworld why the Vessel should fear them.

Perhaps it was another of the god'slittle jests that had made
Nimian nervous of so many things, or perhapsthere was
some purposein it which Gavaon could not yet comprehend.
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Even Gavdon the Great was merely amortd, at least for the
time being - but who could know what afavourite servant of
the true god might one day become, in the right circum-
stances?

"It has begun,” Nimian said. The boy had obvioudy dept late
again, asal wise-dreamers tended to do, but now he was
awake there was something about him that would have dis-
comfited any ordinary man. Even the most innocuous of
wise-dreamers grew to intimidate their fellows, and for al his
seeming feebleness and obvious trepidation Nimian was not
the most innocuous of wise-dreamers.

'Of courseit has begun,’ Cavdon told him. "Why would |
take the trouble to gather an army, if thefina phase had not
aready begun? Thisis not the sort of enterprise one under-
takesfor idle amusement. Y ou can have no idea of the
planning that isrequired to maintain an army, even if its
members are merely Stting around, waiting for ordersasto
how to dispose themsel ves when they march to meet the

enemy.’

Infact, he thought, it was more difficult to maintain an

army that was resting than an army on the move, because of
the inevitable problems of supply and sanitation, but there
was no point in trying to explain that to Nimian. TheVessH



was thirteen years old and not destined to get much more than
aday older - dthough he was not destined to die, either, in
any ordinary sense of the word.

Asfor the one who would come to occupy the Vessd... that
one, hopefully if not presumably, would need no explanations
of anything mundane.

Hopetully.
Presumably ...

Cavalon furrowed hisbrow as he realised that thiswas an
inconvenient point of ignorance. He had no ideawhat expla-
nations the being he was to summon would require. But the
shadow passed quickly enough. A loya servant of the Changer
of the Ways had to do agreat dedl of hopeful presumption,
and had to put up with agreat ded more inconvenient igno-
rance.

What was faith but mortar to hold the bricks of certainty
together, and what was hope but the plan of the edifice to be
built?
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'We should not be here/ Nimian told Gavalon petulantly.
Thisis not the place, and the time will soon be upon us!'

"When the time comes,” Gavaon said, ‘we shall be exactly
where we are supposed to be. Today, | am supposed to be
here. | am the commander of this gathering host and | must
be seen. My banner must be seen, and | must be seen stand-
ing benegth it. | am the living symbol of the withering eye,
and theritud isnot my only duty, for dl that it may bethe
first and foremost.'

Nimian looked around at the humans and beastmen hurry-

ing in every direction. Cavalon guessed that the boy was
thinking that hardly onein ten of them had timeto look up a
his banner or sdeways at hisface - and that even those who
had time would prefer not to do ether. Idedly, the withering
eye ought to have been aflesh banner, itsdesign inscribed on
magicaly-animated skin flayed from a dead enemy, but the
opportunity to make such adevice had not yet presented itself.
In any case, tanned camule-skin was much more resilient than
the hide of any of the specieswhich, if legend could be trusted,
humans had brought with them when they first arrived on this
world, thousands of years before the Imperia ships had
proved to the sceptics that there redlly were other worlds orbit-
ing other, distant suns, and that there redly might beamillion



colonised worlds inhabited by men.

Camule-skin or not, however, the withering eye banner was
apotent weapon, and an intimidating Sight even in its rest-
date. It was not surprising that few men or beastmen cared to
look up at it for long. When the time came to pack up the
gaudy tents and put on armour, everyone drafted to thisforce
would remember that fell banner well enough. They would
march asif the gaze of that terrible eye were ill upon them -
and asif the gaze of Gavaon's eyes were upon them too.

Gavaon waswell aware that the years had transformed him
into asight dmost as unsettling as his banner. The chan-
nelling of hislord's dark magic had exacted its heavy pendties
upon hisflesh, but he did not mind that inthe least. Inthe
days before he had been Gavalon the Great he might have
been reckoned merdly ugly, but no onewould ever again think
of him as'merdy' anything. His uglinesswas now spectacular,
if not sublime. People who did not know him occasiondly
took him for a beastman, even though hisfeet till required
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boots and none could put a name to the twisted beast whose
head he now wore.

'One does not need to be stared at in order to be seen/
Cavaon assured the Vessel. 'A man to be reckoned withisa
man who impresses himself upon the mind even if heis
glimpsed for a quarter-second out of the corner of oneeye. A
man fit to be more than aman impresses himself even on
those who do not know that they have seen him, to whom he
gppears only asthe figment of anightmare: ashape sensedin
ashadow, or acloud of dust but never clearly seen at dl. Don't
doubt that my presence hereis known and felt - and will il
be known and felt when | must withdraw my person in order
to complete theritud that will sed thefate of thisworld.'

'In order, in order," Nimian muttered, as though the phrase
harboured some obscenity. The boy was hopping up and
down on hisfeet, asif he needed to urinate - but the force that
animated him was far more primal. He was, in truth, an unex-
pectedly miserable specimen: short, thin and ugly. Cavalon
knew, liowever, that it was dways the ugliest grubs that meta-
morphosed into the most powerful ogreOies and the most
beautiful daymoths. Even megascarabs began life asmere
wireworms - and what was the metamorphosis of such hum-
ble beings but aliving testament to the sacred whimsy of the
amighty Changer of the Ways?

Cavdon sgualled to agroup of beastmen who were Sitting



inadcircle, paingtakingly but not very skilfully sharpening their
spears. The one who first responded to the summons was only
dightly less stupid than the rest, but he could be trusted to
transmit acommand. 'Make ready,’ Cavaon said to him. The
Vessd departsfor the rock within the hour.'

The beastman only growled, its bovinethroat beingill-
equipped for any other kind of reply, but Gavalon was
confident that hiswill would be done. The great advantage of
Supidity wasthat it was so eadlly transformed into loydty. A
beastman might be far |less capable of conversation than a
human fool like Nimian, but any in hisretinue would be pre-
pared to hurl itsdlf in front of its master in order to intercept a
deadly missile, or to charge a battle-tank armed only with a
spear if ever therewas atactical Stuation that demanded such
futility. Had Nimian not been the Vessd, the foolish boy could
not have been trusted to fetch acup of water fromawell.
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A human captain strode up, carrying a parchment map, to
say that two beacon-fires had been sighted in the north-esst,
sgndling that the enemy had been sighted. Gavalon cursed.
lerius Fulbras assault force was moving faster than anyone
had anticipated; it was aready too close for comfort. Hiswise-
dreamers had reveded that a second contingent was skirting
the southern edge of the Amber Waste, and - more dis-
turbingly - that athird appeared to be cutting Straight across.
If apart of that third force were somehow to reach the place
where the ritual was scheduled to take place before Nimian's
metamorphosis had been completed...

Wasit possible, Cavalon wondered, that the Imperium ill

had psykers powerful enough to have obtained intelligence of
his plans, and so-cdled inquisitors clever enough to take
proper note of such intelligence? It was far more probable,
though, that the Imperia soldiers crossing the Amber Waste
merely intended to establish a base. Even so, they might prove
troublesome.

The captain laid out his map for Cavaon'sinspection,
showing him the positions of Fulbra's advance party and the
larger force plodding initstrain - but Gavalon was more inter-
ested in the route taken by the third force

'Whét village isthis? he asked. The map had few names on
it, gpart from Rintrah and Chemaosh.

It isOdienne, my lord' the captain said. 'l was there once.
It'stiny, and itsfields are poor, but it does have agood well.'



'Does the headman know what to do if he's attacked?

'Of course. But asking villagersto poison their own well is
like asking acommon soldier to fal on his sword. No matter
how thoroughly he's been drilled-'

Very wel,' Gavalon said brusquely. Y ou'll have to move
your men north and make ready to meet Fulbra - at least fif-
teen miles, perhapstwenty.'

The captain's eyes clouded, but he made no protest. No
doubt the man thought that it would befolly to go to meet
Fulbra, and that the wisest course was not to fight a pitched
battle at al - but the captain knew nothing of the Vessd and
theritud.

'Y ou'd better leave areserve here, though,” Gavalon added. 'A
couple of hundred men. Well amost certainly haveto use
them as reinforcements againgt Fulbra, but we might have to
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react to the presence of thisthird contingent before then.' He
wished that he knew how many vehiclesthe third contingent
had, and what kind of firepower they were carrying, but his
wise-dreamers had been unable to go into detall.

'Yes, lord," the captain said. ‘It will be done asyou wish.' He
sounded dightly resentful, as soldiersled by sorcerers often
did, Cavaon knew. Hewould be grateful enough for magical
ad oncethe fighting actudly started, though - he knew full
wel| thet hisragamuffin militiawouldn't Iast ten minutes
againg even asingle Imperia platoon without it.

'Don't worry, captain,’ Gavalon said, making no particular
effort to sound confident, or even sincere. 'No one will be ask-
ing you to fal on your sword, even if things go wrong when
thefirst clash comes. No oneis expendable now, not even for
honour's sake - and the find settlement will depend on forces
far beyond your control.'

‘That | know,' the captain said glumly, glancing Sdeways at

the Vessdl. The glance dmost turned into a stare, but there was
something in Nimian's seemingly-innocent gppearance that
prevented it. When the captain dropped his eyesit wasto the
floor. He had not even attempted to meet Gavalon's eye, or the
banner's.

'We are the destined victors!" Cavalon said, coldly.
'Gulzacandrawill save the world. We are the favoured children
of the Changer of the Ways, and we shdl be hisinstrument of



vengeance againg theinvaders.’

'My lord,' the captain said as he turned away. If he doubted
what Cavalon had said, he did not show it - but Gavalon

knew well enough that thisman, like every other assembled

on thefidd, must have heard that there were amillion other
worlds like this one. The captain must have wondered

whether, if that weretrue, and if the Changer of the Wayswere
interested in every one of them what right any petty loca tribe
could possibly haveto think themsalves hisfavoured children,
or the chosen instrument of his vengeance.

But the Divine Schemer isamighty god indeed, Cavaon
told himsdlf. If he suffers grubs and wormsto become
megascarabs, ogreflies and daymoths, why should he not
suffer men to become his cherished champions, or daemons
more powerful than exploding stars? And if hehashis
favouritesamong men, am | not one of them? Am | nat, in
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fact, far more deserving of favour than amiserable wretch like
Nimian? Surely | am destined for a better fate than he, even
though heisthe Vessd. For |, after all, am the Keeper and the
Summoner, the Midwife of the Future. | am the Divine
Schemer's Chosen One, his Child, his Champion.

Hebdlieved it, firstly because he had to and secondly - or so
he had to tell himsdf - because it was true. The gods had to be
trusted, because they had to be trustworthy, because they were
gods. It was as Ssmple asthat.

AN

THREE

THE IUDEY E FOREST was thorny but the ground wastoo dry and
stony to allow the plantsto grow densely together, so it was

easy enough to pass between the trees uninjured. Mot of the
judeyes were mere bushes, and most of the leaves upon them

were thin and wrinkled, sseming more thorn than flesh. It was

not agood hiding-placeif afugitive might lie there undetected

while small armies of ardent searchers passed them by, but it

was not the kind of place that enemies would bother to search
carefully unlessthey had apowerful reason.

Pater Saltana guided his party to a cave set into the side of
one of thelargest rocky outcropsin the forest. It must have
been anatura cave a onetime, but it had been further hol-
lowed out by metd tools a sometimein the distant past - the
very distant past, long before the Imperium had falen out of



the sky. Its entrance was poorly concealed, but it was shady
and cool and there was awater-barrel stowed in ahollow at
the rear. Once the children had been safely herded inside,
though, Dathan was enthusiastic to climb the rock-face to
keep alookout.

'Y ou can't see the village from there," Hycilla pointed out.
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'No/ Dathan admitted, 'but | could see smoke rising into the
ar from the houses or thefields, and | could see men coming
through the forest.'

'No onewill comeinto theforest,” Sdtanaassured him,
athough the old man didn't seem very confident. They'd have
to come on foot, and they won't leave their vehicles. They!ll
probably go straight through into the plain, hoping to catch
Gavdon'sforcesby surprise, before they're fully gathered and

battle-ready.’
'And if they don't? Dathan wanted to know.

Sdtanadidn't answer. It was Hycillawho said: 'Kanak will
send a messenger with further-'

That was when they first heard the sound of gunfire. It wasa
sound none of them had ever heard before, but Dathan knew
immediately what it was. Hisfirg impulse wasto wish that he
had paused long enough at his house to find something that
could serve as awegpon, but he realised immediately that if
even aquarter of what he had heard rumoured about the guns
of the Imperium weretrue, nothing the village had in the way

of wegponry could provide aman with adequate sdlf-defence.
Nothing could oppose that kind offirepower but magic, and the
village had little enough of that.

Infact, Dathan redlised, dmogt dl of what little magic the
village did possess was lodged with him here, in the person of
Sdtana - perhapsaso in Hycilla. That did not increase his con-
fidence at al. Pater Saltanawas surely the pettiest sorcerer
imaginable, and even if Sdtanasjudgment of Hycillastaent
were correct, the talent in question had hardly begun to bloom.

Dathan had thought it absurd at first when Hycillahad told
him that she might one day be awise-dreamer. But in recent
weeks he had noticed on occasion that a certain chill entered
into places where she was, and that adol escents who had not
been such fast friends with her as he had always been had



begun to fed uneasy in her presence.

'I'm going up anyway,' Dathan said. 'l want to see whatever
thereisto be seen.’

Hedidn't wait for any further discussion, but set about scal-

ing the rock-face. It only took ten minutesto clamber dl the
way to thetop, but the effort left him short of breath and he
had to lie down for afurther minute or two before standing up
beside the twisted trunk of a hundred-year-old tree, craning his
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neck even though he knew that the talest chimneysin thevil-
lagewould il beinvisble.

He was right about the smoke. Long columns were aready
risng from haf adozen different places, and more were
appearing with every minute that passed. One column, to the
west of the village, was a beacon fire set to warn the sentries on
the look-out towers of Mancip and Elvenor of the attack. The
remainder weredl in thevillage, testifying to the ferocity of the
assault that had been launched againgt it.

Saltana had, however, been wrong about the attackers stick-
ing to ther vehicles and ignoring the judeye forest. Two Snister
shapes on foot were dready visible, moving through the trees.

Had they not been so intent on looking to right and |eft, as

if they expected every last tree to conced savagely armed vil-
lagerslying in ambush for them, the soldiers might have

caught sight of Dathan before he dipped behind the ancient
trunk of thetree - but he did not think that they had. After a
few heartbeats, he peeped around the trunk, determined to see
what he could without being spotted himsdlf.

The uniforms the two men wore seemed little more exctic to
Dathan than the clothesworn by traders, and the men them-
selves - though they were obvioudy foreigners - were far more
ordinary than he had anticipated. But they were carrying guns:

heavy, wide-barrelled things that required two hands. Dathan
had no idea whether the guns produced missiles or floods of
fire, but he had no wish to find out. He had no idea, either, why
the men had come into the forest, given that Kanak's men and
the village women would have fled in any other direction but
thisone - but even if the enemy knew that, they might have
considered it necessary to leave no ground uninvestigated.

The gunmen were dready too closeto dlow Dathan to cal
out awarning without drawing attention to himself, and he



knew that he could not climb down the exposed rock-face
without being seen. For one reckless moment he considered

the possibility of deliberately caling attention to himsdlf inthe
hope that he might lead the soldiers away from the cave, asa
mother-bird might lead awolfox away from her nest, but he
discarded theideaimmediately. He had no ideawhat the range
or power of the gunswere, and if dl that was needed to dispose
of him was asingle shot there would be no point &t al in mak-
ing himsdf atarget.
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The best thing to do, he decided, if he could possibly man-
ageit, wasto work hisway around behind the two men. If they
would only draw far enough apart, and if only he could creep
up on one, and take him by surprise, and stab him with his eat-
ing-knife in such away asto penetrate an artery...

He discarded that notion too. It was .stupid, because it was
impossible.

He looked around for aweapon, however makeshift, but

there was nothing. Fallen boughs never lay long on the ground
evenin aplacelikethis, given the village's ever-urgent need for
firewood. There were afew loose stones of a convenient sizefor
throwing, but they were mere pebbles, and it would have
required more than a dingshot to make them into useful mis-
sles. He picked up a couple anyway, smply because they were
close a hand, lodged between the gnarled roots of the judeye
tree.

Dathan had never felt so helpless. He had to hope that the
gunmen would pass by the cave without suspecting that it was
occupied. He prayed that Sdtanaand Hycilla had enough
magic between them to keep the children quiet and contrive
some kind of subtle concedl ment.

Perhaps it would have worked out that way, and perhaps not,
but events took another turn. The gunmen had not seen any of
the village's defenders running into the judeye forest, but the
village's defenders had seen them, and had known what was at
gtake. The plan that Dathan had rejected asimpossible clearly
did not seem so to others, for the two enemy soldiers already
had apair of stedthy pursuers cregping swiftly up behind
them, clearly visbleto Dathan from his elevated position but
quiteinvisbleto their quarry. One was Relfthe baker, the other
alabourer named Pavot from the Tahiri farm.

Alas, though the men were asyet invisbleto the invaders,
they were not inaudible.



Dathan saw one of the soldiers start and turn, and knew

that he was about to cal out awarning. Indtinctively, he
hurled one of the stones he had picked up - not at the soldier,
which would have been futile, but at the crown of ajudeye
away to the soldier'sleft. Asthe gunman voiced hiswarning
the pebble rattled the thorny leaves, immediately drawing the
man's atention away from the direction in which the threat
actudly lay.
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Without pausing for thought, Dathan hurled the other sone
at atreeto theright of the other soldier, and immediately
dropped to his kneesin search of more.

No sooner had he put his hand on another stonethan he
hurled it high and wide with dl hismight, not bothering to
search for atarget. He hoped that the confusion he sowed
might persuade the gunmen that they were surrounded, and
might perhaps create amargin of opportunity for their pur-
suersto attack.

The troops had not the dightest idea how many adversaries
they might be facing, or how well they might bearmed. Indl
likelihood, they had never seen even ajudeye tree before, and
had no ideawhat creatures might be lurking in aforest of
them. They were taking no chances. They raised their guns-
and what their guns unleashed was akind of fire.

Living judeye treeswere resstant to the hest of the sun, and
to the kinds of fire-making apparatus the villagers had, but this
kind of fire was something e se. The crowns of the trees agitated
by Dathan's stones, and two or three others besides, were
ingtantaneoudy transformed into huge bdls of flame. Their
trunks exploded one after another, sending burning wood in
every direction. The noise was frightful, al-consuming, like
nothing Dathan had ever heard before. It only required those
two shotsto start a conflagration that promised to engulf the
entireforest, and the two soldiers redlised that almost immedi-
ady.

They did what must have seemed to them to be the sensible
thing. They turned back.

The two villagers who had been attempting to creep up

behind the gunmen would have had little or no opportunity to
get dose enough to use their blades, but there was no chance
now of their being heard and the gunmen had set their own
ambush by turning back towards them. No matter how power-
ful the guns might be, they were rather unwiddy, and the
gunmen were momentarily off-guard.



Relf and Pavot pounced, their blades red with reflected fire-
light.

The Imperid soldiersreacted, but their first response had to
be to use their guns as clubs. Had the villagers carried spears,
or even rea swords, one thrust might have been enough, but
their blades were short, edged rather than pointed. Dathan
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thought that Relf, at least, had inflicted a serious cut, but nei-
ther man got the chance to inflict asecond. The soldierswere
trained; they had practised hand-to-hand fighting.

One soldier smashed the barrel of hiswegpon into Pavot's

face. The labourer was abig man, well-used to heavy work, but
he could not take ablow like that and remain standing. Hefell
on to hisback, hisarms sprawling. He kept hisfist clenched
about the hilt of hisknife, but the wegpon was virtualy usdess
unless he could get up again. He could not: the Imperid sol-
dier wasfar too skilled in hismurderoustradeto let an
opportunity go, and he struck again with the barrel of hisgun,
driving it into Pavot's groin with &l the force he could muster.

Ref, meanwhile, had been struck so sharply ontheright arm
that the bones had cracked. He dropped hisweapon, but he
could not have used it even if his nervelessfingers had main-
tained the grip. A second sweep of the heavy flame-gun took
hislegs away. Hefell even more heavily, and even more awk-
wardly, than his bigger companion.

Now that both woul d-be ambushers had been laid flat, the
Imperid soldiers caculated each further blow. Although they
continued to use their bizarre wegpons as instruments of crude,
brute force, they did so with ruthless efficiency.

As Dathan watched the bodies jerk reflexively and the blood
pooling on the dry sail, he knew that neither villager would
ever get up agan. It did not require much of hisimagination to
picture Smilar scenes repeated twelve or twenty times over. He
could hear the sound of guns of adifferent kind, blasting and
suttering, and he could hear the sound of distant screaming,
but in hismind's eye the massacre of hisfriends and neigh-
bours was an endless series of repetitions of what he had just
seen; strong men, well-trained and well-armed, beeting the life
out of helplessinnocents - and then adding afew extrablows,
for the sake of insult.

In the meantime, the children fled.



Sdtanaand Hycillamust have realised very quickly that they
could not stay where they werein the middle of aforest fire,
and they must have decided that their best chance of surviva
lay in running as quickly as possiblein (he direction opposite
to the village - westwards. Whether they had actually decided
to scatter, or whether it was mere panic, Dathan did not know,
but scatter they had.
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It would have been better, Dathan redlised, if the Imperia
soldiers had not been attacked. In that case, they would prob-
ably have continued their retreat without looking back. As
things were, they were il looking around for other possible
dangers when the children tried to make their escape.

The noise of the burning trees and the sounds of the conflict
inthe village was easily loud enough to cover the sound of run-
ning feet, and acrid smoke was dready building a screen, but
one of the troopers saw something, and immediately set off at
aruninthe direction the fugitives had taken. His companion
hestated, then followed.

Thethick smoke rising up the rock-face forced Dathan back
from the edge. His eyeswere dready smarting, and he knew
that he had to find better air to breathe, so he too moved west-
wards, knowing as he came down the further dope of the
outcrop that he would have to be very wary indeed when he
reached the forest floor.

For the next ten minutes everything was confusion. The chil-
dren were running asfast asthey could, but Dathan did not
dareto do likewise. He wastoo far behind them, and that put
him far too close to the gunmen who had gone after them. He
had to make more careful progress, taking whatever precau-
tions he could, so he stayed close to the tree-trunks whenever
he could, in spite of the thornsthat were aways reaching out
to scratch hisface and arms.

Unfortunately, the fire seemed to be travelling dmost asfast
ashewas. He could hear itsawful clamour behind him, and
the pungent odour of smoke kept getting worse and worse.

He heard the soldiers before he saw them, and what he heard
was theword: 'No!'

The sound was far too close for comfort, and he dropped to
acrouch behind an unusudly squat bush before manoeuvring
himsdlf into a position from which he could see the speaker
and the companion to whom the speaker had spoken.



One of the soldiers, who was bleeding profusely from a cut

in his shoulder at right-anglesto the collar-bone, was stand-
ing over Pater Saltana, who was crouched on the ground with
his arms protectively wrapped around Houlme. It seemed
that the soldier had been about to dash out the priest's brains
with the butt of hiswespon, until he had been ordered to
desd.
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Dathan was glad to note that the other trooper also seemed
to have been cut, if only superficidly - his cheek had been
dashed by athrust that must have been lessthan afinger's-
breadth away from taking out hiseye.

Take him divel' said the man with the cut cheek, dthough

he did not seem certain of hisown ingtruction. 'Can't you see
that he's somekind of priest? Look at hisface, if his costume
doesn't tell you. We might need the information he can give
s

'What for? demanded the other. 'If he'sasorcerer, al the
more reason to kill the heretic scum!"

Dathan redlised that the second man's voice was taut with
anxiety, and that the reason the first had lacked conviction as
to the reasonableness of his own argument was that he was
afraid: afraid of Pater Saltanal Dathan had been afraid of Pater
Sdtanahimsdf, but only in the way that any child might be
afraid of histeacher. These were sirong men - ruthlesskillers.
Why should they look at an old man with such horror and
trepidation?

Dathan thought again about the effect that Hycillahad

begun to have on people who did not know her aswell ashe
did. Wasit possible, he wondered, that long familiarity had
tamed hisawe of Pater Sdtana, making it seem lessominous
thanit redly was?

'Don't be stupid, thefirst soldier said, although there was

gill amanifest uneasein histone. 'We need loca knowledge if
we're to establish a supply-point here, and the rest of these stu-
pid peasants probably don't know which way's up. We need
everything he hasin his head, and we need to tease it out very
tenderly. We haveto deliver him to theinquigitors!

Dathan took the remark about 'stupid peasants very person-

aly. He had heard enough of town life to know that his people
were poor, and he had heard passing merchants speak conde-
scendingly of theignorance of those who had never seen what
lay beyond the horizon, but he was not stupid. Thevillage had



its craftamen, who were legitimately proud of the qudity of
their work, and even its ploughmen and livestock-tenders knew
more than the particular secrets of their work and worship.

What about the child? asked the man with the bleeding
shoulder, dthough he must have known the answer.

That we don't need.’
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The soldier with the wounded shoulder had aready reached
out to yank Houime out of Saltands protective grasp. Saltana
would not give him up, but when the second man joined in,
the priest could not hold on.

The man with the dashed cheek took Houime from his com-
panion, held him by his ankles and siwung the child's head
againg the bark of atree, so forcefully that his neck snapped.
Dathan heard the horrible crack quite clearly in spite of the
background roar.

'Shit and corruption!” said the man with the wounded shoul-
der, clinging hard to Pater Saltana's limp body. ‘It's not going
to be easy getting out of here, even without thiskind of bur-
den.'

'Give him to me,' the other commanded. 'Y ou lead the way.
Just make sure you don't take us into any more ambushes -
and if you have to shoot again, try not to devastate the entire
landscape. That way, if we steer around the fire, well get back
to thevillage easly enough.

The man with the bleeding shoulder didn't wait before set-
ting off, although he did say What about the others? ashe
marched off.

They'rejust brats. We can tidy them up later, if need be. In
al probahility, the fire will take care of most of them, and thirst
and hunger will do for therest. Thisisthe one we need, for
now. With luck, well have afew others, so there'sacoupleto
spare when the questioning starts. And the women, of course.’

By thetimethislast sentence was completed the two soldiers
had passed out of Dathan's sight.

If he had had aweapon, of any sort, Dathan might have fol-
lowed them. Asit was, he had enough senseto let them go. He
went to stand over Houlme's broken body, feding an impotent
rage more terrible than any emotion that had ever possessed
him.



Hedidn't notice Hycillacoming up behind him until she
touched his shoulder. Then hewhirled about, wishing that it
might be an enemy - albeit an enemy that he was capable of

fighting.

When he saw that she was not, he lowered his hands, but his
figswere dtill clenched, the nallsdigging into hispams. He
shuddered, but it was not because Hycilla's presence was dis-
turbing - or so hetold himsdf.
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'We haveto go,' Hydllasaid. 'We haveto go asfar and asfast
aswe can - to Elvenor, if we can find the way. We haveto tdl
someone who can get amessage to Gavalon that the Imperium
is establishing a supply-base here. It might be important.’

We never had achance,’ Dathan whispered. 'None of us.
Ref, Pavot, Pater Saltana - weredl as helplessas Houime, just
things to be destroyed, or tortured, or-'

Hycdillagrabbed hisarmsand pulled him.

'If wedon't go,’ she said, ‘well be meat. Cooked meat. Come
on!'

Dathan knew that she was right. Even o, she had to lead him
away, and he did not begin to run until sheforced him.

FOUR

ORLOC MELCARTH STOOD on the balcony of the Governor's
Apartment in the Imperium Tower, looking out over the city of
Sostenuto, capitd of the Civilization of Kalazendra The news,
relayed from lerius Fulbra by achain of vox stations spanning

half aworld, was good.

Fulbra's main forces had skirted the Amber Waste to the

north and south, and his own company was now making rapid
headway into Gulzacandra. The invaders had met no signifi-

cant opposition, and Fulbra's armoured corps had been able to
blast itsway through the makeshift barriersthat had been set

up to impedeits progress. Fulbrahad |eft his dower-moving
cavary and loxodonts far behind, dthough they would have a
great dedl of valuable work to do in tidying up after him and
making sure that the supply-routes across Y evelkana were prop-
erly maintained.



In the meantime, Fulbra had sent asmaller contingent of
trucksracing straight across the Waste, with aview to estab-
lishing asupply-base a an indggnificant village identified on

the maps as Odienne. M carth knew that the decision to do so
had been encouraged by Ragan Balberith, whose psykers had
alegedly detected Sgns of trouble brewing in the wasteland
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west of thevillage, but that was a petty annoyance. If Baberith
wanted Fulbrato mount an exploratory 'Operation Probe, he
might aswell have hisway - it might keep hismind off more
problemeatic matters.

The cultigs forces, which seemed to have been given no use-
ful forewarning by magical means, were reported to be
gathering together, athough Fulbra had not managed to find
out where, or what their plan of campaign waslikely to be.
Méelcarth could not see that it mattered much. Fulbrawould be
on them soon enough, and even if they had contrived to
muster ten thousand fighters they would be crushed. Many of
them would be unintelligent and poorly-armed beastmen;

even the human conscripts would be patheticaly ill-equipped.

Everything was going to plan - and not just to Fulbra's plan,
but to his.

Within amatter of weeks he, Orloc M carth, would be the
ruler of the world: the emperor of theworld, in dl but name.
Sogtenuto would be the capital city of an Imperium that
embraced the whole world, on which the sun never set, and he
would be ableto ride through it in triumph, celebrating his
ascension to absolute power, with Fulbraat hisside. Hehad an
arcraft standing ready, first to carry him to the battlefield -
oncethe crucia victory had been well and truly won - and
then to bring him back with the general by hisside, to estab-
lish himin themind of every manin Kdazendraasaheroin
hisown right, and agrest leader.

Once Gulzacandrawas purged, Mée carth believed, the fugi-
tive covens of Bulzavara, Zendamoraand Y evelkanawould be
isolated and unsupported, easy targets for Ragan Ba berith's
agentsand hirelings - or, more likely the agents and hirdlings

of the more reasonable man who would presently be replacing
Ragan Baberith in the position of Chief Inquisitor.

Mél carth wondered, briefly, whether thetitle of Chief



Inquisitor could be discarded along with its occupant. Perhaps
the notion of a'Chief Inquisitor' had too much of the True
Imperium wrapped up init. Perhapsit demanded - and, aas,
commanded - rather too much respect. The cultists had to be
hunted down, of course, and killed. They weretoo viletolive,
and their magic posed athreat to the worldly Imperium -

Mél carth's Imperium - but the memory and methods of the
True Imperium were alittle too carefully preserved by
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Baberith's Inquisition. Perhgpsit was high time for the entire
ingtitution to be replaced by something more suited to local
circumstances. The way would then be clear for Orloc M carth
to be emperor in nameaswel asin redlity.

It was not the fact that he had not yet conquered
Gulzacandrathat had prevented Me carth from claming that
title before, but rather that it would have caused such offence
to theinner circle of Baberith'sinquisitors, their agents and
their dlies. Given the way inquisitors worked, Me carth could
not be entirely certain how wide that circle was - athough he
was quite sure that its members would certainly regard hisuse
of thetitle asausurpation and a blasphemy, if he did not han-
dle the matter with the utmost delicacy. Even Baberith was
prepared to tolerate the fact that the aborigines had been
encouraged to call the palitica ingtitutions and armed forces at
his disposal ‘the Imperium’, but that was because he till con-
Sdered the worldly Imperium to be nothing morethan a
humble instrument and representative of amuch grander
Imperium: an Imperium that spanned the stars. That Imperium
was, however - at least in Orloc M carth's opinion - nothing
more than a distant memory, quiteirrelevant to theworld ashe
knew it.

Baberith dwaysinssted on referring to the world as

Sigmatus, but M carth preferred to think of it Smply asthe
world - or, even more pleasantly, as hisworld. He was aready
the effective overlord of four-fifths of itsland surface, and the
conquest of Gulzacandrawould deliver the greater part of the
remainder. Therest - conssting of idands covered by impene-
trable jungles, ice or volcanic ash - was not worth having, even
though afew of theidandsin the southern seawere inhabited.
Aborigines were happy enough to scratch out aliving any-
where.

In the distance, as he looked to the west, Melcarth could see
the shell of one of the shipsthat had brought his ancestorsto
Sigmatus. The four that had been stranded when the stars began
to shift again - or when the warpstorms of the Eye of Terror
extended their outer fringesto embraceit again, as Balberith



ingsted on putting it - remained on display outside the four
gates of the city, to remind everyone who passed through those
gates of the proud heritage of their rulers. They were potent
symbols of the awesome power that existed outside the world,
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in the great wilderness of the universe - but Orloc Mdcarth was
adetermined realist, who knew that symbolswere only
symbols, and that real power had to be exercised within the
world, with an immediacy that had to be obviousto anyone
who ever thought to resist it. Once the Inquisition had been
reformed, redesigned in amore subservient role, it would be
timeto begin dismantling the hulls of the ships, reclaming the
va uable meta's bound up therein. It would be easy enough to
turn the symbolsinto scrap, and once that was done the
memory of the True Imperium would continue to fade, until it
findly became no more than amyth.

The Chief Inquisitor ishere, excdlency,’ avoice murmured
from the room behind him. 'He desires....'

'l know what he desires, M carth said, casudly interrupting
the guardsman. 'Please ask him to join me.’

He liked entertaining Baberith on his ba cony, because
Balberith was dightly acrophobic. Heights made him nervous,
and nervousness put pressure on him to cut hisinterference
short. Unfortunately, devotion to imagined duty put pressure
on him too, and that dways encouraged him to extend his
interference to the limit.

And that, no doubt, was why Ragan Ba berith stepped out
boldly onto the high balcony overlooking the capitd city,
despite the quiver of vertigo that must have run from head to
toe as he did so. His bodyguards remained discreetly inside.

Under the gaze of Balberith'sangry eyes, Me carth had to
remind himsdlf that thetitle of Chief Inquisitor was merdly an
echo ofsomeuung at best half-remembered, an imitation of a
very distant origina. Doubtless there had once been redl
inquisitors - men of authentic power and sanctity - but herein
the real world there were only men who pretended to be
inquisitors. men who merely played a being inquisitors, no
matter how eager they might be to root out corruption, nor
how efficient they might bein daughtering the supposedly-cor-
rupt.

Thenewsisexcdlent!" Me carth said, before the other man
had time to speak. 'Our plans are proceeding exactly asthey
should - dl praiseto the Emperor Magnificent.’



'All praiseto the Emperor Magnificent,’ Balberith echoed,
dutifully - although hisflashing eyes declared his awareness
that Melcarth's use of the formulawas tokenigtic. ‘I am told
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that Generd Fulbra has asked for the aircraft. He needsit for
reconnaissance, to examine the enemy'sdispostion - but it is
dill in Kdazendra'

Bdberith had drawn himself up to hisfull height ashe

Spoke, trying to make the most of the one-inch advantage he
had over the governor. Mel carth observed that the inquisitor
had even combed hishair in such away asto make it stand up,
trying to gain an extra quarter-inch that way - but the governor
was not aman to beintimidated by an accident of stature. In
any case, the inquiditor's ascetic habits ensured that he could
not get the full benefit of his exerciseregime, and Mdcarth's
muscles were much more solid.

'Generd Fulbraaways has atendency to overestimate his
needs,' Mdcarth said, smoothly. 'Soldiersrardly see very far
beyond the next battle, and never see beyond awar'send.’

‘But you've taken el aborate steps to ensure that the chain of
refudling sationsisintact, and Fulbrals engineers are under
ordersto clear landing-strips wherever they make camp, in
order that the aircraft can dways get to them within twelve
hours,' Balberith complained. 'Why do that, if the aircraft is not
to be placed at the general's disposa ?

Mél carth wondered whether Baberith might have guessed

the real reason for the careful preparations he had listed -
which was, of course, to allow Orloc Mdcarth to claim the
fullest possible share of Fulbrastriumph. It did not seemto
matter, either way: Mé carth was the only man who could order
it to take off. The aircraft was the most potent example of
Origind Technology |eft to the Imperium of Kaazendra, and
Mél carth had aways been careful to reserveits use entirely to
himsdlf.

The aircraft istoo precious aresource to waste in mere
reconnaissance,’ Melcarth told the inquisitor. 'If it were a mat-
ter of life and death, of course... but it isnot. Our tech-priests
have had to work virtud miraclesto maintain the craft'sair-
worthiness, given the dearth of native resources, and we owe it
to their loyalty and devotion not to squander the rewards of
their endeavours!

That was the way Melcarth had to talk to Ba berith: it wasthe



kind of language the inquisitor understood. M carth
understood that Kaazendra's so-called tech-priests were mere
tinkerers, whose forebears had remembered the prayers and
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ritual s associated with the use of weaponsfar better than they
had remembered the manufacturing skills necessary to
reproduce and maintain them, but Balberith saw things
differently.

'l don't think you fully redlise, excellency, what kind offerees
Generd Fulbramight be up againg,’ Baberith said. Thisisthe
cultists last stand, and the coven-masters must have kept afew
of their best tricksin reserve. Our forces are along way from
home, and it will beimpossibleto reinforce them if they get
into serious difficulties. Worse than that - if they should get

into difficultiesit would undoubtedly affect the morde of our
troopsin the other conquered territories. The cultists may have
been driven underground in the subject states, but they are not
extinct even here. Corruption isfar more widespread than you
seem to believe, and the threst it posesfar moreinsdious. If
our communication-links were to be weakened...'

‘But they aren't being weakened, Ragan,’ Méel carth pointed

out, stressing the name because he knew how much Balberith
hated to be addressed in that manner rather than histitle, espe-
cidly by onewho had the notiond right to do it. '‘Radio
reception has never been better - every message comes through
asclear asabdl, no matter how many relay stationsare
involved. Imagine what it would have been like ten years ago!”

That's because the warpstorm appears to be abating,’
Baberith said. 'But it's something over which we have not the
dightest control. The enemy...

'Have no more control than we have, for dl that they have

been tainted by the warp themsalves. In any case, you've been
exceedingly enthusiagtic to see the stars stand till for aslong as
I've known you. Surely you're delighted that the warpstorm
seemsto be abating.’

'If it dllows usto re-establish contact with the Imperium, it
will be the mogt fortunate thing that has happened on
Sigmatus for two hundred years, but...'

'Would that be local years,” M carth put in mischievoudy, ‘or
Imperid years?

The year defined by Sigmatuss orbit around its sun and the
day defined by its own rotation - thereal year and theredl day,



as Md carth thought of them - were both alittle longer than
the'year' and the 'day’ that had been built into the time-calcu-
lations of hisancestors, which Balberith till ingsted on using
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in assertions about the supposed antiquity of what he thought
of astherea Imperium.

'It doesn't matter/ Balberith said. 'If we can re-establish con-
tact with the Imperium - as everyone should devoutly desire -
then Genera Fulbras exploitswill becomeirrdevant. The
Adeptus Terrawill send more ships, and they will decide what
needs to be done about the taint of the warp that affects
Sigmatus. If they decide that the planet can be safely purged,
and that its resources might then be useful to the Imperium,
they will doubtless have the men and the toolsto do the job. If
the warpstorm recoversits vigour, on the other hand, it will be
up to usto oppose the forces of Chaoswith al our might. We
must consider the possibility that the tide may turn againgt us,
and prepare as best we can for that contingency.'

'Whether the stars will ever stand gtill again or not," Mdcarth
told him, wesarily, ‘we must prepare for the contingency that we
and our children and our children's children will haveto rule
thisworld for centuries, if not millennia. The wegponsand
equipment that our ancestors brought to thisworld are avery
precious resource that must be conserved. We have contrived to
manufacture trucks of our own, and guns of our own, but any-
onewho has ever used them knows how primitive they are by
comparison with those our ancestors brought with them.
Clearly, our tech-priests - good and worshipful men though
they are - have only contrived to retain afew of the rituals and
prayersthat the manufacturers of the True Imperium know. Of
course Generd Fulbrawants meto give him more and better
guns, more and better ammunition, more and better vehicles
and the use of our one and only aircraft. Heésagenerd, and he
hatesto think that anything he might use should be kept in
reserve for future contingencies - but you and | must acknowl-
edge a higher duty, must we not?

Baberith scowled at that, knowing that he was being

mocked. M carth knew full well that the Chief Inquisitor took
the prayers and rituds of the so-called tech-priests entirely seri-
oudy - asdid the great mgjority of the tech-priests, whose
status depended on the mystification of their work.

'l believe that you might be underestimating the enemy,
excdlency, Baberith said, doggedly. 'My psykers-'

Y ou have not an atom of evidence for saying o, M carth



interjected, casudly leaning back on the balcony, revellingin
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hisown lack of anxiety. "Y our inquisitors have done a magnifi-
cent job of suppressing the agents of Chaosin Kadazendraand
the subject civilizations. At every juncture, the magic of these
so-called sorcerers has been defested. We have suffered |osses,
of course, but they have always been acceptable losses. If there
redly is something brewing in the wastelands west of the

Amber Wagte - in addition, of course, to the gathering of a
ragged army - then Operation Probe will tell Fulbrawhat it is,
and Fulbrawill ded withiit.'

It may not be so smple. My psykers-'

'Are as crazed as their counterparts on the other side, espe-
cidly snce you've taken to dosing them with the same drugs.

Y ou worry too much, Ragan. We have dways generated resent-
ment by the harshness with which we have opposed the cults -
athough | cannot pretend to understand why the aborigines
fed so strongly about the children we put down when they
seem quite oblivious of al those murdered by their own wiz-
ards or marred by their vile gods - but we awayswithstood
their attemptsto take vengeance, materid and magicd. History
isonour 9de, asit certainly should be, given that oursisthe
sde of right and justice, the side of the Imperium. We shdl win
thiswar, andwinit glorioudy.’

'If we had more history we might be better served,’ Balberith
retorted, resentfully. His eyeswere fluttering from sideto sde
now, as the mere consciousness of M el carth's position began to
excite hisvertiginousimagination. The problemisthat it isnot
merely the origina artefacts that have been awasting asset
these last two hundred years. The knowledge and wisdom that
our ancestors brought to this world was but afraction of the
wisdom and knowledge of the Imperium. They did not expect
to be stranded here, and did not come prepared to be colonists.
No doubt their efforts were heroic, and they must have done
everything they could to tdll their children everything they
would need to know to fight the Eternal Enemy even onitsown
ground - but we do not know how much we do not know. We
do not know wheat tricks this so-called Cavalon the Great might
have up hisdeeve.

Mélcarth sighed. It was dl true, of course, but it wasdl
irrdlevant. No one could prepare for the unforeseeable: no
generd; no inquisitor; No governor; no emperor, even of the
universe. "'We can only act on what we do know," he said. 'Y es,
itispossblethat dl the defeats our enemies have so far
suffered were accepted in order to lull usinto afase sense of



security. Yes, itispossiblethat the last sorcerer we haveto
digpatch redly ismore powerful than dl therest. Itiseven
possible that he has the power to move the stars or make their
firerain down upon this miserable world, turning every womb-
held embryo into aravening monster that will eet its mother
dive. But dl our experiencetells usthat we are the strong ones:

the ones with the power to rule thisworld. We have the
strength of will and purposeto exterminate al the residua
gansof evil that are gathering together even now in their last
wilderness redoubt. Fulbra does not need my aircraft yet.'

"Y our aircraft? Balberith was quick to pouncein the dip of
the tongue, but the Chief Inquisitor's nerves were at full stretch
now. There was cold sweat on his brow. He was edging back
into the doorway, in spite of the fact that he could not confront
the governor from that position while Mecarth ingsted on
standing Sdeways at his bacony, leaning out into empty space.

Mél carth decided that it was time to score a point, to con-
tinue the arduous process of securing his psychological
ascendancy over hisonly possibleriva for authority over the
world. 'Yes' hesad. 'My aircraft. | am the governor, after al,
sole heir to the authority of the First Governor, the star-born.
Y ou arethe Chief Inquisitor, and the instruments of the
Inquigition are yours. | make no claim upon them and would
not dream of ingtructing you in the delicate arts of torture and
the arcane mysteries of priestly magic. But | am the governor,
and the apparatus of government ismine. Theaircraft ismine.’

'Perhaps,’ Baberith said, through gritted teeth, you think the
wholeworld isyours, save for the monstrous manifestations of
Chaosthat | must dispose of for you.'

Perhaps! Me carth echoed, in the privacy of his own thoughts.
The man hasknown medl my life, and has worked dongside
me for more than twenty years, and still he thinksthat perhaps

| think the whole world ismine. So greet ishisreverence for the
Imperium of the gars - the Imperium from which we have not
heard awhisper since my great-great-grandfather was born -
that he can barely imagine the temerity of amind that could
leaveit out of its cdculations of ambition.

Aloud, he said: We are human, Ragan, and part of the
Imperium of Mankind. Even the aborigines, who were here
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before the Imperium existed, are humans of asort, however

miserable that sort may be - and that meansthat they too are
part of the Imperium of Mankind, even though they do not



know it and are dirdly reluctant to be persuaded. It isour duty
to save them from their ignorance, and to raisethem to the
samelevd of awareness of virtue, necessity and love of the
Emperor that we possess. Whatever | must do to secure that
am, | will do, and | expect no less of you.'

Bdberith had to know that Melcarth wasinsincere, but the
governor knew that the Chief Inquisitor did not have the
strength of will to quibble over such subtletiesin astuation
likethis. Balberith continued backing away into the room,
making strangled noises that were presumably supposed to
indicate rel uctant agreement with everything the governor had
sad.

If I haveto live on this damned ba cony till the campaignis
over, Mdcarth thought, I'll doit. I'm too close now to let
Baberith get in my way - and once thisfamous sorcerer isas
dead asdl theredt, the Inquisition will havelogt its most pre-
cious asset. With no bugbears |looming over them, the rank and
filewill soon losedl respect for those who pretend to be our
last and best protection against destruction by the forces of
evil.

It was acomforting thought.

When Balberith and his bodyguards were safely out of the

way, Orloc Melcarth condescended to return to his desk and sit
down, ready to receive more obsequious visitors - or, if none
came, to attend to the routine business of government.

There was dways routine business: papers to read, budgetsto
approve, and ordersto sign. It was even more dangerous to del-
egate too much than to delegate too little. A ruler had to be
seento rule, especidly by hisimmediate subordinates. If any
one of those subordinates ever got theideathat he could do

the job as easily as his magter, he would immediately ceaseto
be a subordinate and would become athreat instead. A good
ruler had to be always busy, dways attentive, ways interested,
awayson top.

And while there was only one origina aircraft intheworld,
it had to be his.

Within thirty minutes of his stting down, however - loca
minutes, not Imperid ones- Mdcarth wasinterrupted by
Kerforo, one of hisbest spies, bearing an urgent message. It
redlly was an urgent message, too, unlike many of those his
spies brought him out of anxiety that they might be thought to
be falling down on the job.

'One of Balberith's psykers clamsto have made contact with



an Imperid warflegt,” Kerforo reported. ‘Baberith will have the
news by the day'send.’

‘What kind of contact? Me carth wanted to know.
'Only dreaming, so far,’ the spy told him.

The'so far' was probably an attempt to exaggerate the impor-
tance of the news, but Me carth wasn't such afool asto ignore
itsimplication. Baberith's psykers were optimists of exactly the
same dripe asthe Chief Inquisitor, and their optimism was
aways proneto pollute their dreams. It wouldn't be the first
time that a psyker had thought that he had sensed the nearness
of Imperia forces when he had only been dreaming hope-
fully. .. but radio reception was coming in as clear asabell, and
the stars seemed to become quieter in the sky with every night
that passed. If the warpstorm were to die down, and Balberith's
psykers were actually to obtain some authentic telepathic intel-
ligence of the Imperium of Mankind, it might only be amaiter
of time before they got a message out... and then everything

redly might change.

'Wéll,' said M carth, pensively, 'l| suppose everyoneis enti-
tled to a pleasant dream now and again. Just keep your ear to
the ground, for now - but if the psyker makes any significant
progress, you'd better make sure that it comes to an abrupt
stop.'

That won't be easy,’ Kerforo was quick to say. '‘Balberith's
organization istoo tight. We don't have ready accessto the cells
- and anyone who broke cover would never get out dive.'

The subtext of what the spy was saying was that he wasthe
only person who had a reasonable chance to dispose of the
inconvenient psyker, but that he probably wouldn't get away
with it - and that his cgpture would deprive M carth of his
most useful pawn in Baberith's camp. Mée carth dso had to
bear in mind the fact that Kerforo was terrified of psykers, and
hated being anywhere near them even when ordered to keep an
eye on them. Everybody hated psykers - even Balberith's
priestly dlies, who were obliged to keep them company when
they were exercisng their power.

'Arrange an accident,” Me carth said, coldly. 'Y ou're an inge-
nious man.'

There might be apossibility of food-poisoning,’ the spy sug-
gested, tentatively.

'Not reliable enough,” Mélcarth told him. 'What'sworsg, it's
sad that partia poisoning sometimes stimulates psyker
power. A broken neck would be better. Even psykers use the



gairs. If he doesn't get ambitious, though, you can leave him
aone. We might need Ba berith's psykersif Fulbraredly does
run into trouble taking out this so-caled Gavaon the Grest -
and if hedoesn't, | dare say well be able find usesfor them
once the Inquisition has been reformed in the wake of the
Find Victory.'

Kerforo smiled, but there was neither joy nor humour in the
expression. 'l dare say we shdl,' he said, unenthusiagticaly. As
he got up to go, he added: 'All praise to the Emperor
Magnificent.' He didn't go so far asto wink hiseye, but

Mél carth caught theirony.

'All praiseto the Emperor Magnificent, the governor echoed,
dutifully, 'and death to dl hisenemies!’

The words sounded good in the mouth of aredist, he
thought. And if dl went well, they would sound even better in
timesto come.

HVE

HYCILLA LED DATHAN directly towards the setting sun, which
grew redder in colour asit approached the flat horizon. It

seemed to grow in Size asit touched the rim of the plain, and
itsface was no longer so bright that it was impossible to look

at it for more than afraction of a second.

It was possible to see, now that the sun's face was neither

gl nor featurel ess, that the entire sphere was perpetudly tur-
bulent, seething like acauldron. Asthe colour of the sky
darkened from soft violet to deep purple it too began to reved
the movementsthat were ordinarily cloaked by brilliance.
Even though the stars had hardly begun to shine, the sky
began to shimmer like the surface of an aily pool.

The entire- universe was restless, Dathan thought. That was
the truth of the matter. It surely could not be aive, any more
than the wind-stirred air or the desert sasnds were dive, but
neither wasit quiet. It could no more settleinto silence and
stillness than a baby racked by hunger and fear. Perhapsthe
sars themsalves had their hungers, and the void between
themitsfears.

We should stop to rest," he said to Hycilla, when he saw that
she was utterly exhausted - but she would not listen. The
strangeness that intimidated people had taken hold of her,
and even Dathan felt unease stirring the depths of hisbeing.

'If we stop herewell never get up agair/ Hycillasaid,
brusguely. "We need to keep going while the light lasts. We



need to reach Elvenor, if we can, to find shdter - and if we
can't, we mus find water.'

That was far more easily said than done. The plain was not
adesert like the Amber Waste: grasses grew herein profusion,
and bushes of many different sorts, but the rainfall was spo-
radic and thiswas the dry season. There were herds of wild
horses and pigsin the wastelands - although Pater Satana had
told them that there had been no such cresturesin theworld
before the first humans came - aswell as ghazals and lox-
odonts, but they were few and far between. The village men
often mounted hunting expeditionsin the autumn, and the
game they sought was just about abundant enough to ensure
that they rarely came home empty-handed, but as Dathan
scanned the terrain laid out before him he could not seeasin-
gleanimd of any kind. There must be water-holes somewhere,
and common sense suggested that they ought to reved them-
selves by imparting alusher complexion to the surrounding
vegetation, but the plain's colours made amockery of the
other meaning of theword 'plain’. They werefar too confusing
to permit easy discrimination.

The further Dathan and Hycillahad come from the burning
forest, the more confusing the plant-life had become. The
fields planted by the villagers were green, and so were most of
the plantsthat grew wild in their vicinity. Judeye trees - which
had been in the world long before the first humans came, a
thousand generations ago - were not so very different from
the treesthat grew in the neighbouring orchards. Dathan
realised now, though, that the village might have been built
where it was precisely because the location seemed uncom-
monly hospitable, and that the plain acrosswhich he had
Hycillawere now trudging was devoid of permanent human
habitation precisely because it was not. Here, there was as
much red and purple foliage as green, and agood deal of
ochreous yellow.

The fruits on the bushes - which seemed so tempting to
Dathan, because he was hungry aswell as desperatdly thirsty,
even though they werefar past ripeness and shrivelling on the
bough - were white and red and black and glorious sky-pur-
ple. He had been taught to avoid them, not so much because
amog al of them were bitter and afew frankly poisonous,
but because hardly any of them had much nutritiona vaueto
human beings. Some cautionary folktales of his peopletold of
children logt on the plain who filled their somachstime and
time again with tempting produce, and starved to death even
with their bellies crammed. Ghazals and loxodonts - not to
mention countless smaler creatures - grew fit and fat on such
produce, but the horses and pigs that had escaped human con-
trol in the distant past had to be more discriminating.



Even s0, Dathan thought, the fact that some animals could
live out here proved that humans could too, if they could only
develop smilar powers of discrimination.

Themog striking thing of al about the vegetation of the
plain was not so much its colour asitsvariety. It was not
uncommon to see bushes which supported leaves of adozen
different shapes, and flowers of a dozen different conforma-
tions.

The cropsthe villagers grew were stubborn in that regard;

each one clung to asingle basic pattern. With only afew
exceptions, the plants that had devel oped here enjoyed a
remarkable freedom of expression, within and between gener-
ations. They seemed far more susceptible to disease,
deformation and death, but they compensated for that sensi-
tivity with exuberance.

'We could pick fruits and crush them, then throw away the
pulp and drink the moisture,” Dathan suggested, asthe last
thin dice of the sun's disk dipped out of sight and left them to
twilight.

The western horizon wasflat, save for aragged semicircular
shadow just to the south of the point at which the sun had
gone down. The shape was suggestive of an artificia structure,
but there seemed to be vegetation of some sort growing on top
of it, so it was probably just an oddly-shaped hill.

We need water far purer than that,' Hycillatold him, after a
few moments thought. 'Even if there were no poisonsdis-
solved in it, there'd be other substances, which our bodies
would haveto excrete. It would be like drinking seawater.'

Dathan wondered how she could possibly know this. She
wasnt talking like avillage child any more; shewastaking like
someone Co whom secrets had been revealed by some mysteri-
ousinner process. Like Dathan, Hydllahad never seen the sea,
and probably never would, so how did she know what drink-
ing seawater would be like, and why was she using aword like
excrete? Everyone liked to hear stories of piracy and adventures
infar-flung lands, of course, and of desperate castaways
marooned on desert ides, but Hycilla seemed to be speaking
with an authority derived from avery different source.

Dathan was beginning to understand why people some-

timestook a step back when Hycillawaslike this - and he had
never known her be like thisfor so long. Would she ever return
to her true self, he wondered, or had she been changed forever



by thearriva of the Imperium?

'Well never find pure water,' Dathan said, bleskly. He
wished that he had not breathed in so much smoke when the
judeye forest caught fire. Surely hewould not fed asthirsty as
hedid if histhroat had not been scorched.

'Yeswewill," Hycillatold him, as she marched relentlesdy
towards the place where the sun had disappeared.

What's the point, anyway? Dathan demanded. 'Everyone
we ever knew is dead, and our homeis gone. Where are we
going? Whereisthereto go?

Thereésan army out here somewhere,' shetold him. '‘An
army gathered to fight the invaders.'

'Pity they weren't inthevillage,' Dathan said, hoarsely. They
could have fought them today,'

'| doubt that thiswas the only place where the soldiers

crossed the wastelands. Most travellers avoid the Amber Waste.
Even if they have camules, they usudly go thelong way round

to the north or the even longer way to the south. These men

had trucks that could move much faster than acamuletrain,

but we were unlucky even so.’

‘Unlucky! We're supposed to be the ones with magic on our
side. We have sorcerers and wise-dreamers, and they don't.
Why weren't we warned?

It wasn't intended to be a persond attack, but Hycilla could
hardly help but takeit persondly. She wasthe village's most
favoured child, said by Pater Sdtanato have been touched by
thetrue god,

'l see so much inmy dreams,’ she said, flatly, 'but none of it
clearly. Even the grestest sorcerer intheworld can belost in
confusion, or betrayed by illuson.’ Dathan knew that she was
quoting Pater Sdltana.

'So much for the gift of further sght/ Dathan muttered, 'or
the honesty of thetrue god.’

'Y oure wrong to mock," Hycillatold him, ‘and foolish to
blaspheme.’ Her voice was oddly intense. She wasn't quoting
Pater Saltanaany longer, but Dathan had the impression that
her words weren't her own - at least, not entirely.

The reason the wisest dreams are so confused,’ Hycillawent
on, 'isthat the future isnot yet made. It exists, at present, asa



near-infinite set of possbilities, whose likelihood changes

with every second that ticks away. The mere fact of looking
into that sea of possbilities affectsthe likelihood, so every-
thing we glimpse changes as we try to focus on it, because
we've glimpsed it, and because were trying to focus oniit. If we
saw it any other way, the god which grants us sight would be

lying.

Dathan decided that he had liked Hycilla better when she
wasjug agirl, untouched by any outsideforce. It was only to
be expected that wise-dreamers would become wiser, but this
was definitdy scary.

Y ou might think that my talent istoo uncertain to be use-

ful,' she continued, asif she were dill trying, wonderingly, to
make sense of what she were saying, 'but imagine the dterna:
tive. Imagine looking into the future and seeing it dl mapped
out, fixed and definite, perfectly ordered and undterable.
What benefit could we gain from such insght asthat? It would
only tell usthat we were utterly helplessto change anything,
utterly impotent to make anything of ourselves other than
what's aready made.'

Aren't we? Dathan thought - but Hycillawas ost in her own
private wilderness, and wouldn't have heard him if he had
spoken the words aoud.

It would tell usthat we're machines,’ Hycillasaid, with an

odd edge to her voice which suggested that she was beginning
to frighten hersdlf, ‘or puppets, acting out aritual we can nei-
ther change nor understand. What kind of mind could such a
seer have? What kind of thoughts and fedlings could she have?
Her experience would be pure horror, a sensation of absolute
and inescapable entrgpment. That's what the enemy want to
make of the future, Dathan, and of the whole of existence.
They want to bring order to the world. Well, I'm glad that
when | dreasm wisdly, | see confusion. If | couldn't see confu-
son, | wouldn't be free and | wouldn't be human, and the god
whose gift | bear would be the most monstrous tyrant imagin-
able’

Shedidn't sound at al glad. She sounded asif shefet that

she ought to be, but couldn't quite find the courage. In her

own way, Dathan thought, she must be as frightened ashe was
- but the fact that her way was so different from his was fright-
eninginitAf.

So much, Dathan thought, for being free. So much for being
humen.

Asdusk fell, though, they found their guide. While the sun



shonethey had seen birds of severa kindsfluttering about the
branches of the bushes or darting from one to another, but
now the dark was gathering the birds were gathering too, into
unexpectedly huge flocks which took to the air en masse,
whedling thisway and that asthey piped their various cdls,
and then set off for their roodts.

There!l' said Hycilla, her finger following the direction taken
by one of the flocks, someway to the north of their westward
course. That'swherewell find water. It's out of our way, but |
don't think we can reach Elvenor tonight - we'd do better to
make the detour.’

‘Let'shopeit'snot far,’ Dathan said - but he swiftly realised
that if the water had been too far distant they would not have
been able to see the birds descend. He and Hycillaactually
contrived to increase their pace, in spite of their fatigue, as
urgency spurred them on.

Asthe night became absol ute the two fugitives arrived at the
rim of a saucer-shaped depression. In the middle of the
depression was apool surrounded by rushes and chimerical
flowering plants. They were far stranger than any that Dathan
had ever seen before.

There was asaying in the village which bade children beware
of the gardens of god. Its meaning had never been clear to
Dathan, but as soon as he saw this bizarre array of flowers he
thought he understood what kind of garden the god of
Gulzacandramight maintain. Alas, he could not exercise due
caution. The need to drink overrode dl other considerations.
Heforced hisway through aclump of rushes and threw him-
self down on the edge of the open water, scooping up hand-
fulsandfilling hisavid mouth.

All around him, the birds were chattering - but even ashe
drank their conversation ceased.

When he had had enough, he made no attempt to get up,
but smply rolled on to his back and |ooked upwards at the

y.

The starswere out in force now, asrestless as ever. They were
shifting thisway and that, gpparently at random, changing
colour very dightly asthe quality of therr light altered.

Dathan wondered whether they were as restless now asthey
had been when hewas alittle child. Everyone said that they
were becoming quieter - that throughout his lifetime they had
been growing steedily lessirritable - but Dathan could not
tell. He could not remember atime when the movement of



the stars had been noticeably more vigorous. Wasit possible,
he wondered, that it was only anxiety that made hiselders
think that the stars might be settling down?

The last time the stars had stood till, it was said, the
Imperium had fallen out of the sky: adire punishment meted
out to the world. Were they to stand till again, it was said,
then the Imperium would come again. Today, of course, the
Imperium had come - but when Pater Sdltanawas at his scari-
est he would sometimes spesk of an Imperium beyond the
world's Imperium: a True Imperium, vaster than anyone

could imagine. The world's Imperium could be fought, Pater
Sdltana had dways assured them - dthough Dathan was no
longer ableto believeit - but the True Imperium wasirre-
sdtible. If thegod of Gulzacandrawere ever displeased with
the prayers and sacrifices offered by his people, Pater Saltana
had prophesied, while his eyes had grown sulphurous and
terrible, then the god would merely rest his hand, the stars
would stand till in the heavens and desth would rain down
from the sky.

According to Pater Sdtana, in hisquieter and gentler

moments, the stars did not really move at al, any more than

the sun moved around the world. The sun only appeared to
move across the sky because the world was turning, and the
stars only appeared to be restless because the world wasin the
grip of acuriouskind of storm: a storm whose winds stirred

the fundamentd fabric of space, making wavesin the void.
Even s0, death could descend from the sky like a storm of

hail, if the people of Gulzacandrawere ungenerousin their
sacrifices and unenthusiagtic in their prayers.

All three moons had risen now, and al of them werefull.
Dathan had seen dl three of them full at the sametime on two
previous occasions, but they had been far more widdy dis-
tributed about the sky. He did not think that he had ever seen
them so close together, even as crescents. By the time they
reached their zenith, he judged, they would be even closer,
arranged in atight triangle whose sides were of equa length.

'Dathan!" Hycilla screamed, so loudly that he sat bolt upright.
It was aswell that he did. He heard the sound of jaws snap-
ping shut, so closethat alittle gust of foul breath stirred the
hairsin the back of his neck.

Dathan didn't waste time looking around. He dived away
from the poolside, sprawling among the rushes.

By thetime he did turn round there was nothing to be seen
on the pool's surface but avast circle of spreading ripples.



Hycillas slhouette loomed above him, blotting out afew of
the stars. He couldn't see the hand that she was extending to
him, but he knew it was there. Hetook it, and Hycilla hel ped
him up. There was something in her touch that made him
quiver, but he was grateful nevertheless.

What wasit? he asked.

‘Nothing | have anamefor,' shetold him. ‘It had along neck
and ahead like a snake's, but it seemed to have abig body sub-
merged below the surface. | don't think it will come out of the
water, and it'l probably move duggishly if it does, but wed
better leave awide margin just in case’

Dathan was glad to observe that Hycilla sounded more like
hersalf now. Therésaplace forty or fifty pacesthat way where
we can lie down,' she added. The ground's not bare, but the
grassisn't too tall or spiky, and we can make mattresses of a
sort by cutting rushes. Y ou have aknife, | suppose?

‘Only alittle one,’ Dathan told her, remembering how
dreadfully inadequate it had seemed when he had needed a
weapon. It proved, however, to be quite adequate to the task
of cutting rushes, once he had broken therigid stems.

'We should eat something,’ Dathan told Hycilla, when they
had made amakeshift bed on whichtolie. 'Evenif itisn't redl
food, it'll stop usfeding hungry.’

'No/ she said. Therisk'stoo great. Well find something
tomorrow, when were on the move again.' She knew the vil-
lage saying aswdll as he did, and she must have jumped to the
same conclusion about the nature of this place as he had. She
was supposed to be afavourite of the true god, but even she
didn't dareto eat the fruit of his garden.

Dathan was sure that his hunger would keep him awake,

and not at al sure that he wanted to deep, given that the pool
was bound to attract predators from the plain aswell asthose
that already lurked benesth its placid surface. He had under-
estimated the extent of his exhaustion though; amaost as soon
ashelad hishead down, hefdl into ashdlow deep asrest-
lessasthe stars and full of inconvenient dreams.

Dathan had never shown the dightest Sgn of magicd abil-

ity. Like every other village child, he had dutifully reported his
dreamsto Pater Satanaamost as soon as he learned to speak,
and he still remembered how disappointed he had been to

have them rgjected asitems of little interest. Hycilla's reported
dreams had not sounded any different to his untutored ear,

and he had been jeal ous when Pater Saltana began taking a



gredter interest in them.

Now, Dathan dreamed of shipsin space: ships shaped like
detached fingers, or fabulous eyebals, or chicken-bones, but
made of polished metal. He dreamed of whole flocks of ships,
whesdling thisway and that in unison, shooting forth fire thet
burned whole worlds and sent spears of lightning into the
hearts of the gods themsealves - but he knew dl the while that
this could not be wise-dreaming. It was only afroth of imagi-
nation born of horror, fed by fear, and made grotesque by the
feverish heat of hisblood.

Hycillawas even more restless than he, and Dathan was very
conscious of the fact that she never fell till beside him. She
was aways turning from one side to the other, drawing her
knees up to her belly at one moment and stretching her legsas
straight as she could at the next. She was muttering too,
athough he could not make out what she was saying to her-
sdf - and the intermittent murmur wove itsdlf into Dathan's
own dreams as the voice of some hidden companion who was
desperate to be understood but could not communicate its
warnings. The voice became ever more frudtrated asthe failure
continued. Dathan knew thet it was not realy Hycillasvoice.
It was the voice that had merged with hers when she made her
long speech about wise-dreaming: the voice of something
drange and scary.

Dathan wasn't at all surethat he wanted to listen to that
voice, whether Hycillawere awvake or adeep, but he couldn't
sop himsdlf.

Eventually, Dathan began to think that he could make sense

of at least afew of the words whispered into his ear, but even
when he cameto that conclusion he couldn't decide whether

it was the voice itsdlf that was becoming clearer or whether his
own dream wasimposing akind of clarity uponit.

Alas, much of what he discerned seemed to consist of the
names of people and things, some of which werefamiliar and
some of which were not.

Gavaon was the name most frequently repeated; that one
he knew.

Another, dmogt as frequent, seemed to be Sathorad!; that
one he had never heard before. Kanak he knew, Fulbra he did
not, nor Ecclesiarchy. Nor ork, nor Astronomican.

The one name he did not hear, no matter how hard he tried,
was Dathan.



In the end, athough the murmurous voice never died

away, Dathan's attention was distracted by something far
more disturbing: agreat red-rimmed eye that seemed tofill
hisfield of dream-vision, asif it werethe eye of the sky
itsdlf. Theiris of theeyewasathin rim of pink around a
huge black hole, which poured forth akind of light like one
that Dathan had never seen with hiswaking eyes: light
which withered everything it touched; thelight of instanta-
neous decay.

That light seemed to be everywhere, the glare of the eye
unavoidable,

'No matter how much confusion you see when you dream,’
his dream-sdif told Hycilla- dthough she was not present in
his dream as alistener - 'you cannot ever be free, and no mat-
ter what aspects of the future remain unmade and uncertain,
the ultimate fate of everything isflegting decay and absolute
annihilation. Nothing endures and nothing can, and no mat-

ter what power the Imperium of Mankind may obtain and use,
itisdoomed to fal gpart and vanish within asingle moment

in the greet forever of Universd Time.!'

He knew, though, thet it was only afoolish dream. Dathan
had never been touched, so far as he knew, by the god of his
people. He had neither wisdom nor magic of hisown, and he
could not reasonably expect that Hycilla's whispering voice
might transform the essence of his soul, no matter how much
heloved her.

SX

THE PLACE APPOINTED for the summoning was the crest of acuri-
ous semi-circular hill, which seemed very obvioudy out of

placein the plain that formed the heartland of Gulzacandra.

Gavalon assumed that it was, in fact, ahuge circular object

that had tumbled out of the sky in the distant past and embed-

ded itsdlf hafway into the continental bedrock.

Most meteors, Gavalon knew, exploded on impact with the
ground if they had not aready been evaporated by the friction
of their passage through the atmosphere, but this one had
merely had its outer and softer layers stripped away, leaving a
dense metalic core so fiercely magnetic that it made com-
passes mideading for two hundred milesin every direction -
afact which, he hoped, was till unknown to theinvading
forces.

In spite of its awkward shape and texture, the protruding

part of the star-shot had been covered in due course by native
vegetation. Nothing could take root in the hill itsdlf, but great
creepers rooted deep in the surrounding soil had extended



their branches over it, and the dead wood around the living
heart had become a soil-substitute in which many other
gpecies could take root. Asthe leaves of thefolding creepers
died and rotted into the nooks and crannies of the wooden
crown their litter provided further nourishment to parasitic
and sgprophytic plants - which provided food in their turn to
arich variety of lizards, snakes and giant centipedes, dl of
which were venomous to unprotected humans.

The crown of the hill was one of the true god's most private
gardens, and had it not been for the fact that Gavalon had
extended his own magica immunity to hisretinue of beast-
men - and, of course, to the Vessd - they would never have
been able to reach the place where the ritual wasto be con-
ducted. Had the numerous preparatory sacrifices not been
required well in advance, it would have been avery awkward
task bringing the victimsto the dtar in afit condition to be
murdered, but the all-wise and ever-patient Changer of the
Wayswas aways prepared to hold spilled blood to the credit
of his agents, so that they might store up power for important
rites. It was even rumoured that he paid interest on such
accounts, and that ten gallons of blood leeched by clever tor-
ture amonth in advance of its magica deployment would

have the power of eleven by the time the design of the spell
was completed.

This spell was not only the most intricate that Gavaon had
ever atempted, but the most intricate that any sorcerer had
attempted since humansfirg arrived on the world that the
Imperium'’s star-maps had called Sigmatus. Cavalon had been
working on the spell - gradually divining its shape and pur-
pose aswell as making the necessary preparationsfor the final
ritua - for seven long years. He strongly suspected that from
the viewpoint of the god he served the seven yearsin question
had been merdly the final phase of amuch longer process.

Toagod, of course, seven years was amere eyeblink, and
even two hundred years was little more than amoment.
Cavdon suspected that the roots which theritual had within
the mysterious otherworld of the warp went back at least asfar
asthebrief interva of spatid cam that had alowed the
Imperid shipsto land, and perhaps much further. He could

not help wondering whether everything that had happened
sncethose ships arrived might, in some fashion inconceivable
to merely human beings, have been part of one of the leg-
endary schemes of the Changer of the Ways. He could not help
wondering, too, whether the sorcerer gppointed to bring that
schemeto itsclimax might be destined for better thingsthan

to remain merdly human.

After dl, Gavaon thought, if amiserable wretch likethe



Vessd could be transformed into a powerful daemon - albeit
at the cost of the utter annihilation of hisown persondity -
why should a steadfastly loyd sorcerer of no mean ability not
be elevated at least to petty daemonhood?

Ohto bealLord of Change!
What an ecdtatic existence that must bel

The night was well advanced by the time the party reached
the summit, but the stars were bright and the three moons
weredl full. Themoonsweredl closeto their zenith now,
arranged in an equilaterd triangle - anarrow conjunction
which would not occur again for three hundred and twenty-
seven years. Thislight was more than adequate to illuminate
theritual, in spite of the resdua unsteadiness of the unusu-
dly quiet warpstorm.

The Vesse had to be stripped naked and laid out within the
cup of avast golden flower, whose pollen-bearing anthers
obligingly made room for him, and then began to caresshim

gertly.

Nimian, das, had to be conscious throughout - and being
the imbecile that he was, he could not help giggling alittle as
the antherstickled him. Mercifully, he wasfar too terrified to

try to say anything.

The beastmen took their places with the calm obedience
expected of somnambulists. Gavalon had not had to waste any
of hisown energy in hypnotising them; the scent of the night-
blooming flowers had delivered them smoothly into atrance
while they climbed the side of the natural dome. Cavalon was
free, therefore, to concentrate al his attention on the words of
the incantation and the accompanying gestures.

Intruth, this component of the spell was not as difficult as
others he had worked to much lesser effect - or so it seemed
when he struck his opening pose and began to chant.

Cavdon held adagger with awavy bladein hisright hand
and alighted torch in hisleft, both of which would haveto be
introduced to hisflesh at the appointed moments. He was no
stranger to congtructive salf-mutilation, and it would not be
thefirst timethat he had put out an eye or cut off adesignated
appendage. Provided that one had faith, and the favour of
onesdivine master, such excisonsrarely hurt as much asone
might expect, and the damage was aways repaired, after a
fashion. Indeed, histwice-regrown left eye saw far more, and
far more keenly, than the one he had been bom with, even if

it was by far the uglier of the now ill-matched pair.



At least it wastheright eye that he had to bum out thistime,

30 there was adim chance that he would end up with two that
were not so congpicuoudy unalike. Asfor the other appendage
he had to remove - well, that had never been part of apair and
it was so rarely on public view that it hardly mattered how
bizarrdly digtorted it was or how strangely complicated its
inbuilt sprinkler had become. It still remained perfectly ser-
viceable as an indrument of ravishment, and might even be
consdered to be al the more effective for its thorniness.

When the appropriate points of the ritua arrived, therefore,
Gavaon the Great did not hesitate or tremble. Nor did he
begrudge the god he was proud to serve the last and least of
the many sacrifices he had offered in pursuit of this particular
end.

The pain of his newly-incandescent eyewasalittle worse
than usud, but that discomfort had to be offset against the
remarkable changes of colour that the torchlight underwent
while consuming it, which hisleft eye found quite beautiful.

The other cut hardly hurt at dl asthe razor-keen serpentine
blade diced through old scar-tissue, and the blood which
fountained from the liberated veins was so thick and rich that
it reflected the sarlight wonderfully.

It would have been pleasant to be able to mutilate the flesh

of the Vessd too, but that was not Gavalon's prerogative. As
the syllables of therite spilled out into the quiet night, the
petas of the golden flower folded about the boy, drawing him
into akind of womb - awomb from which he was destined to
be very soon reborn, the gestation of the spell having dready
cometo the brink of itsfull term.

Even before the incantation was complete, Gavaon fdt his
right eye grow again within his head, and felt Sght return toiit.
As helooked up into the glorious sky, he knew that thiswas
an eyethat would see far more, and far more keenly, than its
twice-renewed counterpart.

Hefét his other wound turn to scar-tissue too, and felt the
scab swell with awesome pride asit was rough-hewn into a
tumour, and then into something for which even the secret
language of sorcery had no ready-made name.

Ohtobealord of Change! he thought. Oh to be a master
of metamorphos's, defiant of common decay! What blissitis
to serve the true god, and to be free!

Heknew in his heart, of course, that hewasnot freeat dl -



that hewas, inthefinal andyss, no lessadaveto fate and for-
tune than the Vessdl or the stupidest of beastmen - but he was
convinced that those who willingly accepted davery, and
chosetheir magters very carefully, were asfortunate as any
merely human being ever could be. And he was convinced,
too, that hiswas the only course that could ever lead aman to
adegtiny that was more than merely human.

When the penultimate phase of the incantation ended

Gavaon paused, letting aminute's reverent silence elgpse -
and he looked eagerly at the tightly-closed flower, agog to see
what manner of being would be reborn therefrom. Then he
spoke the find word, and brought the spell to its conclusion.

Thefind word and ultimate purpose of theritua was.
Sathoradl.
Gavaon felt the rock benesth hisfeet vibrate very dightly.

Even through the thick detritus of many generations of
creepers and al the secondary growth that the creepers had
facilitated, Cavalon could see that the huge sphere had begun
to glow. Whilethe vibration increased, until it resembled a
heartbest, the glow brightened from vermilion to crimson to
vivid scarlet, and findly to alividly luminous shocking pink.

Cavalon redlised that the half-buried star-shot was some

kind of egg, and that the folded flower was more akinto a
birth-cana than awomb. That which was being seeded in the
Vessd's body was far too great athing to be long contained in
any sructure of flesh, no matter what kind of metamorphosis
it could achieve.

The petals of the flower began to unfold, pedling back with
stately downessto display their cargo.

Gavalon had to suppress apang of disappointment to which

he knew he was not entitled. Nimian had been laid down
within the flower and Nimian was dill there, so languidly
extended that he might have been sent to deep by boredom. His
flesh seemed fresher, to be sure, but it wasjust aspaeasit had
been before, an egg-shell white unburnished by the sun.

When the Vessdl began to Sit up, his movements seemed

more supple, but hislimbs were as scrawny as ever. It was not
until he opened his eyes and met Cavadon'sinquidtive Sare

that Nimian gave the dightest indication of being something
more than human.

Nimian had never dared to meet Gavdon'sintimidating
eyes before, but he looked into them frankly now. Hisown



eyes had become pools of shadow, quite devoid of irisor
white

‘Gavaon? he said, curioudy wrapping histongue around
the syllables, asif uncertain of their exact Sgnificance- or if
determined to savour the gift of speech.

"Y our humble servant,' said Gavaon, insncerdly. Given that
the daemon-to-be was still wearing Nimian's body, the words
sounded dightly absurd aswell asindecent, but propriety had
to be maintained. Even if he were till addressng Nimian, the
Fina Sacrifice, and not Sathoradl, the Instrument of
Vengeance, he had to be polite. It was dightly galling to think
that this stupid boy had suffered o little by comparison with
hisfellow sacrifices, or even by comparison with Gavalon him-
sdf, but the sorcerer knew that hisfaint resentment was
probably undue and certainly ought not to be voiced.

'Fed strange,’ the boy said. 'Not mysalf.’

That worried Gavaon. It was obvioudy Nimian who was
gpesking, his soul by no meansfully obliterated. Was that
because the soul in question was fated to be devoured dowly,
so that it might savoured like any other experience of the
flesh? Or wasit possible... could it possibly be... that some-
thing had gone wrong? Had the ritua been imperfect? Was
Nimian's metamorphoss going awry?

No, Gavalon decided. Thiswastheway it was supposed to
happen: dowly, languoroudy, indulgently. It had to be. The
dternative was unthinkable.

‘Better,’ the Vessd said, after amoment's pause. 'Feel better.
But not mysdif.

'‘Understandable, lord,' said Gavalon. 'Such atransformation
must be difficult, even for a daemon-to-be.’

Nimian giggled at that. 'Lord!" he repeated, wonderingly.
'Y ou called melord! Gavaon the Great called melord!”

It was unthinkable, Gavaon reminded himsdf, firmly, that
anything could possibly have gone wrong. Thismust be seen
asatest of his patience. However much of the boy remained
within the Vessd, the eyes reveded the truth. The eyes were the
windows of the soul, and there was nothing in them now but
avoid impenetrable even to Gava on's augmented sight: the

void of thewarp itsdf.

'Y our army awaits, lord,' Gavalon said, patiently. The enemy
has aready crossed the wastelands, faster than we anticipated,



and the fina battle will not belong delayed. It istimeto show
these bastard children of the Imperium whose world thisis,
and awayswill be!

'Army? repeated the boy, still making the most of every syl-
lable.'Do | need an army?

Did the daemon-to-be redlly need an army? Gavalon won-
dered. Perhaps not. On the other hand, given that he had
goneto such painsto provide the daemon with an army, it
would surely be dightly churlish of the daemon and the
Changer of the Waysto spurn its services. Was there not to be
awar of vengeance? Were the Imperid soldiersto be alowed
to put Gulzacandrato the sword without the Gulzacandrans
having the opportunity to retdiate? The dead of Culzacandra
were sacrifices of asort, of course, whose deaths would there-
fore be pleasing to the god for whom they died - but surely

the god would not et too many of hisworshippers perish,
especialy while they included such worthy championsas
Gavaon the Gresat. Was not the daemon-to-be hereto turn
the tide of battle? Should the daemon not be eager to review
histroops?

Cavaon was acutely conscious of the fact that he did not

know the answersto any of these questions. He had spent three
long years divining the sequence of the spdll and the pattern of
itsrituas, but he had never been shown the climax of the god's
plan. The smple and deeply embarrassing fact wasthat he did
not know exactly what the daemon-to-be had come to do, or
how, or to what extent it would dleviate the peril in which the
faithful of Gulzacandra presently stood. He had made the best
guesses he could, but they were only guesses.

'‘Anamy isavery useful thing, lord," Gavalon pointed out,
anxioudy. Thereisnothing quite o adept at spilling enemy
blood as an army. And there must be bloodshed, must there
not? The Imperium must be made to bleed, and suffer,
profusdly.’

'Don't know,' said the boy - which was, Gavalon reflected,
quite the most disturbing thing he could have said.

Gavdon could not imagine that Sathoradl would ever have
said such athing as'Don't know'. He reminded himself, how-
ever, that what was before him was not yet Sathorael, even
though Sathoradl was plainly incarnate in those lovely eyes of
darkness. Nimian obvioudy sill held ameasure of dominion
over hisown flesh, and hisown mind. And why not? If this
metamorphos s had been more than two hundred yearsin the
making, why should it not proceed toitsterminusin aleisurely
fashion. How many other opportunities would the daemon
have to taste the petty pleasures and paradoxes of ahuman



being?

Perhaps, Gava on thought, a human body and soul - even a
human body and soul as miserable as Nimian's - wasamed
not to be hurried: amea worth savouring to the full.

But the army was waiting, and the enemy was coming, far too
rapidly for comfort - and thefina battle could not be long
delayed, if there wereindeed to be afina battle.

There must be bloodshed, lord," Gavalon said, deciding that

if the daemon-to-be needed help, then it was his duty to be
helpful. There must be abundant bloodshed, not only by way

of sacrifice but for the sake of delight. The outworlders have
been busy breeding for ten generations, and it istime for the
harvest. On the other hand, the descendants of the first new-
comersin Kalazendra, Bulzavara, Zendamoraand Y evelkana
have been breeding for athousand generations, and their next
harvest season is surely more than due. Y es, lord, there must cer-
tainly be bloodshed, and it must be very generoudy distributed.
It istimefor the casua daughter of the guns and theiron disci-
pline of the new overlordsto be countered, and balanced. An
army isavery useful devicefor work such asthat, lord. | have
put a hundred thrall-wizards, two hundred coven-masters and
al manner of beastmen at your disposal. They have the means
to provide you with agreat ded of pleasure, aswell asthekind
of food that you will doubtless need and desire!

'Food, the naked boylike thing repested, in atone which
made Gavalon regret his choice of theword 'doubtless. The
sorcerer redised, belatedly, that he did not actualy know what
kind of nourishment Sethoradl would need to complete his
metamorphosis, or what taste-sensations he might desire.

The daemon-to-be obvioudy had ideas of his own on that
score. 'Good ideg,' he said. 'Want food.' He seemed allittle
larger now, and alittle sturdier, asif even the mere idea of
food had set him alittle further along the road to daemon-
hood.

As soon as he had voiced his desire for food, the daemon-
to-be began to look around. Then he moved, pouncing upon
asnake that had been deeping benegath the golden flower. He
lifted the snake high into the air, hisillimitably dark eyes

fixed upon it with akind of greed that only avoid could man-
ifed.

The snake hissed, and opened its mouth to expose poison-
dripping fangs, but the daemon-to-be lowered its dangling
head into his mouth and closed histeeth upon it, then fed the
two-foot tall inch by inch into the same ravenous maw.



‘Better,' he said, when the snake had completely disap-
peared into histhroat. 'Much better.' The metamorphoss of
Nimian's flesh had clearly begun. Hewas till pale, but the
beginnings of a pattern had begun to emerge on hisskin, like
the ghost of the snake he had just consumed.

The boy darted away to the lft, then to the right. Within
five minutes he had consumed two more snakes, awarty
crested lizard and a centipede the size of abeastman's belt.
The meal seemed to give the newborn creature considerable
satifaction.

'Water,' said the daemon-to-be, thirstily. 'Need water.'

'We shdl haveto go down to the plain to find water, lord,
Gavaon said. 'l fear that | neglected to bring aflask, even for
my own use.’

He had not noticed until he said it how thirsty he had

become. Burning an eye out dways made him thirsty, now he
cameto think about it, but he had not yet done it often
enough to have cometo afull gppreciation of the correlation.
How thirsty, the,n was the daemon-thing?

The boy who was ho longer aboy had found aglobular

fruit haf-buried in the flesh of agrowth. It looked like across
between a giant cactus and atoadstool. He wrenched it free
without apparent effort and cracked it like an eggshell, drink-
ing the fluid contained within its core. He offered the last few
dropsto Cavaon, but finished them off when Gavaon shook
his head.

'Still thirsty," the daemon-child announced. 'Co down
now.'

Cavaon was quick to agree, and he signalled to the beast-
men, who had not yet recovered from their trance state - but
as heturned to lead the way the boy straightened, pricking
up apair of earsthat suddenly seemed twice aslarge asthey
hed before, lavishly tufted with orange hair. The facewas
till Nimian'sface, apart from the eyes and ears, and the
limbswere till Nimian's scrawny limbs, except that both

the arms and the legs now seemed at least a hand's-breadth
longer, but the patterned whole was unmistakably not
Nimian - and the voice, when it spoke again, had a very dif-
ferent timbre.

‘Soldiers are coming, Cavaon,’ the newborn said. '[ can

hear and seethem, only afew miles off. The trucks are driving
through the night, using their headlightsto find away across
the plain. They will be here before morning - alittle too



late... but the margin of that |ateness might be inconve-
niently little... or perhapsinconveniently greet...' The voice
trailed off, asif the mind behind it could not bring dl the
possihilitiesinto focus.

'Yes, lord," Gavadlon said, feding adistinct undercurrent of
anxiety mingling with thetidal surge of hisrdi€f. Y our army
awaitsyou, lord.’

‘Cavadon,’ said the embryo of the daemon Sathoradl, dowly
and rather dreamily, 'you have not the dightest ideawhat
awaits me, and nor havel. Let us hope that we shall both have
aninteresting timefinding out.’

And without waiting for an answering comment, the Vessd
suddenly set off down the precipitous dope, running at a
reckless pace that no mere man or beastman could hope to
match.

Suppose hefdld Gavalon thought - but theideathat the
Vessal might be broken before the daemon it had been bom to
contain had time to emerge was too horrible to contemplate.
The dawning awareness that the Vessel was dready out of
sght, and that Gavalon had not the faintest ideawhere he was
going, or why, was quite bad enough to be going on with.
Gavaon was not vain enough to think that the daemon-to-be
reglly needed him, but he was not in the dightest doubt that

he needed the daemon-to-be. Without the daemon to help
him, even an army led by the grestest sorcerer in Gulzacandra
could not hope to make a stand againgt the kind of weaponry
lerius Fulbra had.

'Well, don't just stand there,’ Gavalon howled at the stupe-
fied beastmen. 'Follow him!'

SEVEN

DATHAN WOKE in' with agtart, astonished and darmed to dis-
cover that he had been adeep. Hycillawas deeping beside him,
deeply but not restfully. Shelay ill, but she was muttering
feverishly, asif engrossed in some tense argument. He could

see her face quite clearly, illuminated asit was by the lamps of

the three full moons. They had passed their zenith now and

their tight formation had begun to break asthe nearer ones
gradudly pulled ahead of the most distant.

How long would it be, Dathan wondered, before they came
S0 closeto aperfect dignment again? But he had no time for
such abstract questions; the more urgent issue was what had
woken him up. Dawn was till some way off, and the environs
of the pool seemed perfectly ill. The only sound he could



hear was amuted hum, like a swarm of bees around a hive.
Bees?n the dead of night?

Dathan sat up, trying to figure out which direction the noise
was coming from. He settled on east. Then he stood up - and
once he was upright peering over the bushes, he saw thelights.
There were three bright ones, arranged like the midnight
moonsin atight triangle with ahorizontal base and abright
apex - but there were others behind, half-hidden.

The muted hum was the sound of distant engines, aready it
was growing towards aroar.

Dathan kndlt down and began shaking Hycillaurgently.

Wake up!' he begged her. They're coming after us! A convoy
of trucks, using headlamps and asearchlight to guide them
acrosstheplain.

It wasn't easy to rouse her; wise-dreamers dept more deeply
than ordinary folk, even when they were dreaming asfoolishly
as anyone e se, and Hycillahad matured as awise-dreamer dur-
ing the last few hours. Once Dathan had dragged her to her

feet, however, and pointed to the gpproaching lights, Hycilla
soon redlised the extent of their danger.

That'sslly,’ she said. 'Why chase us?

Dathan had dready redlised that hisfirst assumption was
probably wrong. They must be heading for the water-hole," he
sad. They must have amap. Aninvasion force would need
good maps - and they must have been preparing to invade
Gulzacandrafor along time.”

Hycilladidn't ansver immediatdly - her lipswereforming
the shapes of numbers as she tried to count the trucks, but it
wasn't easy while the others were lined up behind the lead
vehide

There aren't that many,’ Dathan told her. 'Five or Six, maybe
seven. An advance party - probably scouts. Theresahill up
ahead - maybe they want to occupy it for use as an observa
tion-pogt. It'sthe only high point for many amile, and they
won't know that there's nothing to be seen from the top of it
but morewild country.’

'We don't know that," Hycilla pointed out. 'For all we know,
Gavdon'sarmy might be camped withinamileof it.'

'If it were," Dathan retorted, ‘our people would probably have
occupied it already. The point is, what do we do? The best hid-



ing-places are close to the pooal, but if we don't get far enough
away and they decideto stop for water, they'll be far too close
for comfort.’

"We ought to try to find out what they're up to,' Hycillasad,
athough she didn't sound very positive. ‘It might be impor-
tant.'

It won't do any good to find out if we can't passthe infor-
mation on,' Dathan said - but he knew that they had already
argued too long. The way the trucks ate up the ground was

quite amazing to someone used to watching caravans of

camules plod across the Amber Waste. He grabbed the deeve of
Hycillas shin and pulled her in adirection directly oppositeto
the pool - which happened to be alittle east of north.

The further they went the less cover there was, but Dathan
knew that they had to make the best compromise they could,
without any further hesitation. The searchlight was aready
within range, and dthough their blue and brown clothing was
reasonably dark, the light only had to pick out their pale faces
to dert the gpproaching Imperia soldiersto their presence.

'Herel’ Dathan said, as he found aclump of bushesthat
seemed reasonably dense but not at al thorny. Hycilladucked
down readily enough, but stiffened suddenly.

They'll seethe cut reeds,’ she hissed, anxioudy. They'll know
we're here!'

It wasfar too late to do anything about their makeshift beds,
and Dathan wasn't sure that they could have done very much
evenif they had thought of it sooner. The only dternative they
had now wasto run asfast asthey could into the night and
keep on running - but they might not be able to outrun the
reach of the searchlight no matter how quickly they moved.

The trucks fanned out as they approached the pool. More
searchlights came on, raking back and forth acrossthe fertile
patch of ground. Half adozen animals broke cover and ran
from thelight, and there was a brief crackle of gunshots.
Dathan heard one creature come crashing to earth, and shud-
dered dightly at the redlisation that he had not had the
dightest idearthat anything so massive was lurking nearby.

'l hope the mest poisons them,’ Hycillamuttered - but wild
pigs were good egting, even though they often fed themsdlves
on plants that were not, and ghazal mest was harmless even
though it was somewhat lacking in nutritiond vaue.

They heard orders barked back and forth as the men disem-



barked from the trucks - orders which suggested that the

enemy soldiersdid not intend to pause for long once they had

laid in stocks of water. Some, however, were told to take torches
and search the bushes for ‘anything useful’ - presumably

meaning anything edible.

The trucks had so many lights that Dathan could seethe
Imperid soldiersquite clearly. Like thetwo men hehad seenin
the judeye forest they woretightly-fitting grey uniforms. The
weaversin hisvillage were skilled, but they could not turn out
clothing so nestly-tailored. Dathan had aways thought his
clothes perfectly adequate, but he had never been able to com-
pare their fabric with such cloth asthis.

The boots and belts the soldiers wore were even more
impressve. Therewas no tanner in the village, so dl the
|eather-goods its people possessed had to be bought, but
Dathan was lucky enough to have apair of boots that no more
than a dozen boys before him had discarded, having recklessy
grown out of them. By comparison with the high boots these
men wore, though, Dathan's were horribly shoddy. In addition
to their well-stocked belts, the soldiers uniforms had pockets
and buttons. They were decorated with al manner of inggnia,
whose meanings Dathan could not begin to guess.

Dathan had not had time to sudy the men in the forest

before hurrying to distract them with stones, and he had kept
his head so fixedly down while they were murdering Houime
that he had hardly caught afurther glimpse of them. Now that
he could see them clearly, though, he redlised how very unlike
him the Imperia soldiers were. Everything they wore or carried
was better-designed and better-made.

Culzacandrawas acivilized land, Dathan had dways been
told. It had preserved auseful measure of the learning brought
to theworld by the very first humans - but he doubted that
there was anything in Culzacandras cities to match the clothes
the Imperid soldierswore, let donethe gunsthat they carried.

‘Lielow and lie fill/ Dathan warned Hycilla. 'Don't look up

if the light shinesour way." It was obvious enough, asmuch a
reminder to himsdf asan ingruction to her. She didn't answer,
and didn't bother to tell himto be as slent ashewas till.

Dathan heard splashing sounds as soldiers gathered by the
pool-side, doubtless jockeying for position asthey lowered
containersinto the water. They seemed greetly relieved to have
found the pool, and Dathan wondered why their supplieswere
s0 low when less than fifteen hours had passed since they had
captured the village well. Could Kanak possibly have spoiled
thewel?If so, then the village was dead aswel| as defeated;



without ardiablewdl it could never berebuilt.

The night was rent by a sudden scream, and Dathan remem-
bered hislucky escape. Therewas aquick blast of gunfire,
combining therattle of adozen shotswith the sinister, Szzling
hiss of akind of weapon to which he could not put aname.
Therewas anew fusillade of orders and curses. Even the curses
the Imperid soldiers used seemed more impressive than those
Dathan had heard in the mouths of |abourers and tradesmen,
referring to an Emperor and a Throne. Was there an Emperor in
Kadazendra, Dathan wondered, or were the soldiers preserving
lore of their own, which their ancestors had brought with them
when they fell from the sky?

Most of the shouted orders were reminders of the need to
conserve ammunition. When the panic had died down,
though, there was aresdua moaning which suggested that the
lurker in the pool had not only drawn blood but inflicted a
serious casuaty on the enemy.

Gulzacandra strikes back! Dathan thought, exultantly.

Hisexultation did not last long. Two soldierswere coming in
his direction, shining their torches about them - dl the more
urgently, now they knew that danger lurked in the shadows.
These were not the feeble torches that villagers occasiondly
improvised from oil-soaked rags. Their beams were white and
penetrating. They were machines which had seemingly domes-
ticated the light of the sun.

Unfortunately, there were animas hiding in the under-
growth, whose ingtincts commanded them to lie low until they
were exposed - and then to runin panic.

No animd that was not panic-stricken would ever have run
into athicket where humans were hiding, but these torches
were too obvious a breach of normal circumstance. A sow and
alitter of haf adozen piglets broke from their own hiding-
place and ran straight for the densest cover around - which
was, das, exactly what Dathan had picked out asan idedl hid-

ing place.

The sow ran right into him, pursued by gunfire. He had no
dternative but to roll sdeways asthe animd redised her mis-
take and turned to fight as only a desperate mother would. Had
two gunshots not taken her down immediately she would
probably have done him some damage, but asit was she only
contrived to give him away to the men with torches, who were
as quick to pounce on the two villagers as they had been to
shoot the pig.



‘Lie dtill, peasant!' Dathan was ordered, as a booted foot
came down heavily on hisback, pinning him down. He heard
asecond and identical order, and knew immediately, even
though hisface was pressed down into the soil, that Hycilla
hed suffered the samefate.

Momentslater, he was hauled to hisfeet as his captor
shouted back the news that ‘two hostiles had been cap-
tured.

The Imperid soldiers dragged Dathan and Hycillato the

back of one of the trucks, and shoved them up againgt the tail-
board. Six or seven torches were shining in their faces, and they
were blinded by the dazzle.

They're unarmed,’ one voice pointed out.
There may be more!’

There's some rushes over there, Sir, cut to make amattress of
sorts. Only big enough for two.’

'Doesn't mean there weren't four or six - might have been
taking turnsto deep.’

"Just make sure you cover the area, sector by sector. Y oul
Where do you come from?

Theredidnt seemto beany pointinlying. Thevillage,
Dathan said.

Whichvillage?
Thevillage!

Whoever had asked the question didn't like that answer. The
shadow of arifle-butt flickered in the blaze of light and dipped
Dathan on the chin - but the man who had struck out at him
had already been interrupted and hauled back.

'He'sjust an aorigine kid. Hisvillage is the whole bloody
world. He's probably never seen amap, |et alone heard the
names on it. Which way were you coming from, kid? Away
from the sun or towardsit? They obvioudy thought hisigno-
rance extended to not knowing east and west by their proper
names, which just went to prove that they were the stupid ones
- city-bred merchants always assumed that farmers and rural
tradesmen wereidiots, and soldiers must be even more confi-
dent of thelr intellectud superiority.



We're from the village you attacked yesterday,' Dathan told
them, hisvoice fractured by anger and despair. 'We werein the
judeye forest when you st it on fire. There was only one way
torun.

'And only one placeto aim for, at least on day one," his ques-
tioner concluded, seemingly satified that his powers of
deduction werelittle short of awesome. 'Did you meet the crit-
ter in the pond? Or did you know it was there?

'l didn't know/ Dathan said grimly. 'If Hycillahadn't
screamed, it would have got me!'

More than one of them laughed at that.
'Y ou ever been thisfar from home before?
'‘No,' Dathan said.

'Y ou're Hycilla? the questioner said, turning his attention to
his second captive. "Y ou ever been thisway before, Hycilla?

‘Not thisfar,' Hycillasaid. Dathan didn't know whether she
was lying, but he suspected that she might be. He hadn't had
to, but she had spent time aone with Pater Sdtanalately, and
not inthevillage.

There's supposed to be a hemispherical formation west of
here - that'slike half aball, asif the ball were buried haf-way
deep inthe soil. Y ou see anything like that before the sun set?

Hycilladidn't answer, and Dathan sensed movement within
the blaze, asif the rifle-butt were being readied for another
blow.

'l saw it," he said, quickly, knowing that it couldn't possibly
make any difference. 'It'salong way off.'

'If you could seeit/ the questioner said, till exceedingly sdif-
satisfied, ‘it's close enough. We aren't savages walking barefoot
- we have trucks... horseless carts. Vroom vroom.'

Dathan didn't bother to point out that he and Hycillawere
wearing boots. He had aready realised that the soldier's opin-
ion asto what might congtitute a serviceable pair of boots was
likely to be different from hisown.

'Should we kill them now? another voice wanted to know.
There's something weird about the girl - might be amutant.’

'No," said the questioner, who was presumably an officer.



Weve got water now - and we can assumeit's safe to drink, as
these two must havetried it out hours ago - but we still need
food. They know better than we do what's edible.’

'Weve got a converter.'

‘Sure we do - and the prayersto go with it. But even the tech-
priests admit converters aren't much good if they're only
converting local crap that's as much use to us as wood-shav-
ings. Thisplaceisfull of mutants, plantsand animasdike. I've
been out in the wilderness before, and | know the value of local
knowledge.'

What local knowledge? They said themselvesthey haven't
been out here before. They grow their own, just like aborigines
everywhere. Evenif they did know anything, they'd lie. | can see
the point of keeping the girl awhile, unlesssheredly isa
mutant, but we ought to kill the boy regardless:”

'Didn't you kill enough kids yesterday? Have abit of
patience, why don't you? He's afarm-boy, not a sorcerer. So
how do you fancy jobs as head interpreter and number one
poison-taster, kids? Bearing in mind that you just heard the
dternative’

It won't help you, Hycillasaid, her voice unnaturaly cam.

'Y our leaders shouldn't have sent you out herelikethis. Y oull
never get back alive, with or without our help. Youll dl be
dead by sunset.’

That changed the mood of the men who were ranged about
them in asemi-circle. Such good humour as they had exhibited
was only adefence againgt their anxiety. They knew well
enough that theirs was the riskiest position of any so far taken
up by theinvading army. 'May the Emperor protect us," mut-
tered one man, reflexively. 'Praise Him,' echoed another.

Who's going to kill us? the officer who had been asking the
questions wanted to know - but hisvoice had changed dightly
now that he had heard Hycilla speak. He could not possibly
know that the voice she had used was not entirely her own, but
there was something in it that had disturbed him. Hewas
goprehensive.

"Y ou won't even see them,’ Hycilla continued. Her voice was
thick, asif she had not fully emerged from the wise-dream
whaose confusion had overflowed into the mutterings Dathan
had heard.

'Are you talking about your precious coven-masters? the offi-
cer demanded. 'Or the horde of beastmen they're supposed to
be gathering? Isthat what they tdll you, to keep you in their



thral - that when the evil day comes, they'll usetheir power to
destroy your enemies? Well, I've got news for you. Weve got
inquisitors and tech-priests, and prayers that work, and our
power outweighs al the petty tricks your hedge-wizards can
turn. Were the Imperium.’

That you are not,' Hycillareplied, gravely, inavoice so
unnaturally deep that Dathan could find none of theold
Hydllainitat dl.

"What do you know about it? the officer wanted to know -
but his unease seemed to have increased.

'l said she was amutant/ another voice put in. 'l say kill them
both, now.' Thistimeit wasthe barrel of arifle that came out
of thewadll of light to prod Dathan in the chest and thrust him
painfully back againgt the tailboard of the truck.

'He'sright - we ought to kill them now,’ said athird voice.

'Wait!" said the officer. 'If sheredly does know something, |
want to leam what she knows about this thing that's going to
kill usdl before next nightfdl. If youwant to live, girl, you'd
better tell me something 1 need to hear. Give me areason to
hold onto you alittle while longer.

As promises went, Dathan thought, it was distinctly lacking
in generogity - but Hycillawas il in the sametrance-like
cadm.

'Nothing | can tdll you will betheleast useto you, the voice
that was not hers said, indifferently, 'but if you think differ-
ently, your exterminator is already within two hundred paces,
gpproaching very quickly from thewest.'

'What? The officer plainly didn't believeit - but evenif he
had, Hycillawas right. The information was no useto him.
Neither the officer nor any of hismen had timeto begin
another sentence before the screaming and the shooting
started.

The noise was coming from the west side of the camp - and
Dathan suddenly felt certain that whenever the name of the
Emperor was voiced now, it was voiced in desperation and
superdtitiousterror, not in careless and casud disregard of its
true meaning.

Dathan knew that he hadn't a second to spare - and he knew
that he couldn't trust Hycillato act rationally while shewasin
this state. He ducked down, dragging her down with him, and
then he folded hisarmstightly around her as he rolled between
the back wheels of the truck, under the chassis.



Thelights had moved away in darm; where there had been a
wall of light directed at him there was now only confusion as
the turning soldiers dazzled one another. The group had
aready begun to scatter, its members getting their weapons

ready tofire.

It would only have required one of the soldiersto kned

down and unleash aquick burst of any kind of fire benesath the
truck - but no one gave that order and no one took the burden
of responsbility upon himsdf. Like the sow that had betrayed
the two villagers, the soldiers were creatures of instinct and
trained reflex - and Hycilla's melodramatic announcements

had pressed all the right buttons. As soon as the screaming
broke out, the soldiersran to face the prophesied enemy that
hed cometo kill them.

What isit that's coming? Dathan whispered, urgently, in
Hycillasear. 'What in theworld isit?

'l don't know,' Hycillasaid, in her own voice, while trembling
with stress and more than allittle fear, 'but | felt it coming, and
it'spowerful. Thetroubleis- | don't know if it knows the dif-
ference between them and us. We're hardly big enough to be
noticed, and if it doesn't notice us...'

The tenor of the multiplying screams and the wild despera

tion of the gunfire persuaded Dathan that Hycillamight well
beright. He did not need an atom of taent to tell him that
whatever had come had not come to save them, no matter how
convenient itstiming had been.

It had comefor its own reasons, the first and foremost of
whichwastokill.

EIGHT
'INCREASETIll; DOSAGE!

The priest, whose name was Carro Alpahao, looked up anx-
ioudy at Ragan Baberith. He maintained his position,

knedling beside the bed of the stricken man, athough the cell
was so small that he had to crane his neck awkwardly to meet
the Chief Inquisitor's gaze.

'It'sdangerous,” he said, fearfully. The objection was highly
ambiguous, dthough the statement was undoubtedly true. The
drug that Alpalhao was using in the hope of simulating the
psyker's ability wasaloca product, identical to the one that the
cultists used to stimulate their own ‘wise-dreamers. Even their
priests - who had used the stuff for centuries, if not for mil-



lennia - occasondly overdosed their charges, with fatal results.

The drug was doubly dangerous. It wastoxic, and itstoxicity
was a mutant product of the warp. The second danger opened
up the possibility that any information apsyker of pureimmi-
grant stock derived by means of its use might be tainted at the
most elementary leve. It wasn't just the possibility that the
drug would have the wrong effect that had frightened the
priet, though. Ba berith knew that Alpahao was dso fright-
ened that it might have theright effect. Nobody liked being
around ajuiced-up psyker, not even apriest,

The priests who had been aboard the ships that had brought
the Imperium to Sigmatus must have been made of sterner
stuff, Balberith supposed. They must have been far more stead-
fagt inther faith, far more certain intheir trust in the beloved
Emperor and the power of hisblood. Castaways isolated from
civilization for generations, cross-breeding dl the while with
aborigineswho werefathless at best, could hardly help losing
knowledge, but the gradua |oss of faith was surely the more
dangerous erosion. He and his predecessors had done every-
thing in their power to ensure that the aborigines with whom
Imperid blood was mingled were only faithless, not actudly
tainted by the creeping corruption of Chaos, but how could he
be certain of hisown success, let donethat of hisforebears? If
contact with the True Imperium were not restored soon, so that
authentic inquisitors and priests could be put in place of those
who presently bore the name, Sigmatus might be doomed even
if lerius Fulbras campaign in Culzacandra were successful.

That was athought that Balberith could not tolerate.
Sigmatus must be reunited with the True Imperium, and prop-
erly purged. Only the priests and inquisitors of the True
Imperium could be trusted to judge the exact extent to which
corruption had permested Ka azendra, Sostenuto, and Orloc
Mél carth's so-called paace.

Baberith knew that Orloc M carth must have heard by now
that the psyker had reported the approach of the Imperia Fleet.
He had spies everywhere.

Although Baberith had no proof, hewas certain in hisown
mind that Melcarth had ordered the nation of other
psykers, not o much because he feared what they might learn
as because he feared what they might communicate. Orloc
Méelcarth believed that his army was winning the war of con-
guest - and so it was, if onetook alimited view of what
‘conquest’ meant - but he must know perfectly well that the
men who were gtill proud to cal themselves the Imperium
could not win thewar againg the forces of mutation that had
contrived the dow corruption of thisworld, unlessthey had



help.

Méelcarth might pretend that Gulzacandrawas the last refuge

on Sigmatus of sorcerers and coven-masters, but it was only
pretence. The governor was no fool, and he knew perfectly well
that the sorcerers and coven-masters of the puppet states had
merely been driven underground, and that Sostenuto was by

no means free from the taint of Chaos, despite being the capi-
tal of Kalazendraand the first base of the immigrant

community.

Orloc Méd carth, to whom the word ‘Imperium’ meant power

of aperfectly straightforward kind, saw no problem in describ-
ing himsf asthe Planetary Governor and hisadministrative
gpparatus as the Imperium. Ragan Ba berith, by contrast, knew
that the word Imperium meant faith, purity and discipline, and
he was very keenly aware of the vanity of describing himself as
aChief Inquigitor, even though he was heir to along chain of
gppointments that must have begun with an authentic inquis-
tor.

Bad berith often wondered what that authentic inquisitor
would make of the present situation on Sigmatus. When for-
mulating his own drategies, he often asked himsdf: What
would the Firgt Inquisitor of Sigmatus want to achieve, and
how would he go about it? Sometimes he thought that he
knew the answer. Modtly, aas, he knew only too well that he
did not.

Two hundred years - even if they had been 'red’ years

instead of dow loca years - wastoo long a separation. Far too
much had been lost as vital knowledge had been handed down
from generation to generation. The descendants of the colony
ships crews had tried with dl their might to learn everything
their fathers had to teach them, and to offer up their prayers
with al due conviction. Every generation had tried with al its
might to pass on the whole truth - but even the truth needed
reinforcement by context. Even the strongest faith was bound
to weaken when the power of the Emperor was not manifest in
everyday circumstance.

The raw power of the Imperium had weakened asthe guns
imported by the ships devel oped mechanica faults, or ran out

of ammunition, but that dow decay had been visible and eas-

ily undergtlandable. The decay of faith, purity and discipline

was far less easy to map out, and far more mercuria. No one
knew - not even the Chief Inquisitor himself - exactly how

much, or in what precise ways, the spiritua aspects of the
Imperium had decayed during the Sgmatus exile. The
tech-priests fill said their prayers, but as the technologies the
prayers hel ped to maintain were subject to adow decay, so was



thefaith that sustained the prayers. That was why the dosage of
the drug that was being fed to the psyker had to be increased,
no matter what dangersthe increase might involve.

If thereredly were an Imperia Fleet nearby, contact had to
be restored - or everything would eventualy belost.

Baberith knew that the war of conquest was necessary, given
the nourishment that Gul zacandra's coven-masterslent to their
fugitive kin in the other four continents, but he knew that it
would not be enough. No matter how well it would serve

Mél carth's selfish vanity, it could not save the Imperium of
Sigmatus - and if M carth's vanity were as great asit some-
times seemed, Fulbras triumph might even serveto accelerate
that petty Imperium’'sdecline.

Inthe longer term, even if Fulbrawere victorious, Sigmatus
would surely belost to Chaos. The only thing that could pos-
sbly prevent that was to restore contact with the Imperium -
and Ragan Ba berith was painfully well aware of the fact that
the window of opportunity that had recently been opened by
the recent abatement of the warpstorm might not be open very

long.

There was, of course, another danger, which the Chief
Inquisitor felt as keenly as any man: the danger thet if he man-
aged to dert thered Imperium to the state of affairson
Sigmatus the response might be an order of Exterminatus.
Bdberith was, however, one of very few men left in the local
Imperium who could accept that fate with philosophica resig-
nation if it were deemed necessary.

Perhaps, Ba berith thought, that was the danger on the
priest's mind as he continued to hesitate, with the phia con-
taining the drug in hishand - but it seemed unlikely. The

priest was the kind of man who was more easly frightened by
obvious possbilities. Unlike the psyker, the priest was a half-
breed. There was nothing in their namesto indicate the
difference - the psyker's name was Deir Ajao - but it wasred
nevertheess.

In fact, Baberith thought, that might well be thered root of
the problem. The shipsthat had landed on Sigmatus two hun-
dred years before had been sent on an investigative mission.
They had been well-gtaffed with soldiers and functionaries of
the Adeptus Terra, but their crews had been ninety per cent
male. The soldiers had | eft an abundance of descendants, but
nine hundred and ninety-nine out of every thousand now liv-
ing had at least one aborigind mother in their bloodline. The
Adeptus Terra had been more careful, but therewas alimit to
what caution could achieve when the origina breeding-stock



had been so limited. The second pure-bred generation had
been fifty-per cent female, and so had every generation since,
but the limitation of the origind stock had been too severe.

The immigrant community’, according to its usud definition,
was less than a tenth pure-bred; the rest were half-breeds - and
the vast mgority of the margind mass of fighting-men and
privileged servants had no more than an eighth or a sixteenth

of authentic Imperia blood. The priest had only aquarter.

'Doit,' Balberith commanded, sternly.

Alpahao could not keep hesitating forever, and he knew it.
The priest findly condescended to extend his skinny arm so
that the claw-like hand put the phid to the psyker'slips. The
psyker's eyes were closed, athough he did not appear to be
adeep, but when the rim of the little bottle made contact with
hisflesh helifted hisheaed dightly, avid to drink.

The psyker was dready in the unsettling trance-state fostered
and refined by the drug. His senses were now unresponsive to
that tiny fraction of the mundane world that was confined in
the monkish cdll, but they were becoming highly attentive to
the other worldsthat existed in parald to the dimension of
normal space-time.

In some of those other dimensions, Balberith had been

assured by histeachers, sight was so remarkably augmented
that aman might see clear acrossthe void to look out upon the
worlds of other stars. More importantly, the manner in which
aman could spesk histhoughts silently within the privacy of

his own head was s0 remarkably augmented that he could
Spesk those thoughts directly into the mind of another, and
hear thoughts that were spoken into hisfrom thousands, mil-
lionsor billions of milesaway.

That waswhat was required. This pure-bred psyker had to
make contact with others of hisown kind, preferably -
athough the necessity was not absolute - aboard a ship of the
Imperia Fleet that was close enough to Sigmatusto reechit in
amatter of hours,

The psyker drank, and the room grew cold. The phia in
Alpahao's hand cracked, and the priest laid it down lest it
should shatter. The priest’'s hand was shivering furioudy, asif it
were being shaken by some externd force. Baberith fdt afris-
son seep through his own body, causing hisblood to seethein
hisveins and unusua emotionsto tir in his heart. He fought
for saf-control.

The psyker knew what was required of him, athough
Baberith had never been at dl sure that knowing what was
required was more likely to enhance the chances of success



than to diminish them.

Asthe drug took effect the psyker sface began to contort.
Sweat began to ooze from the pores of hisforehead and cheeks,
and hiseyebd|sfluttered wildly behind his closed lids. Cairo
Alpahao raised atremulous arm to his own face, so that the
deeve could mop hisnose - but it was blood, not snot, that
dtained the cloth.

'l told you so," muttered the terrified priest, without the least
hint of salf-satisfaction. 'All you've doneis expose him to the
hdlworids'

Baberith had long suspected that the warpstorm enclosing
Sigmatus was astrangely delicate thing. The evil painter of des-
tiny worshipped by the aborigine coven-masters seemed to

him to be using the lightest of al hisbrushesupon it, to create
intricate and e usive effects whose subtlety probably could not
be appreciated by any mere mortd. Although the world was on
the fringes of the so-called Eye of Terror it had never been sub-
jected to the garish effects which legend attributed to the
worldsthat actualy lay within the Eye. It was, however, dose
enough for wise-dreamers to glimpse those unfortunate worlds
far more frequently and far more revealingly than the myriad
worlds of the Imperium of Mankind.

‘Hellworld' was a notion which certainly had not been foi-
gotten by theinquisitors of Sigmeatus; nor had its significance
been logt.

Immigrant psykers had sometimes been driven mad by such
sghts. Worlds where the atmosphere was permanently aflame
and worlds whose oceans of blood were aive were of little rel-
evance to humankind, for the life they supported was entirely
dien, and worlds sculpted in the form of screaming humanoid
heads were mere cosmic scarecrows, but there were other
hellworlds where creatures possessed of minds and souls could
exig, and did exigt, in perpetua torment.

Baberith had never been entirely sure how that could hap-

pen. Surely acreature shaped by natural sdlection for lifeina
world that seemed hellish to ahuman being would be adapted
mentally aswdl as physcdly to its environment, so that loca
conditions would seem perfectly normd, distressing only

when they strayed towards hazardous extremes? Even if such a
Cregture's pain responses were permanently excited, how long
could pain endure before it became afamiliar agpect of experi-
ence, impotent by virtue of its everpresence?

Alas, the Eye of Terror was part of the Empire of Chaos, and
common sense was usalessin its gppraisal. There were doubt-



less matters which only the Emperor of Mankind himsdf was
privileged to comprehend.

Baberith nudged Carro Alpalhao with hiskneeto indicate

that the priest should make room for him - which the quiver-
ing priest did, despite the narrowness of the space to which he
was confined. Balberith knelt beside him, and took the psyker's
hand in his own. The hand was limp and feverish, but by no
means unresponsive. The psyker'strance had not made him
any lessexcitable - quitethereverse. The very ar around him
was beginning to crackle, asif hisbody were possessed of a
fiery invisble aura. When Ba berith exerted pressure with his
fingersthe pressure wasimrp ediately echoed.

‘Listento me, Deir,’ Baberith said, stifling the horror that
flowed from the other's hand into his own being. The hell-
worlds are a psychodrama - an entrancing corruption, posted
a the interface of the dimendonsto digtract the purein mind
and heart. Y ou do not need to look at them, and you do not
need to focus on them if you do chanceto look. Y ou haveto
look beyond them. No matter what the Chaos-worshippers cal
their rogue psykers, you are the only dreamer on Sigmatus who
can be reckoned truly wise, and you must use your wisdom. If
any part of the Fleet is nearby, you must find the ships - and
when you have found them, you must make contact with their
guiding minds. We need to know whether they are aware of our
plight - and if they are not, we must make them aware of it.'

Ba berith wasn't certain that hiswords could penetrate the
barriers that had been erected between the psyker's dreaming
consciousness and the regular dimension, but he knew that it
could do no harm to say them aoud. He fdlt that the speech
worked to hisbenefit, eveniif it had no effect at al ontheman
adrift among the dimensions, haunted by hellworlds.

Perhaps the words did have an effect, because the eyes mov-
ing behind the closed lids were no longer roaming so fervently,
and the swest evaporating from the face was no longer being
replaced quite so profusdly. Indeed, the entranced man seemed
to betrying to shut his eyes even more firmly, screwing them

up asif in concentration. He was unmistakably awake and
active, for hiswhole body now seemed to be dight with strange
consciousness. Thewalls of the cell were weeping, and so was
Carro Alpahao - but the priest's tears were pink.

'He'strying,' Balberith whispered to his stricken companion.
'Pray for his success!'

'l am,’ the priest assured him, speaking through gritted teeth.

The psyker's lips began to stir, asif he were trying to spesk -



but no words were audible and Balberith could not read the
sketchily ill-formed movements of thelips.

‘Louder, Deir," he muttered. 'L ouder, or more precise.’ The
horror that flowed out of the dreamer had changed its qudity
now: it was more subtle, lessbrutd. Logicaly, it should have
been lessintense, but it did not seem so.

Baberith had to exert even more mental forceto quell the
panic that was trying to take hold of him. He fdt that the ves-
s sfeeding his heart weretrying to tiethemsdvesin intricate
knots.

The dreaming psykers of Sigmatus were often incagpable of
forming sounds, and their users had to be highly-skilled lip-
readers. Unfortunately, the psykers were often incapable of
clarity when they were miming, and even the most expert read-
ers sometimes produced garbled accounts of what they were
trying to say. Baberith did not know whether thiswas a uni-
verse-wide problem or some fregk of local circumstance.

Gradually, though, the flutter of Ajao'slipsbecame camer
and more definite.

'Sigmatus,’ Balberith read, aided by the murmurous sounds
spilling from the psyker's lacerated lips. 'Castaways...
Assmilated... War continuing... Possibility of redemption...
Danger... Landing may befeasible... Temporary blink...
Danger... Remain on hold... Danger... Balance of probabili-
ties... Danger... HEs through, Cairo. He'sthrough. Tell them,
Deir. Make them hear you. Tell them that we need help - that
the world needs them desperately, but that everything would
bewdl if only we had their firepower and their spiritua lead-
ership. Tell them that we need reinforcements. Space Marines,
inquisitors. Tell them that the echoes of the Imperium that il
endure here deserve support and salvation. Make them hear!
Make them see! A victory might yet be won here, if they can
only act swiftly and well.'

Baberith had no way of knowing whether Ajao could hear
him, or whether the psyker was capable of following the
ingtruction, but he needed hope as much as he needed faith.
Hewas, after dl, surrounded by enemies, including many of
those who were supposed to be his closest collaborators. He
needed reinforcementsto help his own inquisitors and priests
againg Orloc Mécarth, aswell asreinforcementsto help lerius
Fulbra against the sorcerers of Gulzacandra. Most of all, he
needed the hope that such reinforcements might come, and
that they might comeintime.

Der Ajao'slipswere moving again, but they were not trying



to pronounce words. They wereindicating pain and soredis-
tress. There were tears of blood leaking from the comers of the
psyker's screwed-up eyes and histremorswere turning into a
full-scaefit.

'He's over the edge,’ Alpalhao said, while urgently mopping
his own face with an extremely unsteady hand. 'He'sfaling. We
haveto try to bring him out.’

‘Not while he's so close,' Balberith said, through gritted teeth.
Thewadlsof the cell were shivering feverishly, displaying ariot
of colour that no human hand armed with a paint-brush could
ever have contrived - but there were, aas, no readable graffiti.

Baberith knew, in any case, that trying was dl that he and
the priest could do. There was no antidote to the aboriginal
drug, and a psyker's trance-state was not the kind of atered
consciousness that could be banished by mere shaking. Ajao
was trapped, aprisoner of hisown strange nature. If hefdll
within hiswaking dream, he was the one who had to stop the
fdl. Hisinnate wisdom was the only means by which he could
acquirethe kind of wingsthat would let him fly, or the kind of
lightnessthat would let him float.

But the hand that Balberith had gripped was now gripping
Baberith'sfiercdly, taut with desperation.

'‘Come on, Deir,’ Balberith said. Take control. Y ou haveto
take contral.’

Unfortunately, it seemed to be the case that no dreamer,
however wise, was skilful enough to pilot his own dream.
Perhaps, Balberith thought, another thousand years of Imperia
dominion over the galaxy would produce a purer and more
careful breed of psyker than anything wild and corrupted
Chaos could ever produce - but that time had not yet come.

Thetears of blood continued to flow, and it was obvious that
the eyesflickering from sde to Side behind the screwed-up lids
were looking into some sort of hell - perhapsakind of hell far
worse than any mere world aflame or sea.of boiling blood.

The psyker's complexion had dways been uncommonly pale,
even for a purebred immigrant, but it was paper-white now,
Thetracks of histearslooked likealineinscribed in red ink,
writing the history of civilization on Sgmatusin along-lost
language older than the world itself.

Baberith's priorities had shifted now. As he returned the
vice-like grip of the degping man'sright hand he began to
whisper anew and far Smpler set of ingdructionsinto the
psyker's ear.



'‘Don't die, he commanded. 'Hold on. Don't die. Liveto
dream another day. Don't die. Try to deep. Don't die. Close
your inner eyes and your inner earsto al the temptations of
the enemy. Come home. And above dl ese, don't die!'

He could only hope that it would be enough.

Tomorrow would be another day - and tomorrow might not
betoo late to win savation, for himsdf if not for theworld of
his birth. Desperate times required desperate measures, and
Ragan Bd berith was keenly aware of his own desperation.

AN

NINE

IT WASVERY dark at first beneath the truck. Half a dozen search-
lights had been quickly switched on, so that their beams could
sweep back and forth across the dense vegetation surrounding

the poal, but that only made the shadow in which Dathan and
Hycillalay seem al the deeper. Dathan couldn't see Hycillas

face, but he was certain that she was at least half-entranced. She
wasn't fill, but her movements were spasmodic and unco-
ordinated; she made no attempt to moveinto aposition from

which she could see alittle more of what was happening.

Perhaps she had a clearer view with her eyes shut, he
thought. Perhaps, whether conscioudy or not, it was she who
had unleashed the forces that were blasting and harassing the
hapless soldiers, who clearly did not know which way to turn
to find an enemy at which they could fire back.

Dathan had no inner sight to rely on, so he scrambled for-
wardsin aprone pogtion, lifting hishead until it bumped on
the truck's front axle-housing, then raising it again as soon as
he had worked hisway past the obstacle.

There was not agreat deal he could see without actually com-
ing out of hiding - and he had no intention of exposing

himsdlf to gunfire - but he could see something of what the
soldiers on the ground were doing. They were crouching down,
keeping amost aslow as he was, while the gunnerson the
trucksfired over their heads. He could see the white traces of
missiles zooming into the bushes, but these weren't like judeye
trees and they didn't explode. Fireswere started in half adozen
places, but they seemed reluctant to start and even more reluc-
tant to continue. They smouldered crimson or blue, emitting
thick clouds of acrid smoke, but they didn't flare up and there
didn't seem to be any danger of the entire area being caught up
in an unstoppable conflagration like the one that had devas-



tated the judeye forest.

Dathan couldn't see any visible sign of returning fire: no
muzzle-flashes, no soaring arrows, no beams of naturd light.
What he couid see, though, was that the soldiers on the ground
were taking casudties.

He saw one man rolling on the ground with his eyes bug-
ging out of his heed, foaming at the mouth asif hisbrain

were bailing in his skull. The man was obvioudy trying to
bring himsdlf to ahdlt, because he was scrabbling at the
ground with his hands with such urgency that he wastearing
his own fingernails away from the quick, and yet it seemed to
Dathan that it was his own muscles that were causng him to
roll over.

In striking contrast, another man was bolt upright, standing

to attention with agtonishing rigidity - save only for hisarms,
which were moving very dowly to reversethe direction of the
weapon he held in histwo hands, bringing the barrel of thelas-
rifle dowly but inexorably towards his head.

Not until the barrel was aigned did the man open his mouth
and dide the muzzle between his chapped lips and ydlowed
teeth. Dathan could see his eyes quite clearly, athough no light
was shining directly upon them, and he could read the terror
inthem asthe soldier'sfinger, though bent at an excruciating
angle, began to tighten on the trigger of hisgun.

Dathan saw another man catch fire, asif ataper had been
gpplied to some mysterious fuse within hisabdomen. Littlejets
of flame were bursting out of the soldier's skin and burning
holesin hisuniform. He, unlike the others, was free to scream,
and hetook full advantage of the opportunity.

Dying quietly was nat, it seemed, adignity that many men
could maintain.

Thisismagic, Dathan thought. Thisistheway it is supposed

to be. Thisisthe fate that ought to befall invaderswho came as
these men came, to daughter the innocents of Gulzacandra. He
knew that he ought to be delighted, or even exultant - but it
seemed that he too must be caught by akind of spell, because
al hefdt was sck. Dathan was incgpable of hating anyone or
anything more than he hated these men, but the sight of their
dying horrified him. If Hycillaredly isresponsblefor this, he
thought, thinking himsdlf atraitor for thinking it, then | wish

that she would stop.

On reflection, however, Dathan regjected theideathat Hycilla
might be responsible. No matter how rapidly her progressasa
wise-dreamer had been accelerated by the events of the previ-



ous day, she could not possibly have turned into a sorcerer. In
any case, none of the talesthat Dathan had heard of the most
powerful sorcererswho had ever lived had included sceneslike
this. Whatever was at work here was surely more than human.

An escdation of more distant screaming assured Dathan that
the men on the trucks had no protection from thiskind of
assault. Thefire pouring from the big guns mounted on the
machines became increasingly random asthe soldiers Stua
tion became more desperate.

Someone was shouting orders, trying to organise thefiring-
pattern to cover the whole of the surrounding area, but the
response was distinctly uneven.

Dathan crept acouple of inchesfurther forward, drawn by
curiosity, but Hycillasuddenly grabbed him round thewaist
and pulled him back.

Thisway!" she hissed. 'No time! We stay, we die!’

Dathan redlised that by 'thisway' she meant that they were

to move to the left. She was aready on that Side, so she scram-
bled out from under the truck firgt, plucking at hisshirt in

order to make him follow her. Dathan didn't know whether

she was entranced or not, but he had no ideas of hisown and
the assurance that they would both dieiif they stayed where
they wererang al too true. Whatever waskilling the soldiers
didn't seem to need aclear sght of them; death, like the smoke
of thereluctant fires, wasintheair.

There seemed to be no dternative but to run, trusting to luck
to preserve them against the attackers and defenders dike -
except that running was not what Hycillahad in mind. Instead
of haring off into (he night asfast as her legs could carry her
sheturned on her hed and groped for the handle of the door
that would let her into the front part of the truck - the part that
was presumably equivaent to the driver's bench of acart.

Dathan didn't suppose that there was anyone in the driver's
covert, but it didn't seem to him to be a safe place on that
account. If the raised sides of the truck’s rear couldn't protect
the artillerymen manning the big gun, the transparent shield in
front of the driver's seat was hardly likely to be able to ward off
the malign force that was wreaking havoc in the soldiers midst.

As soon as Hycilla had the door open, though, she legpt up
into the covert and reached back to offer Dathan the support of
her arm. He took her hand and clambered up behind her.

By thetime hegot in, Hyciilahad aready scrambled across



to sat hersdf in the further seat of amatching pair, behind the
big whed that was the cab's most prominent internal feature.

‘But you can't work athing likethis' Dathan said, foolishly.
He had adways known that such things as trucks existed, and
had heard descriptions of them from people who had actually
seen them, but no such description could have prepared him
for theredlity of being insde one. This confined space
seemed to him to be an utterly mysterious and profoundly
dien environment - but when Hycillaturned towards him to
tell him to be quiet she didn't need words. Her eyeswere large
and luminous, brightly lit by moigt reflections even though

the pupilswere widely dilated. Her lipswereformed into a
ferocious snarl, making her once-lovely face into a hideous
caricature.

Therewas alever sticking up from the floor of the truck
between her seat and the one into which Dathan had settled,
and Hycillawas aready wrenching it back and forth asthe
truck's engine roared into life. As soon as the whedls began to
turn she spun the whed that presumably served much the
same function asaguiding-rein, forcing the vehicleinto atight
arc that carried it away to the | eft.

There were two soldierslying pronein front of the truck's
new course. They legpt to their feet, but only one was stupid
enough to try to sgnd to the driver, imploring rather than
commanding her to halt. The other man was content to throw
himsdlf out of the vehicle's path - which saved him from being
run down.

Evenif the driver had been one of hisown men, Dathan
thought, the dead soldier had been afoal to think that he
would stop in asituation like this. Even as he formed that
thought he redlised that theirswas not the only vehicle that
had cometo life. Whether aretreat had been ordered or not,
men who had seen the manner in which their companions
were dying had evidently decided that any other placein the
wilderness was a better place to be than the environs of the

pool.

That's good, Dathan thought. They won't know it'sus. They
won't chase us.

Heworried, though, about what might be going on immedi-
ately behind them. How many armed men were in the back of
the truck? What weapons did they have? And what would they
do when they found out who it was that had abstracted them
from the battlefid d?

Hycillawasin no condition to consider such niceties. She
was spinning thewhed again, sending the truck into another,



entirdly different arc. Dathan had dready lost track of where
the pool was, and wondered whether she might have had to
turn so suddenly in order to avoid driving straight into it. She
was making no attempt to stick to better ground, and there was
nothing visible through the windscreen but the crowns of

bushes and exatic flowers - averitabletide of vegetation that
seemed to hurl itsdlf forward and dive down beneath the vehi-
clewith reckless aacrity.

It was an opticd illuson, of course; it wasthe vehicle that
was moving, mowing down the vegetable flesh asit went,
lurching madly from sideto sde asit bounced over the bases
of clustered stems.

Dathan heard the sounds of people - or perhapsinanimate
objects of some unidentifiablekind - being thrown about in
the back of the truck, impacting with each of the raised Sides.
There was no indication that the gun mounted in the back was
dtill being fired.

There were no more soldiers to be seen now, but the evidence
of their presencewas all around, in billows of smoke and lines
of hectic light scrawled upon the surface of the sarry sky.

'Open the door!" Hycilla screamed at him. ‘Move over!'

Dathan didn't understand. He would have asked why, but as
soon as he looked towards her with the question in his eyes she
looked towards him - and what there was in her eyes was def-
initely not conducive to asking questions. It was an order that
permitted no dissent.

Helplesdy, Dathan felt his hand shoot out from hissdeto
grapple with the door-catch. He had never encountered one
likeit, so it required afew seconds of inexpert rumbling, but in
the end he managed to spring the catch and hurl the door open
- and then, without any pause for thought or reinforcement of
the command he moved over into the narrow gap between the
two seats.

For amoment, Dathan could not believe that there was any-
oneintheworld agile enough to legp on board the careering
truck, or anyone brave enough to try. His scepticism could not
endure, however, when ahuman figure did exactly that, legping
out of the onrushing vegetation to land sure-footedly on the
floor of the truck, arms extended to catch the side and top of
the door frame, so that asingle fluid movement might ddliver
the dender body into the space that Dathan had cleared.

The newcomer closed the door himself. He said nothing at
al, but Hycillaobvioudy knew well enough what to do with-



out verba ingtruction. She was spinning the whed yet again,
hurling the truck into an arc so tight that it came up on two
whedls. Dathan was scared that it might tip over, but the fear
wasinaufficient to override his astonishment as he Sared a
their new passenger.

It was aboy, seemingly no older than himsdlf. The boy was
gtark naked, and his skin was faintly but strangely patterned.
His physique did not seem particularly remarkable, athough
the appearance had to be deceptive, given the amazing gym-
nastic trick he had just performed, so it was his face that
attracted and held Dathan's attention.

It was getting much darker inside the truck now that they

were heading away from dl the lights, but it seemed to Dathan
that the particular darkness within the newcomer's eyeswas no
mere shadow. His ears were aso unusua: they were pointed
and tufted, like the ears of awolfox or ascrublynx.

Eveninthevillage, which was said to be uncommonly lucky
in such matters, freak births sometimes occurred. Dathan had
been alowed to look at dead animalswith seemingly human
features, but he had only heard hushed whispers regarding
human babies with anima features which had had to be taken
away. Thiswasthefirg timethat he had been near ahuman
withanimd gigmeta

'Who are you? Dathan managed to stutter, when he got his
breath back.

'Y OU and you/ was the boy's cryptic reply - and as he spoke
he reached out with both arms towards his saviours. Thelong
fingersof hisright hand touched Hycillas forehead, while the
knuckles of hisleft rested briefly on Dathan's cheek. Dathan
fet agtrangethrill passthrough him. It wasn't painful, but it
wasn't pleasant either; hefet asif somekind of thread had
wound itself around his heart.

What's your name? Dathan asked, in case the boy hadn't
understood thefirst question.

'Don't know. Too tired/ wasthe only reply he received.

Even in the near-darkness, Dathan sensed that the astonish-
ing eyes were dready haf-closed. The boy dumped in his sedt,
his strange head - tufted earsand al - coming to rest upon
Dathan's shoulder. Dathan did not dare to shrug him off, or
evento runtherisk of inconveniencing him by turning his

head to look towards Hycilla, but he could and did keep stam-
mering avay.



'Who is he? Hycilla? What is this? What's happening?

'Don't know,' said Hycillas voice, like an eerie echo. Too
tired.

But she, at least, wasn't falling adeep. She kept right on dri-
ving, hurling the truck through the night.

They were heading out into the wilderness now, and the
ground was more even. Thetide of vegetation no longer
seemed to be hurling itself suicidally beneath their whedls.
Thelight of the headlamps alowed them to see something of
where they were going, dthough the truck was surdly going
far too fast to be able to stop in time if some obstruction sud-
denly loomed up out of the night within the headlamps

span.

'Uh oh!" said Hycillas voice, suddenly. It redly did sound
like Hycillas voice, dthough Dathan couldn't be entirely cer-
tain that she was the onein charge of her aamsand legs.

Dathan couldn't turn around, but from where he sat in the
middle of the truck's seat he could look into the mirror that
was positioned above his head to alow the driver to look back
through the porta in the back of the cab. He couldn't see
anything but lights, but that was enough to tel him that the
truck was being followed - or perhaps pursued.

The lights were too bright to be mere headlamps, Dathan
concluded. He reasoned, therefore, that the spotlight on the
back of the following truck had to be working, and it was
trained on their own truck. Which meant that the gun

mounted on the back of the other truck was probably working
too, and probably trained on the target that the searchlight had
picked out. Which probably meant that if anyone on the other
truck had seen the naked boy leap aboard, or had any other
reason to be confident that it wasn't being driven by an
Imperia soldier, the three of them probably only had aslong
to live asit would take any Imperia soldiersleft on the back of
their own truck to jump clear... which they had probably
aready done...

Dathan stared into the mirror raptly, even though there was
nothing to be seen but dazzling light. The hairs on the back of
his neck were standing up.

Then the dazzling light became even more dazzling. The mir-
ror seemed to flare up, asif it wereitsalf abubble of
incandescent gas.

I'm dead, Dathan thought, although he knew that it was



absurd to think it.

He wasn't dead. The gun mounted on the pursuing truck
hadn't fired - or if it had, it had misfired. The gun mounted on
the pursuing truck had exploded, and the truck itself had been
blasted to smithereens by the force of the explosion.

The shockwavetilted their own truck, but didn't tip it over.

'Uh oh!" said Hycilla's voice. Dathan had never redised

before what awed th of hidden meanings a phrase such asthat
might be able to contain. The nonsensical syllables sounded
completdly different the second time around, anxiety and irri-
tation having given way to triumph and amusement. But

Dathan redlised, asthe truck zoomed on into the darkness, that
the triumph had been cloaked in weariness, and the amuse-
ment in exhaustion. He saw that Hycillawas dumping over the
whedl now, not even looking where the truck was going - not,
at least, with her eyes.

‘Hycilla' Dathan said, uneasily, wondering whether he could
bring her back to anormal state of being - and whether he
should if he could.

After dl, hethought, if she recovered her old saif now she
might suddenly discover that she hadn't the dightest idea how
to drive an Imperia vehicle, and now would not be the best
timefor her to make that discovery. Dathan decided, on due
reflection, to keep quiet. If Hycillahad been driving in amagi-
ca trance since they first got into the cab it was probably best
not to disturb her.

When afew more minutes had passed, though, the pressure

of that chimerical ear upon Dathan's shoulder, and the tickle of
itselongated hairs againgt his neck became unbearable. Very
gently and very carefully, he eased the other boy's body over to
the right, so that the strange head eventudly shifted. It lolled
against the back of the seet, supported to the side by the frame
of the door. The position looked uncomfortable, but not
unbearable.

That alowed Dathan to turn towards Hycilla, and to watch

her as she balanced her head on her knuckles, while her hands
kept the truck on a steady course. The course in question took
them into darkness and the unknown, but seemed nevertheless
to have been carefully plotted and selected.

The darkness did not last much longer, though. Within

another twenty minutes the Sky behind them acquired aslvery
glow, and then the rosy pink of sunlight reflecting off low
cloud.



They were not heading directly away from the as-yet-unrisen
sun, but their course was only dightly displaced to the south.

The war has begun, Dathan thought. 1 was present at thefirst
battle, and the second. I've survived both, without taking any
wound worse than acommon-or-garden bruise. But thisisonly
the beginning. The soldierswho atacked the village were num-
bered in their hundreds, the onesin the trucksin their dozens.
When the big battle begins, therell be thousands on each side,
and the firepower...

He redlised that hisworld had dready ended. The village had
been smashed. If the fields had been burned and the well poi-
soned, it could never be rebuilt. If his mother was lucky
enough to be aive, she would be ahomeess refugeelost in the
wasteland. What had happened to the village would now hap-
pen to the smaler towns, and eventudly to Culzacandras
cities. Whoever won, nothing would ever bethe same. The
world would be new, and life would be different.

Dathan understood that the adulthood at which his boy-

hood had aways been aimed had been cancelled at astroke,
and he would never be the man he had dways intended to be.
He was afighter now, whether he wanted to be or not. He was
an enemy of the Imperium, adefender of hishomeand. He
might live or he might die but the one thing he could never do
was go back to being himsalf. He was different now, and he had
to discover awhole new way of being.

Dathan watched Hycilla's hands and feet, wondering if he
could figure out how to drive while he was awake. It |ooked
easy enough, but so many things had looked easy while he
watched others do them that had turned out not to be easy at
al, when he cameto try them for himself. He knew that he
couldn't afford to entertain childish illusons now that he was
agrown man. He looked around again, to watch the dawn
through the rear window of the cab.

The pink clouds extended themsdlves across the sky like the
wings of agiant vulture - and then the rim of the sun peeped
over theflat and seemingly featurdess plain, asif the sky had
been split by a sword-thrust to let out the blood of the Sars.
The starsthat shone in the night-sky were dready fading o,
swallowed up by the violet blaze of day. That blaze was not yet
bright enough to seem uniform, though. The cloudsthat blis-
tered itsface with grey seemed as solid as oatmedal gruel against
abackground gtirred by the restlessness of spaceitself.

Dathan had only the vaguest notion of what those ripples
were. He could see nothing but inexplicable uncertainty - and
he could fed ripples of asmilar sort within hisown inner



being, firring hisvery soul.

'Wdll," he murmured, just loudly enough to have been heard

if any nearby ear had been awake and attentive, 'l suppose
they'll settle, or they won't. Either way, I'll have to do the best 1
can to move in harmony with them. | certainly can't banish
them from my soul.’

TEN

GAVALON'SREKROWN EY E was hurting horribly, but it was not a
blinding pain. Quitethereverse, in fact. The other eye dready

had better night-vison than ordinary human eyes - though

not as good as that possessed by afew of his beastmen - but

this one, perhaps by virtue of being grown by night, seemed to

relish the particular textures of starlight and moonlight.

Even 50, he had not been able to keep the Vessd's fleeting
formin view once he was down on the plain. Nimian could
never have run so fast, and Sathorael had hardly begun the
process of metamorphic emergence, but their peculiar hybrid
aready seemed to have acquired a number of extraordinary
powers. Cavalon had afew of those himsdlf, but moving at
great speed across problematic territory was not one of them.
Even beastmen had their petty tricks, but none of the heavily-
built members of his persond retinue could run like mowas.

Gavaon had no choice, therefore, but to follow the Vessdl at
his own pace, hoping that the limitations of abody that was

gtill ninety-five per cent Nimian would cause the daemon-to-be
to pause for rest before very long.

The sorcerer had glimpsed the flashes of light on the horizon
while descending the dope of the rounded hill but he had been
unable to form afirm concluson asto what they were. Once
hewas a ground level the lights were obscured by vegetation,
and he did not see them again until the firefight began, at
which time they became far more prolific. He guessed imme-
diately what had happened.

'Imperium soldiers!" he hissed to hisfollowers. They must
have vehicles to have come so far so fast. Not battle-tanks
imported by thefirg invaders, just light trucks, assembled in
Kaazendran factories - but they're ill dangerous.’

The nearest beastman nodded its shaggy head, but Gavalon
knew that its understanding of the danger waslimited. The
cregture had never seen amotor vehicle.

How sophisticated, Gavalon wondered, was Nimian-
Sathoradl's understanding of the enemy he had raced off to



fight? It would be aterrible tragedy if the nascent daemon
wereto loseits Vessd beforeit had a chance to develop more
than atiny fraction of its power. According to thewisest of his
wise-dreamers, Sathoragl wasto bring about the destruction
of Gulzacandrasinvaders, and of Kalazendra's cities, and
more... more, gpparently, than the Divine Schemer cared to
reved even to the most loyal and devoted of hisworldly ser-
vants.

Gavdon had to suppose that if the Divine Schemer'sdivine
scheme somehow went awry, Gulzacandrawould suffer, and so
would he. It would not matter whether or not there was any-
thing he could do to save the daemon-to-be from premature
destruction whileit was, in effect, aconfused infant; heand all
his followerswould gill be held responsible,

"Wespons ready," he said to the beastmen, as they continued

to hurry forward. 'Approach by stedth. Seize guns as and when
you can and turn them on the Ka azendrans - but whatever

else you do, see that no harm comesto the Vessd.'

That was, he knew, far easier said than done - but they would
dl haveto do their utmost to turn wordsinto action.

He had expected afew more seconds to prepare, and to select
apathway into the heart of the battle, but the battle came to
him instead when two soldiers ran from the bushes, in full

flight from an enemy they could neither see nor number.

The enemy soldiers did not see Gavalon and the beastmen
ather, a firgt, which gave the running beastmen time to mount
apincer movement to either sde of them. By thetimethey
findly did catch sight of Gavalon and the yak-head that had
remained by hissdethey weretoo dow inraiang their gunsto
takeam.

One of them got off ashot at the sorcerer, but it wasfired
from the hip. Cavaon needed neither luck nor magic to avoid
the bullet, which whizzed harmlesdy over his head. The man
was then dragged down by the claws of a beastman, whose
talonstore the flesh from theright sde of hisface. The soldier
tried to bring the muzzle of his gun around so that he could
fireinto the beastman's belly, but the creature's descending
mass was too greet. The life was crushed out of him.

The second soldier might have done better had he actudly
contrived to fire, because he had brought hisgun up to his
shoulder firgt, but the yak-head who had remained with
Cavaon had dready hurled its spear with superhuman force.
The serrated obsidian head of the wegpon cut through the
human'sribslike acarving knife. The soldier fell backwards, his



body carried ten or twelve feet by the momentum of the
impact.

Gavaon et the beastmen who had felled the two men har-
vest the guns and ammunition they had carried. The wegpons
were neither Imperium originas nor high-quality Kadazendran
imitations, but they would be awel come addition to thefire-
power of hisown army. Fulbras battle-tanks were mostly crude
by comparison with their origind modes, their enginesfuelled
by dcohols digtilled from wood and their caterpillar tracks
compounded out of an unsavoury mixture of Y evelkanan rub-
ber and native plant-fibre, but armour was armour and their
advance would beinexorable if Gavaon'sthrall-wizards could
not fortify their own exotic resources with the kind of brute
forcethat only heavy meta could ddliver.

Gavalon signalled to the beastmen to spread out in both
directions, while he and hisimmediate companion moved
carefully forward, making full use of the abundant cover.

The next gunman to run into Gaval on was not quite so
panic-dtricken, and he was dert to the possibility that there
would be enemies|urking in the outermost circle of the bushes
surrounding the pool. The Kaazendran had some kind of
light-gun, which made him at least doubly dangerous, but he
had aready used it a least once, and hisvison was il dightly
confused. The shot he fired would have been well-enough
aimed had it had an ordinary target, but Gavalon was a sor-
cerer, blessed with a deceptive presence. The hot beam was
close enough to singe his shoulder, but such little painswere
momentary spice to Gavaon and only served to sharpen the
sense of triumph he felt as he hurled himsdlf forward to grap-
plewith the man.

The Kalazendran was tdll and muscular, and might have put
up some sort of resistance even to a bull-shouldered beast-
man, but he had no chance at dl against a sorcerer blessed
with as many mutations as Gavaon the Great. Gavalon
ripped the soldier'sright arm clean out of its socket before
using hisfingernailsto dash the man'sthroat - a cutting blow
S0 effective that it shredded al the flesh in front of the back-
bone. Gava on paused just long enough to pry the
convulsively-locked fingers of the dead arm away from the
handgrip of the exotic wegpon before bringing his prize
around and charging forward.

The bushes surrounding him were aready sputtering fitfully
and belching smoke, but Gavaon's new eye did not seem
prone to weeping. It stung as badly as ever but it gave him the
sight he needed to pick out enemies running thisway and that.
He shot one, and watched in fascination as the soldier's uni-



form and flesh melted together asthey burned. A second
returned fire, but he too was confused by Gavalon's deceptive
presence, and a beastman's blade made him pay for his confu-
sion. Gavaon shot athird himsdlf, but he il had not caught
aglimpseof theVess.

The engines of at least three trucks were roaring now, and
their searchlights were probing in every direction. Gavalon
heard afrightful bellowing scream that had to be one of his
beastmen. He moved reflexively towardsit, on the assumption
that it must have come from the place where the fight was
most fiercely-contested and the enemy most securely-
entrenched, but till he could not see the skinny naked form

of the nascent daemon.

The trucks were on the move now, seemingly headed in sev-
erd different directions. One was coming directly towards
him, and Cavalon poised his weapon, ready to fire. Hewas
confident that no single human could pose amortd threst to
him, but atwo-ton truck with aheavy gun mounted on its
back was a different matter. He could have moved sdewaysto
take cover in acluster of head-high flowering plantsand let
the vehicle pass by, but that would have alowed the truck and
its personnd to get away, and at least two vehicleswere
aready in the process of doing that. So he stood firm and
took aim.

The truck's searchlight picked out the sorcerer dmaost imme-
diately. Had the vehicle not been heading straight for him
aready itsdriver would presumably have dtered coursein
order to run him down. Fortunately, Gavalon's new eye wasfar
less sengitive to the harsh glare of the searchlight than the ddl-
icatetints of starlight and moonlight, and he could easily make
out the hdmeted heads of the man swivdling the searchlight
and his companion stationed at the big gun.

Gavaon shot the gunman firgt, and then the searchlight
operator. He watched their heads explode with grim satisfac-
tion - and then turned his attention to the one with what was
now the most dangerous wegpon of al at hisdisposa: the
truck-driver.

Asthe vehicle hurtled towards him, the intervening distance
vanishing yard by yard, Gavalon fired athird time.

Unfortunately, the plastic of which the windscreen was made
turned out to be somewhat resstant to the kind of fire the
light-weapon produced. It did not shatter and it did not melt -
not quickly enough, at any rate. Gavalon knew that the splash
of the discharge must have dazzled the driver, but the truck was
S0 closetoitstarget that the driver'sloss of Sght wasirrelevant.



Gavalon had only asplit second to dive clear.

Had he been wearing his battle-armour he might not have
been ableto do it, but the costume required by theritua was
much lighter.

He threw himsdf sdeways, and just managed to get his
boots out of the line followed by the off-side front whed, thus
saving hisfeet from pulverization.

Thetruck careered on for forty or fifty yards, and for a
moment Gaval on thought that it would disappear into the

night and be lost - but then the brakes were applied and the
vehicle was thrown into atight U-turn. The sorcerer redlised
that the driver had no ideathat the men on the back of the
truck had been killed; the man obvioudy thought that he was
gtill a the whed of apowerful battle-wagon, averitable cannon
onwheds.

Gavaon got up, but made no attempt to hide himself.
Instead, he backed up dowly, looking around himself dl the
whilefor further Sgns of trouble. No one came a him, and
there were no more screams.

As soon asthe truck was fully turned around, the driver hit
the accelerator hard. The engine screeched and the truck
lurched asits solid tyres bumped their way through a dense
thicket, but it hurtled forward nevertheless.

Gavaon knew that a second shot might well succeed where
thefirst had failed, the fabric of the windscreen having aready
been weakened - but he aso knew that it might not, and that
ammunition was precious. He kept the stolen gunin his|eft
hand, but hisright reached down to pluck adart from his belt.
He had not come fully-armed to theritual, but he never went
anywhere without adequate defences, and the dart was charged
with amagica energy that would multiply itsmomentum a
hundredfold, if it were thrown with the proper skill.

Hethrew it, with the proper skill.

The dart smashed through the truck'swindshield asiif it were
made of spidersilk and vanished into the startled driver'sopen
mouth. He jerked back in his seat asthe point of the dart diced
between the base of the skull and the first cervica vertebrae
before embedding itsdlf deeply in the stedl wall of the back of
the cab - but the truck kept coming. The dead driver's hands
weredtill holding the whed in place, and the truck was il
headed Straight for the spot where Caval on stood.

Gavalon cursed the necessity of diving sideways for a second



time, but he had no time to do anything but dive, so that was
what he did. Thistime, the tyre missed his booted foot by a
clear Sx inches.

Thetruck careered on into a huge stand of rushes, whose
brittle stalks crackled asthey gave way to its mass - but they
could not dow it down sufficiently to stop it driving on into
the pool, whereit arrived with an almighty splash.

The water thrown up by the impact was hurled in every direc-
tion, and Gavaon reflexively raised hisarm to shield hiseyes
from the fraction of the cascade that landed on him.

Onelast scream sounded then, but it was neither a human
scream nor the agonised howl of abovine beastman. It wasthe
scream of some monstrous pool-dweller, deeply resentful of
the rude invasion of its normally-quiet home.

After that, relative quiet resumed. The sound of the other
engineswas aready reduced by distance to ahum. If any of the
Kaazendran soldierswere ill dive, they were not firing their
guns.

‘Search the area," Gavalon shouted, as the yak-head who had
not strayed far from his side helped him to hisfeet. 'Find any
fugitivesand kill them - but above dl e, find the Vesd.'

He did not doubt that the beastmen did their best to obey

the order, and he certainly played his own part in what became
amopping-up operation, but by the time dawn came he knew
the awful truth.

Nimian's naked form was nowhere to be found, dead or alive.
He had come and gone. Unlessthe larval Sathoraegl had discov-
ered an dtogether unexpected ability tofly - and to fly
unpractised and untrained - he must have been on one of the
trucksthat had escaped the skirmish by driving off into the night.

Cavaon was certain that at least three trucks had gone, but

he could not be sure that only three had gone - and there was
no way to be sure which direction the one carrying Nimian had
taken. How could he possibly return to his gathering army with
the news that he had lost the ally who was supposed to provide
their most powerful antidote to Imperid firepower? What were
afew captured guns by comparison with alost daemon? How
would the daemon-to-be fare without the guiding voice and
wisdom of Gavalon the Grest?

The yak-head uttered agrunt of solicitous concern.

I'madl right," Cavalon assured the creature. 'In fact, sofar as
| know, everythingisdl right." Hetried to reassure himsalf with



afew further thoughts in the same vein. What need had a dae-
mon of human guidance, when it had the grace and favour of
the great god? The plan was not his, strictly spesaking, but the
Divine Schemer's - and who was he to judge that it had gone
awry? Perhaps it was proceeding perfectly. Perhaps there was
no perhaps about it. How could the gods be subject to the
whims of chance?

Hewas not convinced. The daemon-to-be might not need
him, but he certainly needed the daemon-to-be. The daemon-
to-be might not need to receive his guidance, but he certainly
needed to giveit.

The yak-head grunted again, and three other beastmen

joined in the chorus.

The beastmen seemed happy enough with the pile of guns
they had gathered from the corpses of the Kadlazendrans - as
well they might, given that there were more than enough for
them to take one each, and that their own casualties amounted
to no more than two walking wounded.

If I knew how to control one of these abandoned vehicles,
Gavaon thought, looking at the three trucks that remained and
were seemingly still usable, | might return to my army in such
sylethat they would applaud my triumph.

What he eventualy said out loud was. *We need more than
the guns and ammunition. We need dl the suppliesthey were
carrying. What we cannot carry oursaves well gather into a
cache, and send a detachment of pack-horses out to collect it.
When you have done that you can deep for an hour, perhaps
two if you're quick. We cannot spare any more time than that.
The enemy ismoving fast, hoping to get at us before were
ready. We have to move fast too.'

The beastmen'’s nods and grunts of agreement were over-
enthusiadtic, aswasinvariably the case when hetold them
things they were too stupid to understand fully.

Once the beastmen had returned to work, though, Cavalon

could not help reverting to hisorigind train of thought. If the

gods were not subject to the whims of chance, he thought, then
the world would surely be amuch more predictable place than it
was. A good ded of its disturbance might be due to the conflicts
of the gods, but the unpredictability of circumstance was no mere
matter of opposed and contending wills. As a sorcerer, with a sor-
cerer's powers of foresight, he knew better than any mere dullard
how wayward the ways of chance redlly were, and how vulnera-
ble even daemons might be to freaks of circumstance.

Asaman who aspired to become adaemon himsdlf, if he



could only serve hisgod bravely and cleverly enough, Gavalon
was desperately well aware of how little he knew about the
ways and powers of daemons, but one thing he did know was
that they could only enjoy worldly existence for abrief time
before returning to whatever dimension it wasthat they were
entitled to cal home.

As Sathorael grew into his heritage he - or should that be 'it"?

- might acquire the power to blast continents, or to put out the
sun, but he, or it, would not have that power long, and itsuse
would hasten the moment of the daemon's departure.

Without Cavalon the Great to guide him - or it - how could
the daemon possibly know and understand how best to deploy
that awesome power in the interests of Gulzacandra?

Without Gavalon the Great's guidance, was there not a pos-
ghility that the daemon might deploy that power in such away
asto contrive the ruination of Gulzacandraas well asthe petty
Imperium that had been established in Kaazendrasince the
fal from the sky?

Cavaon put up ahand to cover hisaching eye, protecting its
tenderness from the hot light of the risen sun.

The sght of the palm of his hand seemed strangely comfort-
ing, that being one of the few areas of his outer flesh that had
not changed appreciably since his apprentice days. Thefingers
were longer and thicker, their nails much more claw-like, but
ihe padm was gtill engraved with the same pattern of criss-
crossed lines: the pattern in which his destiny was written, if
only he could master the art of reading it.

Alas, for dl itsmarvellous powers of Sght, hisnew eyedid
not come with any enhanced ability to read.

Even Cavaon the Great, the most powerful sorcerer to walk
the surface of Sigmatusfor athousand generations, could not
read the finer details of the promisesinscribed by his parent
god in thefrail fabric of hisown flesh.

Know thysdf was, das, far from being the easiest of the sor-
cerous commandments to keep, even in respect of those
aspects of the self that were not subject to continued evolution
or arbitrary alteration.

‘But wewill win," Gavalon muttered, too softly for the yak-
head to hear. 'We must.'

ELEVEN

DATHAN WOKE I1Pwith astart asthe truck lurched to astop. The



engine sputtered and died. He realised, somewhat to his sur-
prise, that the sun was now high above the horizon, only a
little to the left of the truck's heading. Several hours must
have passed, dthough it did not seem to him that he had
dept for morethan afew minutes.

Hycillaraised her head too, and turned to peer a him. Her
eyes had lost their scary quality, and he knew that she was no
longer entranced. She seemed far more surprised than he was
by their circumstances. Whatever memory she had of having
driven the truck had obvioudy faded into that oblivion to
which dream-memories were usualy consigned, and she
seemed quite nonplussed by the presence of the boy with the
tufted ears, who wasjust beginning to wake up in histurn.

'Where are we? she asked.

'l haven't the dightest idea,' Dathan told her. ‘A long way
west of the pool, and some way to the south. | have no idea
which way Elvenor might lie. Werein the middle of
nowhere!'

Hycillaturned to look out of her side window then, but she
couldn't seefar. Thetruck wasin aforest of sorts, although its
'trees looked like huge red-and-black corn cobs sheathed in
paleydlow leaves with slver spikes. The undergrowth on
both sdeswasfairly dense, but the truck had been following
aroad of sorts- or perhagps an animd trail, if there were ani-
mals hereabouts as big as loxodonts.

Hycillaturned back. "Who's he? she said, meaning the boy
who was rubbing the deep from his eyes. Those eyes had been
even scarier than Hycillaswhen he had first leapt aboard, but
they looked merely human now. Even the ears did not seem

as remarkable as they had before, and the dirt-stained body
seemed even skinnier. Dathan wondered whether the pattern
he had seen on the naked body when the boy legpt aboard

had been merdly atrick of the confused light.

'l suppose he must have been hiding in the scrub around

the pool, just aswe were. When the soldiers were attacked and
everything started burning he must have panicked. Maybe he
was close enough to see us being captured and knew that we
werefriendly." It wasn't until held said al thisthat Dathan
realised that there might be an easy way to get amore accu-
rate answer. 'Who are you? he said to the boy.

"Y ou and you,' said the boy, seemingly quite mystified by his
own existence and capacity for speech.

'Where do you come from? Dathan asked, till hopeful of



finding aquestion that might dicit acomprehensble answer.
‘Hungry,' said the boy, asif making avita discovery.
'Yes,' said Dathan. 'So am |. But what's your name?

‘Nimian,' the boy replied, as he wrestled with the door-
catch. As soon as he had the door open he dropped to the
ground and scuttled into the undergrowth. Hewaslost to
dght dmost immediady.

'l think hisnames Nimian, Dathan said to Hycilla,
athough he knew that she must have heard the terse word as
clearly ashe had.

Hycillaopened her own door and stepped down gingerly.
Then she went towards the back of the truck. Dathan got
down on the other side and moved around to join her at the
rear.

There was adead soldier on the back of the truck, laid out
in asupine position between the gun-mount and the Side-
wall. It wasn't immediately obvious how he had died. There
were no gaping holesin his uniform and there seemed to
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have been no conspicuous spillage of blood, except for two
tricklesthat extended from his closed eyeslike tear-tracks. He
did gtink, though, and not merely of shit. It wasasif putre-
faction had dready set in degp within hisflesh. When Dathan
had clambered up on to the back of the truck he pushed back
one of the dead man's eydlids, but when he saw theruin
beneath he shuddered and snatched his hand away.

'Magic, hesad, tersaly. Then he remembered that Nimian
must be awise-dreamer, a least, and perhaps a sorcerer. He
wondered, for thefirst time, whether the boy could have had
anything to do with the attack on the Imperia soldiers, If so,
he had saved Dathan's and Hycillas lives before they had
saved his- if they had saved his.

‘Never mind him," Hycillasaid. What'sin the boxesand
canisters?

Dathan looked over the cargo that had been stowed in front
of the gun-mount. ‘L ots of water," he said. 'Some food, and
what looks like ammunition. No guns, though, except for this
mongter. If the truck stopped becauseit ran out of fudl, we
certainly can't take that with us... and | wouldn't know fuel
for what it was even if | saw some. Where has the boy gone?



Didn't he say he was hungry?

Nimian regppeared then, asif on cue. He was carrying atwo
foot-long lizard in one hand and something that Dathan
couldn't put anameto in the other. While the boy lifted his
right hand high above his head so asto dangle the head of the
living lizard into his mouth, and then swalow it whole, inch

by wriggling inch, Dathan had time enough to study the sec-
ond creature more carefully.

It looked like agrotesquely over-inflated woodlouse with

homs and a spiky tail. Dathan couldn't imagine that it was edi-
ble, whether it was poisonous or not - but when the lizard was
safely packed into his gullet Nimian proceeded to stuff the crea
tureinto his mouth, exaskeleton and dl. Thistime, he
condescended to do a certain amount of biting and chewing -
both of which were noisy processes - but the find effect wasthe
same. The monstrous arthropod was completely consumed.

'Ah," said Nimian, with what seemed to Dathan to be a par-
ody of satisfection.

There's some red food here/ Dathan said, numbly. He had
found biscuits, compressed fruit and corned besf.
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Nimian'srefusal to take hispick of the treats on offer
seemed disdainful. Instead, he grabbed the dead man by the
boots and hauled him off the back of thelorry. He quickly
stripped the man of hisuniform and boots.

For one horrid moment, Dathan thought that the boy was
going to start feeding the soldier'slimbsinto his unnatu-
rally capacious maw - but it was the clothes he wanted, for
now. By the time he had put them on they weren't quite as
ill-fitting as Dathan had expected; Nimian seemed to have
grown taler and wider since he had first jumped into the
truck.

Hycilla had opened one of the water-canisters and had
taken adrink before passing it to Dathan. When Dathan had
quenched his own thirst he passed it on to Nimian, half-
expecting the offer to be refused - but Nimian drank from it
with astonishing avidity, consuming a leest haf agdlonin
no morethan haf aminute.

When he put the canister down, the improbable boy said
'Still hungry' and promptly disappeared into the undergrowth

again.



'What ishe? Dathan asked Hycilla.

Hycilladid not question Dathan's use of ‘what' instead of
'who'. She was as gpprehensive as he was. She would proba-
bly have been terrified - as Dathan would have been - had
they not endured so much horror aready that she had lost the
capacity for further excitement.

'| don't know,' she said.

‘A mutant? Dathan prompted. 'I've heard people say...' He
trailed off. Where the secret matters of the covens were con-
cerned, he had only heard people say things that he wasn't
supposed to hear. He was a man now, but he had been aboy
dl hislife, shidded and excluded from dl adult affairs.

Hycilla, who had hardly begun her preparation for educa-
tion as awise-dreamer, seemed to know only alittle more. 'l
don't think he'san ordinary fresk,' she said. 'Something else.
Something more. Did | redlly drivethetruck for haf the night
and nearly half aday?1 can't imagine how.'

'Y ou were at the whed,' Dathan said, choosing hiswords

very carefully. 'Maybe he knowswho wasredly driving. | wish
I'd got to those good boots before he did - but | supposeI'd
have had to hand them over. Whatever kind of something else
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heis, heisn't thekind of something else that people like us
can say no to. How much danger are wein, do you think?

'Not as much as we were in when the soldiers had us, 1 sup-
pose,' Hycillasad, uncertainly. They'd have shot you within
another couple of minutes - and they'd have shot me too,
after another couple of hours, or however long it took.'

'But heis dangerous.’

'| think heis,' Hycillasaid, pensvely. 'Whatever heis, he's
definitely dangerous. But he'son our side, isn't he? Hisene-
miesare our enemies, which must make him our friend -

and us his. We ought to get some food for ourselveswhile we
can.'

Dathan knew that Hycillawas right, probably about every-
thing. He wished that he were able to think clearly, but the
overload that had obliterated his capacity for fear and horror
seemed to have dowed him down in every respect. He ate
mechanicaly, unable to taste the food and seemingly unable
to do anything but move his hands mechanicaly back and



forth from his mouth. Whatever danger Nimian posed was
samply set aside; Dathan was unable to contemplate it, let
aoneto reason it out any further than he already had.

Dathan and Hycillahad finished their medl by thetime
Nimian appeared again, and thistime he didn't bring his
med with him. Either he had figured out that his eating-
habits were so disconcerting to others that they were best
indulged in private or he had been too hungry to delay his
satisfaction.

The stolen uniform appeared to be even better-fitting now
that it had when he had disappeared. If the boy redly had
growninto it, Dathan thought dully, he had done so with
agtonishing aacrity. Nimian's eyes and ears seemed more dis-
tinctly unhuman now, and there was hair on the back of his
hands that had not been there before. His teeth were notice-
ably sharper, and there seemed to be ridges growing on his
skull, ther tips dready showing through hisslky hair.

'Can you understand me, Nimian? Hycillasaid. She had
obvioudy recovered more fully than Dathan.

The boy didn't answer, but he swivelled hisincredibly black
eyesto fix hisgaze upon her.

'I'm Hycillaand thisis Dathan,' shetold him. "Weran away
from our village when it was attacked. We ran away again
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from the pool - but we have no ideawhereto run to. Were
lost, and alone. We need help.’

Theboy listened to dl of this, and then seemed to set about
thinking it over - but it appeared that the effort was atrifle
painful, because heraised his handsto hisforehead, closing
his eyes momentarily.

'Y ou and you," he said. 'Us now. All together. Grow together.
Burn together.’

Hycilla pondered these remarks for amoment or two, then
shrugged her shoulders, admitting defeat. She turned back to
Dathan. Thisisaroad of sons,' she said, kneeling down to
inspect the surface. 'l can fed the ruts of cart-whedls. It's not
well-used, but it isaroad - which meansthat it must lead
somewhere, probably to Elvenor or Mancip. Maybe al we
haveto do isfollow it, until we cometo atown - or, a least,
avillage or afarmhouse!’



Dathan looked at the giant parodies of corn-cobsthat were
growing besde the roadside, and wondered briefly whether
they could possibly be a crop of some kind. He decided that
it was highly unlikely. They were native, of little nutritiona
vaueif not actudly poisonous. Thetaestold to the village
children sometimes referred to 'nightshade forests as places
of even more extreme danger than the 'gardens of god', but he
had never managed to obtain aclear notion of what anight-
shade forest might look like. Maybe, he thought, thiswas one.

Or maybe not.

'Walk,' said Nimian, suddenly, having apparently com-
pleted his cogitations. 'Battle to fight. Stars stand till. Then...
whoosh. Hisvoicetrailed off, uncertainly.

'Whoaosh, Dathan echoed, looking to Hycillafor guidance.

"Theres abattle to fight, and then the starswill stand il
Hycillasaid, trying hard to import the proper senseinto
Nimian's clipped utterances. That'sbad, | think, if I've got it
right.

'Bad,’ Dathan repested, thinking that it sounded dl too
plausble.

Therewas something in adream | had,’ Hycillawent on,
'something Pater Sdltanasaid... if the stars stand till, more
enemies might pour out of the sky. They'd annihilate us, and
theréd be nothing Gavaon and the other coven-masters
could do to save us!'
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Nimian seemed to have become confused again as hetried
to follow this speech, but his expression cleared as he caught
oneword that was evidently far more meaningful to him than
therest.

‘Cavalon/ he repeated, nodding his head urgently. 'Lost
Gavaon. Too hungry, too angry, too fast. Lost Gavaon. Bring
him. Touch him. Do hispart.’

'If he knows Gavaon, Dathan concluded, uncertainly, 'he
must be from Gavadon'sarmy.'

'l don't know,' said Hycilla, even more uncertainly. 'If that's
30, maybe we ought to help him get back to it. But we don't
know where Gavadon s

Dathan fdt dightly better now that he had food in his



stomach - but feding dightly better only paved the way for
feding much worse, as he found the ability to be afraid again.
lie hopped back on to the rear of the truck, intent on rooting
around to see what he might be able to carry away. 'We have
to go, he said. 'One way or another, we have to go. Why did
the Imperium have to come to Gulzacandra, to destroy every-
thing we had and everything we were? What did we ever do to
them?

'l don't know,' was the only reply Hycillacould offer.

Nimian was il listening, apparently trying to digest what
was being said. He seemed to be making progressintellectu-
dly aswdl asphyscdly. 'ITmperium,’ he said, seizing for a
second time upon aword that had ready-made significance
for him.'Men a war with themsalves, a war with everyone
else. No peace. Never can be. Alwayswar. Always game.’

'It'snot agame, Nimian,' Dathan assured the boy - whose
neetly-fitted Imperia uniform now seemed almost as discon-
certing asthe traces of unhumanity that had appeared in his
face. 'It'sred. People are being killed.'

Nimian smiled then. It wasthefirst time Dathan had seen
him smile, and he got the odd impression that it might have
been the firgt time the boy had ever smiled.

‘Everything dies,' the boy said, asif he wereimparting apre-
cious hidden truth. 'Only matters how.'

"That's not true, Hycillaput in, as she too set about making
up apack to carry. 'Everybody dies, but it matters when as
well as how - and what matters even more iswhat the dead
can leave behind. Knowledge, tradition, discipline. Everybody
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dies, but villages outliveindividuas, and civilization can con-
tinue forever.’

Hycillawas parroting Pater Saltana's teachings, but her
voice was beginning to take on that peculiar extratimbre;

Dathan deduced that she too was beginning to fed better -
but that she was no longer the kind of person who could fedl
better in the perfectly ordinary way that he could.

Dathan had felt comfortable in Hycillals company for so
long that it seemed utterly preposterous that she should now
appear dien - but that was the truth of the matter.



'Only darknessisforever, was Nimian's reply to what
Hycillahad said. 'Men dig, villages dig, civilizationsdie,
empiresdie, universesdie. Ashesto ashes, dust to dust. Ashes
of gars, dust of stars. All darknessin theend - but whilewe
burn, we must burn. Will see. Will al see. Y ou and you

and...

Nimian's eyes seemed to flare up from within while he
delivered this speech, but the light died away inthe void as
confusion reasserted its hold on hishead and his heart.
'Hungry," he muttered, after a pause. ‘Need food.' But thistime
he did not dive into the undergrowth in search of hideous

prey.

' think thisisdl | can carry, Hycillasaid to Dathan, show-

ing him the pack she had made up. There was enough food
and water to see them through severa days - twice as many
when the resources of Dathan's own self-selected burden were
added in. Had there been amanageable gun, Dathan would
certainly have teken it, and plenty of ammunition, but the

dead man hadn't been wearing asidearm.

'It'senough,’ Dathan said. ‘Let'sgo.'

Nimian hadn't prepared a pack of his own, and showed no
inclination to help Hycillaor Dathan with theirs, but nobody
offered any objection to histravelling light. The three of them
st off aong the road, and the truck was soon lost to sight
behind them.

The forest wasn't extensive - not, at least, in the direction
they were heading. They had only gone afew hundred paces
when the cob-like plants gave way to amore varied vegeta-
tion: grasdand much like the one which they had trekked
acrossthe previous day, interrupted by clumps of spiry slver-
leaved trees.
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It was beautiful, in away, but Dathan was not in amood to
gppreciate its beauty. Theimaginary thread around his heart
seemed to be tightening its grip upon him. He could not find
words to describe how hefdt. Like aprisoner within hisown
body? Not quite. Asif hisflesh were no longer entirely his?
Almost. Odd, at any rate. Very, very odd.

A family of mowas sprinted away acrossthe grassy plain as
the three travelling companions emerged into plain view.

They looked like eight-foot chickens but their gait was
remarkably steady and very speedy. Further awvay, Dathan saw
aherd of ghazals. They weretoo far from the track to fedl



threatened by human presence, and they continued grazing.

Therewas no immediate Sign of cultivation or of any
human dwelling, but Hycilla pointed to athin spird of
smoke on the horizon. 'Maybe a house-fire,' she said.

'If S0, we should see the chimney soon enough,’ Dathan
sad.

There can't be enemies ahead of us/ Hycillasaid, uncer-
tainly. 'The trucks were the spearhead - and now that's been
broken off, they won't be so keen to get ahead of themsalves

agan.

'If it's the remains of abeacon-fire, Dathan said, hopefully,
'maybe we can get the keepersto rebuild it, and send asigna
to G avd on'sarmy.’

'Gavaon probably has better means of finding us than we
have of finding him," Hycillatold him. 'He has wise-dreamers
and thrall-wizards, and divination pells. Reaching us might
be difficult - but the army must have fast horses, and maybe
other runners even faster.'

Dathan didn't want to question her asto the nature of
those other runners.

'Hungry,' said Nimian, yet again. ‘Need food.' Thistime he
did make a detour, athough he came back quickly enough,
with what appeared to bethetail of afast snake still dangling
fromhislips.

'So hungry,’ Nimian reported to his companions, in asemi-
apol ogetic manner. He seemed to have grown another two
inchestaller. It was no longer possible for Dathan to think of
him as aboy. He had started out shorter and dimmer than
Hycillabut he was consderably bigger than both of them
now.
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That'sdl right,” Dathan said. 'Just keep right on eating.' To
Hycilla, he whispered: 'All that stuff we were taught about
native produce filling you up but not doing you any good
doesn't seem to gpply to him. He's thriving on those hor-
rors.’

While Dathan was speaking, Nimian drifted off again, pre-
sumably in search of yet more food.

'So | see," Hycilla agreed. 'But the native predators don't



bother with scales and bones and armour-plate. Whatever he
is..." She stopped abruptly, asif she had suddenly realised
what he might be.

'Go on,' Dathan prompted.

Hycilladidn't take up the thread of the sentence, and
Dathan had no way of guessing what she might have been
thinking. He had to provide his own continuation.

Whatever heis, Dathan thought, perhaps we ought to be
grateful that he's on our side. The thought was less comfort-
ing than he had hoped. After amoment's pause, he asked
Hycillaanother question. 'How big is he going to get, do you
think, if he keepson eating?

Very bigindeed, Hycillareplied, fearfully. ‘And he might
changein other waystoo. If he'sjust akind of grub, imagine
what the fly might look likewhen it findly hatchesout."

It seemed to Dathan to be a peculiar comparison to make,
but Hycillawas awise-dreamer, alot better at sensing possi-
bilities and jumping to conclusions than common folk like
him. Even the commonest folk could sometimes see Strange
possihilities, though, and even the commonest folk could
sometimes jump to ominous conclusons.

'He's something redlly horrible, isn't he? Dathan said, anx-
ioudy. 'Something out of the kind of tale that children aren't
supposed to hear.'

Dathan had aready begun to wonder whether thetaleshe
had contrived to hear while he was everybody's helper and
nobody's gpprentice might only be atiny fraction of thetaes
that adults kept to themselves. What horrors might there be
intheworld that had been successfully hidden from him?

That made him think of hismother, and everything she had
tried so hard to hide from him in order to protect his
innocence - and for thefirst time, the fact that his mother was
probably dead stood starkly clear in the forefront of his
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Consciousness. Now hewas able to be afraid again, and terror
struck at hisheart like an icy spear.

‘Not yet,' Hycillareplied to his question, stressing the yet

ever 0 dightly. She seemed utterly obliviousto hisreborn ter-
ror. 'But if he meanswhat he says about having to burn while
he can, we might have to be very careful indeed not to be



caught intheflames!’

AN

TWELVE

THE ASSASSIN CAME out of nowhere. Ragan Ba berith was
descending the staircase towards the foyer of the headquarters
of the Adeptus Terra of Sigmatus - in what was supposed to be
acompletdy safe environment - when the aborigine suddenly
appeared at the foot of the stairs and started shooting.

Perhaps he would have succeeded had he not started shoot-
ing quite so soon, before taking proper aim, but it seemed
likely that he had not had adequate opportunity to practise
using the wespon. It was not so very uncommon in Kalazendra
for aborigines to possess and use stolen guns, but they lacked

training opportunities.

Even so, the n got off four shots before one of
Baberith's bodyguards put him down, and one of those shots
lodged in the thigh of the second bodyguard, who had been
quick to do hisduty by serving as ahuman shield to the Chief
Inquigitor.

Baberith'sfirg thought, as he watched the gunman collapse,
wasthat it was aswell that what passed for the Adeptus Terra
on Sigmatus had contrived to maintain a proper measure of
loydty and discipline. Had his bodyguards been less than fully
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committed to his protection, one of them would surdly have
been bribed by now to do Orloc Mdcarth's dirty work. As
thingswere, M carth had to rely on aborigind petty criminads
to serve astriggermen, and kitchen staff or cleanersto get them
into ashooting position.

There would have to be an investigation, however time-con-
suming it might be. Therat within thewalls had to be

identified and annihilated - after proper interrogation, of

course. Melcarth was too careful to leave atrail that might lead
back to him, but an example had to be set. There was, of
course, apossibility that the assassin hadn't been sent by

Mé carth, and that he really was alocd anarchist with agrudge
agang everything Imperid, but Balberith had dwaysfound it
politic to assume the worst until he was presented with proof
to the contrary.



While servants hurried to help the wounded man and sum-
mon a doctor, the bodyguard who had shot the would-be

n knelt beside the dying man, demanding to know who
had sent him. Having checked that the bullet-wound in his
protector's thigh was unlikely to befata, Baberith followed
the other man down the stairs. He knew that it would be futile
to question the gunman. Even if thefailed n had breath
enough to answer - which was unlikely, given the size of the
holein hischest - hewould waste it in abrief exhaation of
spite. Inal probability, the man wouldn't have the dightest
ideathat he was Mel carth cat's-paw even if that was the truth of
the matter. He probably thought that he was a good servant of
the Revolution, working for the destruction of the Imperium,
and he might beright.

Even Baberith had only the vaguest ideahow many of the
supposed Revolutionaries were redlly spies, because he could
only make an educated guess asto what proportion of theinfil-
trators were M carth's rather than his. He did know, though,
that the whole movement could betidied up in amatter of
daysif it were ever intheinterests of the Imperia community
to do s0. One of the few points of strategy on which he and the
governor were wholly agreed, however, was that a carefully-
managed and subtly-manipulated opposition was afar more
useful palitica tool than amuch smaller organization that

redly did operate in secret.

'He's dead,’ the bodyguard reported. 'Never said aword.'
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'Anything on him? Ba berith asked, as the bodyguard began
to search the dead man's pockets. He was certain that the
answer would be negative, and so it was.

'Word of Ajao’s breakthrough must have leaked out,’ the
bodyguard opined. They know that if we can establish contact
with the Fleet, everything will change.’ He carefully didn't spec-
ify who ‘they" might be. 'Shall | double the guard in the psykers
quarters?

'If you can be absolutely certain of the new men,’ Balberith

said. 'And | mean absolutely certain. Even the strongest minds
are gpt to become agitated down there - it'sa duty that requires
exceedingly strong nerves.'

'No problem. I'll get the best possible replacement for poor
Makri, too. Do you want to wait until he gets here?

'No. I've got to see M carth now.' Balberith stood up as he
spoke and moved towards the door, where his car was waiting.



'Isthat wise?

'It's necessary. Anyway, the so-called palace isjust about the
safest placein Kdazendra- he couldn't afford to have anything
happen to me there. He thinks he has enough support to make
himsdf ruler of the world, but he knows how fragile some of
that support is. He can't afford to let the rumour get around

that he caresfar more for his own persona glory than the safety
of the Imperid community.'

'It's getting around anyway,' the bodyguard said, as he held
the car door open for the Chief Inquisitor, looking round all
the whilefor further dangers - of which there were none.

That'sapity,' Balberith said, as the bodyguard took hisown
seat and closed the door so that the driver could get under way,
'because I'm not sure that we can afford asplit in the ranks at
this point in time, any more than he can. If we can't re-estab-
lish contact with the Imperium we need to win thiswar in
Gulzacandra - and if we can, we need to be able to persuade
the real tech-priests and inquisitors that werre worth saving.
What we need isto rein Melcarth in and make him see sense’

'No reprisals, then? the bodyguard said.

We don't even know for surethat it's him," Balberith said,
tiredly. 'It'snot asif were short of enemies, isit? The aborigines
hate us more than they hate the governor's guardsmen and the
army, because we're the ones trying to exterminate their foul
religion. They don't understand the kind of war were fighting.'
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It was only ashort ride to the governor's paace. It would

have been easily wakable, but custom dictated that the Masters
of the Imperium didn't walk. They were the True Men, citizens
of the gdlaxy dtill, despite the fact that they had been out of
touch for seven generations. Waking was for aborigines.

Asthe eevator rose to the floor where Mée carth's offices
were, Balberith hoped that he wouldn't have to go out on that
damned balcony again. He didn't like M carth playing with
him, or even knowing that he was vulnerable to being played
with. One day, he thought, Ml carth would lean out just alit-
tletoo far and lose hisfooting - but not, of course, whilethe
Chief Inquisitor was standing next to him, or evenin the
building. Now was not theright time - but times changed,
sometimesrapidly, and if Deir Ajao was right they might be
about to change very dramaticdly for the better. Withina
week, if only the warpstorm would condescend to become



dormant for long enough, Sigmatus might have ared
Panetary Governor - and theimportance of its Chief
Inquisitor'sloyalty and determination would receive due
recognition at long lagt.

Orloc Mécarth was not on his balcony. Hewas at his desk,
entertaining other guests:. three of the army's senior officers,

and avox-caster operator who must have delivered fresh news
from the front. The expressions on their faces told Balberith
that the news was not good.

What went wrong? he asked.
‘Operation Probe,’ replied Mg or-General Vorch, succinctly.

That brought afrown to Balberith's face. Operation Probe
had not been hisidea, but its presumed necessity had been
based on intelligence provided by his psykers. Thevisionin
guestion had been unfortunately vague, but it had seemed ade-
guate to establish the tactical importance of acertain hill west
of Odienne. The decision to take Odienne and hold it asa sup-
ply depot had been taken independently, but once that wasin
Fulbras plan, the desirability of occupying the dlegedly-signif-
icant position without delay had seemed clear.

The cultists must have occupied the rock aready,’ Colone
Bdilaput in. 'Fulbrals men must have ridden straight into an
ambush. There was more than a hint of accusation in histone.
Military men, who had no understanding of the problems of
dedling with psykers, could never quite cometo termswith the
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limitations of the intelligence Baberith and hisfdlowswere
ableto gather. Having been warned that the rock might be
important, Fulbra's men should have been dert to the possi-
bility of an ambush.

What were they ambushed with? Balberith asked, combat-
ively. 'Fedd atillery? Assault rifles?

"We don't know/ Vorch admitted. There don't seem to have
been any survivorsto report back. Something nasty. Something
horrible." He meant magic, but he couldn't even bring himsdlf

to pronounce the word.

'If there was no one to report back,' Balberith said, faking a
contempt that he was not quite ableto fed, ‘we have no reason
to assumethat it was anything out of the ordinary, do we?

It must have been,’' Vorch retorted, sombrely. They were



good men - travelling light, but well enough armed againgt any
foreseeable contingency.'

‘Evenif it were something horrible,' Baberith said, ‘itsuse

will cost the enemy dear. This might be a setback, but we have
to press on regardless. It's the fact that we're fighting to destroy
something horrible that makesit absolutely necessary to fight
thiswar - and win it. We have to send the aircraft now, so that
Fulbracan make use of it.'

The Chief Inquisitor isright about this being a setback,’

Orloc Mdcarth put in, swiftly, 'but it's not serious. Wevelogt a
handful of trucks and thirty men - but we can take it on trust
that they didn't die easly. They must have inflicted some dam-
age on the enemy. It leaves the position at Odienne weaker
than we could have wished, but it would have been weak any-
way, given that the locals managed to poison thewell. The
incursions to the north and south have proceeded much more
smoothly - our casudties areinggnificant, while the enemy

has aready lost thousands!'

Thousands of ill-armed peasants, Balberith thought. Thefirst
real battle has yet to be fought. 'But Genera Fulbrais still ask-
ing for air support, isnt he? he said, doggedly. Therefuelling
pointsaredl in place. We should dispatch it without delay.’

Méelcarth casually ignored the statement, asif it had been a
mere suggestion of no importance. What news do you have,
Chief Inquisitor? he asked instead, looking Baberith straight
inthe eye. If he knew that there had been an attempt on
Bdberith'slife he gave no sgn of it.
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‘Ships of the Imperia Fleet are definitely nearby/ Balberith
sad, boldly. They are certainly aware of the Stuation on
Sigmatus. If the abatement of the warpstorm continues..."

'Areyou tdling usthat you've actualy got amessage through
to the Fleet? Mel carth wanted to know. 'Have you begun adia-
logue?

'Not exactly,” Balberith had to admit. 'What we seem to have
contrived isto eavesdrop on afew relevant exchangeswithin
the Fleet'sinterna communications. Weretrying to establish a
telepathic link, but the warpstorm..

'Istill abarrier, and might become impenetrable again at

any minute," M carth finished for him. 'WC can't afford to wait,
Chief Inquisitor. We have to press on with our own plans.
We've been isolated for two hundred years, and we can't pin al



our hopes on the possibility that the isolation might soon end.’

Y ou certainly can't, Balberith said to himsdlf, slently, but I'm
not surethat | have any dternative. Aloud, he said: We can't
ignore the possibility ether. If the warpstorm doesremain
quiet, the Fleet's commanderswill have to decide whether it's
worth their whiletrying to help us. It would be arisk, because
they wouldn't know how soon warpstorm activity will increase
again, or how violent it might become. If they think we're
beyond help, or undeserving of it, they might decide that the
safest course of action is Exterminatus!’

'l can't believethat, said the mgjor-generd, bluntly.

Baberith redlised that it was perfectly true. Vorch waslliteraly
unableto believe that the Imperium - the real Imperium, of
which this one was but afeeble and distorted echo - wasin the
business of obliterating whole ecogpheres, making no discrim-
ination a al between Chaos worshippers and those who

opposed them.

To men like Vorch, the Imperium of Mankind was adistant
memory, preserved in aset of stories handed down from his
great-great-great-great grandparents, more speculation than
history. Vorch thought of himself and men like him - inwhich
category Vorch presumably included lerius Fulbraand Orloc
Mél carth - asthe Imperium, and took it for granted that his
own notions of authority and strategy were universal. Theinner
core of the organization that was till proud to own such
names as the Inquisition and the Adeptus Terrawas the only
place on Sigmatus where accurate knowledge and true faith
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il survived. Alas, thetwisted mind of Oiloc Mé carth, who
would prefer that contact with thereal Imperium was never
resumed, was not o very remarkable in acommunity which
had strayed so far from the path of righteousness.

'Our task," Mdcarth said, smoothly, 'isto oppose the forces

of the enemy with al our might. To do that, we must win this
war, swiftly and completely. | don't suppose, by any chance,
that you have any moreinformation to offer about this myste-
rious rock in the wilderness? Our men are dying out there.’

The last thing Baberith wanted was to make Me carth's sup-
port any lessfragilethan it was. 'I'll do what | canto obtain
further intelligence,” he promised, 'but the tech-priests and
inquisitors accompanying General Fulbramay be better placed
to do that, especidly if they can capture afew of what the abo-
rigines cdl wise-dreamers. If you wereto send the aircraft...’



'If Operation Probe hadn't gone so badly awry,’ Vorch said, in
avexed tone - doing Me carth a service whether he knew it or
not - ‘we might have been better placed to capture awise-
dreamer or two without exposing our men to undue risks!'

'Nobody expected this campaign to be awalk-over,' Baberith
pointed out. 'However inflated the reputation of this Gavaon
the Great might be, he's as powerful asheisvile. We, who are
pious and virtuous men, can have little or no idea of what hor-
rors he might be able to unleash - but we are the Emperor's
men, no matter that we have been cast away on this pustulent
planet, and we have right on our side. We were aways going to
take lossesin this campaign, and we adways knew that those
losses might be heavy - that'swhy we waited until our forces
were strong enough to be irresistible. My people will do their
utmost to help with the primary assault - but their real work
will begin afterwards, when we have to root out every remnant
of Chaos-worship throughout the continent. That will bea
long and uphill struggle, unlesswe can obtain reinforcements
from the Imperium.

'If we can get those reinforcements soon enough, we might

be able to cut Generd Fulbras antidpated |osses dragtically.
That'swhat we al want, isn't it? More than anything e se, we
want to save thelives of our soldiers, and make the work of our
priests that much easier - whichiswhy | have to continue try-
ing to make contact with the Fleet, and why every small success
in bringing that end closer isworthy of celebration, and why
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we redlly ought to send the aircraft to Gulzacandrawithout fur-
ther delay.’

Bdilawas dready nodding agreement to the main points of

this speech, and Vorch's expression had softened considerably.
Even Orloc Mdcarth had to make a show of approval, no mat-
ter how determined he was not to take up thefinal suggestion.
Ba berith had begun to understand that M e carth wanted the
arcraft for himsdlf - and that made him determined to make
sure, oneway or another, that he didn't get it.

'Y ou'reright, of course, Ragan,' the governor said. '‘But let's
not put al our eggsin one basket, shall we? Genera Fulbra
will do everything he can to figure out why Operation Probe
went wrong, and what the implications are for the next phase
of the battle. We do need to know what the enemy hasin store
for us, and your people represent our best hope of finding out.
It'snot asif Gulzacandraislike Kalazendra, with aspy on
every street of every town - and if the reports from Odienne
are anything to go by, even our best interrogators will find it



hard going extracting useful informetion from the loca peas-
ants, whose stupidity isonly exceeded by their stubbornness.
Weé'rerelying on the Adeptus Terra, Ragan. We need you now
more than ever before!

Mée carth'singncerity was palpable. It was easy enough for
Ba berith to imagine the governor adding, for hisown ears
aone: and once we're through with this campaign, well never need
you again. He knew, though, that the Imperium would need
him again. If Chaoswere to be annihilated rather than sub-
jected to amerely temporary defest, the rulers of Sigmatus
would need to maintain the strength of its remnant of the
Adeptus Terra, and its strength of purpose too. And what the
locd rdic of therea Adeptus Terraneeded more than any-
thing ese was ahedthy injection of new strength and new
purpose from the real Adeptus Terra, the backbone of the
Imperium of Mankind.

It would befoolish, Baberith thought, even to try to redirect
Deir Ajao's attention from authentically important mattersto
such trivia questions aswho or what had ambushed

Operation Probe, and why alump of rock in the desert seemed
to be of sometactica sgnificanceto Cavaon the so-called
Grest. 'If you need me so much,’ Balberith said, grimly, ‘it'sa
pity your police force couldn't stop anative with agun getting
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into my headquarters this morning. One of my bodyguards
took abullet that was meant for me.'

Magjor-Generd Vorch and hisjunior officers seemed gen-
uinely shocked, but it was hard to believe that Me carth's
pantomime of horror had any genuine sympathy init.
Baberith couldn't believe that it hed, even if Mdcarth hadn't
actually been behind the nation atempt.

The cultigts till have agentsin Kdazendra, Me carth

observed. 'Until their organization losesits head, well never be
ableto obliterate them entirely - but once Culzacandrais ours
and this Cavaonis safely dead, dong with al hisdisgusting
followers, the underground will wither away. Oncevictory is
ours, well dl be ableto deep safely in our beds. Would you
like meto lend you some men to reinforce your bodyguard,
Ragan? 1'd be only too happy to help.’

'1 can take care of it,' Baberith said, drily. 'l can take care of
everything - depend oniit.’

I will,; Mécarth assured him, ingncerdly. 'Wedl will.’



I'll bring the Heet here or dietrying, Baberith told himself
firmly. Y ou canignorethe possibility if you want, my dear
governor, but you won't be able to ignore the shipswhen
they come down - and then we'll see who can take care of
themselves and who can't. All praise to the Emperor
Magnificent - and degth to dl his enemies, whoever and
wherever they may be!

AN

THIRTEEN

IT TURNED ou' that the smoke Dathan and Hydllahad seen
was not the residua smoke of adead beacon-fire. It was com-
ing from the chimney of asmall house set inthe middle of a
square patchwork of fields, which had remained invisblefar
longer than seemed likely because it was Situated in anarrow
vdley.

There had been grain growing in two of thefields, lentilsin
two more and potatoesin the remainder, but the grain had dl
been harvested and al but afew of the potatoes had been
unearthed. Even the sturdily-fenced chicken-run behind the
house had been emptied. Dathan assumed that the birds had
been taken by the quartermasters serving Gavalon'sarmy. If
S0, that army could not be far away.

The farmer'sfamily had gone, presumably to seek refugein
Elvenor - if, in fact, Elvenor wasthe nearest town. If riva
armies were to clash upon the plain, the farmer had presum-
ably reasoned, it was best not to remain in anisolated
building that either sde might find it convenient to occupy
and hold against bombardment.

From Dathan's point of view, on the other hand, the possi-
bility of temporary shelter seemed very welcome. Because he
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had hardly dept during the previous night the morning'strek
had soon exhausted hisreserves of strength. Hycilla seemed to
need rest even more than he did, and he was afraid that she
might dip back into atrance sate a any moment. Nimian,
who had dowed their progress considerably while he took any
and every opportunity to feed his unnatura appetite, seemed
stronger and more dert than either of them, but he too was
beginning to show digtinct sgnsof confusion in hiseyes.

Nimian might be aert, Dathan thought, but it was not



merely - and perhaps not primarily - hisimmediate sur-
roundings that he was dert to. Other things, whose nature
was beyond Dathan's comprehension, seemed to be clamour-
ing for hisattention.

When they had searched the little house and its outhouses
thoroughly, not so much to make sure that no onewas hiding
there asto determine whether they could renew their supplies,
Dathan and Hycilla settled down on the hearth before the last
glimmering embers of the previous night'sfire. They atearea
sonably hearty medl.

Nimian ate too, dthough the Imperid soldiers rationsdid
not seem nearly as much to histaste as the various disgusting
items of native faunahe had been chasing and devouring
snce dawn.

'How do we go about finding Gavaon? Dathan wanted to
know.

Hycilladidn't answer immediately; the med had made her
more somnolent than before. 'l don't know," she said, weakly.

‘The only thing | can think of," Dathan said, not at dl satis-
fied with thisfeeble response, ‘istrying to find and follow the
tracks | eft by the wagons that took the grain and potatoes
away. They must have been heavily laden, so it shouldn't be
too difficult to pick up their trail. Or we could just go on fol-
lowing the road until we reach the next village.'

'Fine,' Hydillasad, unhepfully.

Dathan turned to Nimian in exasperation. What do you
think? he asked, not expecting much in theway of areply.

Nimian gtared a him in amost disconcerting fashion, but
he did at |east gppear to be considering the question with all
due seriousness and with ameasure of intelligence.

Dathan noticed that both halves of Nimian's stolen
Imperia uniform were now straining at the seams; he
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doubted that they would last more than an hour before they
were torn gpart from within. No one could possibly have
cdled Nimian 'skinny' now; he had musclesthat a blacksmith
would have envied.

'| gay here’ Nimian said, eventualy. 'With her. Y ou go.
Bring Gavaon. Bring wizards. Secrificeswill come. | will bring



ships!

The word 'sacrifices seemed ominous. It was, however, the
find word that seemed the most surprising to Dathan.

'Ships? Dathan said. 'We're hundreds of milesfrom the sea
How can you possibly bring ships?

"Vou bring Cavalon and wizards, Nimian said, impatiently.
'l bring ships!'

"Y ou mean starships, don't you? Hycillaput in, having
gpparently experienced a sudden flash of enlightenment. 'Like
the onesthat brought the Imperium here, two hundred years

ago.'

"Y ou bring wizards,” Nimian repeated, ill looking at
Dathan with hisinimitably dark eyes. 'Sacrificeswill come. |
will bring food. Lots of food. Then ships. Whoosh.'

'l don't want to leave Hycilla,' Dathan said, wondering how
stubborn he dared to be, given that he was talking to someone
who was gradudly turning into agiant, or something far
stranger and far worse.

'Safe here,' Nimian replied. 'Safer than anywhere. Need her
here. She can see. She knows. Sheisme. So are you. Go.'

'Hycilla's supposed to be awise-dreamer,’ Dathan persisted,
stubbornly, 'but she's very young. She'sjust an apprentice. She
doesn't know anything.' He was uneasily aware of the fact that
he had no ideawhat Hycillamight know, or even how she
might have come by the information.

'Needs help,’ said the boy who was no longer aboy, nod-
ding in agreement. 'And rest. Stay with me. You go.'

Dathan wasn't convinced. Didn't he need rest just as much

as Hycilladid, maybe more? And how could anybody be bet-
ter off staying with whatever Nimian was becoming? Thiswas,
after al, abeing who didn't think that it mattered when a per-
son might die, but only how - a being who reckoned that
when the time came to burn, one had to burn.

Peter Saltana had once told Dathan that al life waslikefire,
and that food redlly was akind of fudl, whose energy was
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released and reclaimed by dow combustion. Thetrick of
being human. Pater Saltana had said, wasto burn asdowly



and as steadily as one could - but the trick of being more than
human, as wizards and wise-dreamers were, was to bum
brightly aswell.

Dathan knew nothing about wizards except what he had
heard in fantastic taes, but he had a nasty suspicion that
when Nimian spoke with such relish of burning he was think-
ing of the kind of firethat could compete, if only
momentarily, with the sun.

Dathan didn't want Hycillato burn like that. He didn't even
want her to be standing near to anything - or anyone - that
did. He wanted Hycillato be safe, and dow, and steady, and
not to risk anything for the sake of brightness. He had loved
her for along time and he didn't want to stop just because she
was becoming strange, and wasn't dways entirely hersdlf. He
was convinced that he could love her, if only theworld could
be restored to proper order.

If only...

'Co on, Dathan,' Hycillasaid, opening her eyesalittle
wider. 'Do what Nimian says. It'sfor the best.’

Wasit redly Hycillataking, Dathan wondered, or was she
under the control of someone else - something else? It wasa
frightening thought, but he had grown so used to fear by now
it was difficult to conceive of any thought sufficiently power-
ful to add an extrameasure to the terror he aready felt.

'l wouldn't know which way to go,' Dathan objected, ina
low tone. 'l need you to come with me.’

'Giveyou guide,' said Nimian. He reached up to his head
and pulled out one of the hairsfrom the top of his head. Then
he wrapped it twice around the little finger of hisleft hand,
and used histeeth to knot it tight. Dathan noticed that the fin-
gernail had grown longer, thicker and darker, so that it was
now more likeaclaw.

When the knot was secure, Nimian-the-monster - as
Dathan was beginning to think of him - took the base of his
own |eft little finger between the thumb and forefinger of his
right hand, and casualy snapped it off.

No blood flowed from the wound.

Nimian got hold of the free end of the hair and held it up,
so that the severed finger dangled fredly. It swivelled left and
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then right, oscillating for a second or two before settling
down.

That way/ said the monster, blandly. 'Follow the finger.
Find Gavaon. Bring wizards. Soon. Sacrificeswill come!’

'What kind of sacrifices? Dathan asked, athough some-
thing ingde him wastrying to tell him that heredly didn't
want to know. He couldn't bring himsdlf to reach out his hand
to take the proffered charm.

When istime to bum/ Nimian replied, ‘we bum.’

Takethefinger, Dathan, Hycillasaid, dully. 'Show it to
Gavalon - helll understand what it means. HEll know what to
do.'

'I'm not sure..." Dathan began.

'Y OU don't haveto be sure," Hycillatold him, brutally. Y ou
just haveto do it. For me. For the village. For the world.’

'l don't want to leave you.'

It was only an accident that brought ustogether in thefirst
place,’ shesad. 'l haveto stay here, to play my part. For you.
For thevillage. For the world. For the god of Gulzacandra.'

'Y ou're not safe with him," Dathan persisted. "Whatever he
is, whatever he becomes, he's not safe to be around.

Thereisno safety,’ Hycillatold him. Therésonly war -
only thegame!'

It'snot agame,’ Dathan inssted. 'It's life and death.
Especidly degth.’

'Col she said. 'Do what you haveto do. For us. | am heand
heisyou. For al of us. For me. Thistime, Dathan noticed, she
had |eft out the village and the world - and the god of
Gulzacandra, who was sometimes called the Changer of the
Ways, the Divine Schemer. It was agood ploy; Dathan wasn't
surewhat he was willing to do for the village, theworld and
the god he had worshipped since birth, but he did know what
hewaswilling to do for Hycilla

Anything.

Gingerly Dathan took the charm that Nimian was till hold-
ing out to him, and wrapped the free end of the hair around



hisright forefinger, so that the darkened nail of the dangling
finger could point whichever way it wanted to. Then he picked
up an open canister of water and took a deep swig before
screwing the cap back on and returning it to his pack.

'How far do | haveto go? he asked.
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'l don't know/ Hycillasaid. 'Rest when you haveto - ten
minutes every hour, as best you can calculate - but don't stop
to deep. Keep going. Thereisn't much time!

Dathan was convinced by now that dthough Hycillas

mouth was forming the words, there was another intelligence
behind them - perhaps, however paradoxica it might seem,
the same intelligence that couldn't yet persuade Nimian's
voca gpparatus to form a proper sentence.

Dathan looked hard at Nimian, but al Nimian said was:
Very hungry. Must bring food.'

Dathan didn't want to think about what that might involve,
but when he condescended to be pushed outside he soon got
aclue.

A family of mowas - probably the same ones that he had seen
running away when he emerged from the red-and-black forest -
was sprinting towards the farmhouse. They were only flightless
birds, but the adults were taller than any man and they were
very stout around the waist. Dathan suppressed a vision of
Nimian breaking their necks and chopping them up before
wolfing them down one by one - feathers, tdonsand dll,

The stolen uniform would have no chance a dl of contain-
ing the subsequent expansion, but Dathan didn't suppose that
clotheswere going to be asignificant priority once the hungry
boy'slegs and torso began to follow the example of hisears
and find their eventua form. He remembered the pattern he
had glimpsed on Nimian's naked body when he had first seen
him, and redlised that it might have been a pattern in more
than one sense of the word. It might have been aplan, like
those that carpenters and weavers scratched in the sand while
trying to organise their thoughts.

It wasn't just the mowas that were coming towards the

house, ether, dthough the rest were reptiles and megascarabs.
Apparently Nimian wasn't hungry enough to tackle alox-
odont yet, but there didn't seem to Dathan to be much
comfort in the cautious'yet'.



Some of the reptiles passed right by him, but none of the
snakes hissed at him or reared up to thresten astrike. Thefin-
ger seemed to be doing more than point hisway; perhapsit
had protective power too.

Dathan did exactly as he had been told. Therewasacertain
comfort to be found in the sense of purpose that obedience
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gave him. No matter how scared he was of what might lie at
his journey's end, having ordersto follow was better than hav-
ing noideaat al what to do.

When he had been going for about an hour - he had no way
of knowing the exact time - he stopped for afew minutes
rest. Once he had taken adrink, however, and rested his feet
by stting down on agiant mushroom for awhile, he set off

agan.

He made steady progress, even though hislegs were aching.
While he was on the move he didn't fed unduly deepy, so he
kept moving. His conscious mind became dull and the flow of
his thoughts became viscous - but his fedings were out of

gtep, and there was a peculiar excitement in hisbelly. Helost
track of time as he strode across the aien landscape, but there
was something deep ingde him that seemed torgoicein his
movement.

The sun waswdl into its afternoon decline when Dathan
ran into the beastmen.

He was passing through a native wood at the time: one that
was not quite as spectacularly odd asthe corn-cob forest in
which he had found himsalf when the truck ran out of fud,
but which was nevertheless peculiar. Some of the treeswere
domberries, which were as Smilar to imported vegetation as
native vegetation ever got, but most had shiny scalesthat
made their boles and branches |ook more like metal than
wood, and their fruitswere like medalions.

He had smelled the beastmen before he actualy saw them,
but he hadn't been able to recognise the odour, and only
reglised how foul it was when he found out where it was com-
ing from.

Dathan was dumbstruck with terror, but terror seemed to
have lost its meaning and hefelt oddly clear-headed, oddly
mechanical. The savered finger was il dangling fromiits
thread beneath his own forefinger, but there was a paradoxi-



ca sensein which he seemed to be dangling from it, meekly
following itsdirection, unable to do more with himself than
point and proceed.

Under other circumstances, he would have been quite con-
vinced that the monstrous beastmen were about to pounce on
him, rend him limb from lim and makeamed of him, but

with the finger to guide him hefdt asif he, not they, werethe
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real monster and that they, not he, stood in the greater danger
of being rent asunder and consumed.

There were six beastmenin al - three with heads sugges-
tive of lopsided cattle, one with ahawk's head, one that was
morelike apig's than anything e se Dathan could put aname
to, and one with the face of some nightmarish caricature of
an gpe. They were dl shaggy, except for the piggy one, and
they mostly had legs like bears, except for the two mowa:
legged ones. They were armed with an assortment of axesand
spears, dthough there wasn't one of them that couldn't have
torn him limb from limb with their bare hands - or dlaws, in
the cases of those that didn't actudly have hands as such.
They had been sitting or lying down, but when they caught
sght of him they al cameto ther feet and moved to bar his
way.

On any other day of hislife such ameeting would have
caused Dathan to faint with horror, or to run away asfast as
he could, hoping to hang on to the contents of his colon.
Today, however, he smply stopped, and lifted hisright hand
alittle higher in order to display the talisman that was dan-
gling from hisforefinger.

'I'mlooking for Gavalon the Great, he said. 'l have ames-
sagefor him.

The beastmen looked a him, their various eyes squinting
dightly asthey weighed him up. He moved hishand alittle,
trying to draw their atention to his uncanny compass. Their
attention was duly drawn.

They grunted to one another, unhurriedly, but they didn't
come any closer.

‘Cavdon,’ Dathan repeated, figuring that they were proba
bly stupider than the average human. ‘Do you know Gavaon?
Can you take meto him? Don't worry if you can't - I'm
aready pointed in theright direction. All you haveto doislet
me pass. Y ou will let me pass, won't you?



The beastmen didn't reply, and they didn't move.

Dathan redised, reluctantly, that he would haveto march
right up to them and pass through their ragged line. The stink
seemed suddenly overpowering, and the idea.of coming
within arm's reach of the creatures was extremely unappedl-
ing, but he knew that he had to do it and he knew that he
coulddoit.
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Nervoudy, he set onefoot in front of the other - and then,
figuring that he was committed, walked forward boldly. He
extended hisright arm so that the monstrous finger preceded
him by aswide amargin as he could contrive. He made up his
mind that he would pass between a bull-head with an axe and

the spear-wielding ape-thing.

They didn't move until the last possible moment, but they

did move sufficiently to let him pass without touching either

of them. Their nearnesswas repulsive, but the fact of hisbeing
ableto bear it was strangedly exhilarating. As soon as he was
through, while still within easy reach of aspear-thrust, hefdt
his heart leap.

I'm abrave man, he thought, rgjoicing in the surprise of it.

| really am aman, and brave. It was not the first time he had
thought of himself as something other than aboy - far from

it - but it was the first time he had had occasion to call him-

sdf brave. He had not been brave in the judeye forest, or at the
pool, or at the farmhouse, but he had passed through the rank
ofbeastmen withiron in hissoul.

| am inthiswar, he thought, whether | likeit or not. | ana
fighter now, and | must do whatever | can to secure our vic-
tory. For thevillage. For the world. For glory.

Onthefar sde of the wood, he saw the fringes of the
encamped army: its myriad tents and wagons, and its multi-
farious coloured banners, flapping lazily in the breeze. There
were other sentriesto pass, but none so frightful asthose he
had first encountered, and he found men with voices soon
enough, who not only understood the name of Cavalon the
Gresat but werewilling and ableto reply to hisenquiries.

'Who sent you? asked onetall man - thefirst person on his
own side Dathan had seen with agun: adeek riflewith apol-
ished barrel.

‘Nimian,' Dathan told him. That'swhat he said his name



was, at any rate - before he began to change into something
dse’

The man's eyes narrowed at that, but he was just afighting
man, not awise-dreamer. He obvioudly knew little or noth-
ing about what Nimian had been, let lone what he was
becoming.

'We - that isto say, agirl named Hycillaand | - were
ambushed next to apoal last night, along way to the east,’
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Dathan explained. "Wed run away from the village when the
Imperid soldiers came, hoping to reach Elvenor, but they
came after usintrucks. | think Nimian killed them al, but I'm
not sure. We got away in atruck.’

The rifleman was cagpable of understanding that. Hiseyes
widened again. Trucks? Imperia soldiers? he said. ‘Come
with me - you'll need to tell the commanders where and how
many, and what guns they had. They're supposed to be some
way off to the north, as yet. They're not supposed to be less
than aday away inthe east.’

They aren't now,' Dathan assured him. 'If there were any
|eft alive, they can't have numbered more than adozen.’

If the rifleman believed him it didn't lessen his sense of
urgency. He hustled Dathan through the camp, towards the
tent that bore the mogt striking banner of them dl: ahuge eye
that emitted an irresstible blagt of killing force. Dathan
redlised that he had seen it before, in hisdreams. Did that
mean that he was awise-dreamer now? He couldn't believeit,
and told himsdif that he must have seen something like it
before, when he was too young to remember.

Insde the tent, Dathan saw Gavalon the Grest for the first

time. He had no difficulty whatsoever in picking the sorcerer out
from the crowd that surrounded him; he had never seen anyone
S0 spectacularly ugly, or anyone with such monstrous eyes.

Dathan watched the rifleman slammer out his story, and

saw Gavaon wave a huge hand negligently, asif to indicate
that the news was no news at al. Then the sorcerer turned, to
direct those awesomely intimidating eyes at Dathan. As
Cavdon cametowards him, Dathan the vdiant drew himsdlf
up to hisfull height and displayed the finger that had brought
him here.

As soon as Gavalon saw what Dathan was holding aoft



before his face the sorcerer's broad mouth broke out into an
expangve smile, exposing two great rows of jagged yellow
teeth.

Whereishe? Gavalon wanted to know. 'We must find him
- therésnotimeat al to lose. Fulbrais coming at usfull tilt,
and we do not have arms enough to hold him off. Ishe well
and strong? Whereis he?

'Hewants you to cometo him,' Dathan said, alittle breath-
lesdly. 'Bring wizards, he said, and-'
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'‘And what? Gavaon the Great was avid to know.
'He said something about sacrifices/ Dathan concluded,

reluctantly. 'He said that sacrifices are coming... and that he
will bring ships!’

AN

FOURTEEN

IERIUS FUI.BRA PULLED ablanket over his head and shoulders and
crouched down in the ditch as the explosive charges went off.
Hewinced dightly as great gobs of mud rained down on the
blanket, dmost tearing it from his hands. A generd had to pro-
tect hisuniform, or what kind of example would he be setting
to his men? He had not merely to appear to be the bravest of
the brave, but also the neatest of the nest. He was fighting for
order, after al, againgt the ingdious and horrific ravages of
Chaos - and if that thought imported alittle dread into his

own trained mind, how much more dread would it import into
the minds of hisless enlightened followers?

Fulbraknew that hisfollowerswould be glad to be on the
move, glad to bein action, glad to be doing the holy work of
the beloved Emperor - how could it be otherwise when the
anticipation of that gladness had been so thoroughly

drummed into them? But they would be gpprehensive too. If

the thought of Ragan Balberith's psykers was enough to bring
them out in a cold sweat, what would the prospect of facing a
continent full of dien psykersdo to them, if the notion were
alowed to take root? They would say their prayers and perform
ther rituas and firetheir gunswith al the mechanica
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regularity their drill-sergeants had been able to contrive, but
every timethey had amoment's pause for thought therewas a
possibility that doubt, the most ingdious of dl the enemy's
wegpons, might cometo occupy it. At least thekilling had so
far been easy, and profuse. There was nothing like agood
massacre to maintain morale. Blasting barricades apart wasn't
quite as satisfying, though. It was often tedious work, without
the hint of athrill.

The barricade was the sixth they had encountered today but
only the second that had required explosive chargesto be set
within it. Shellsfired by bolters had been adequate to take care
of the others. It was awaste of good ammunition, of course,
but necessary. Although the trucks carrying Fulbras vanguard -
even the ones carrying the precious caterpillar-tracked battle-
tanks - were theoretically capable of handling rough terrain,
they moved agreat ded faster if they stuck to what passed for
roads in these barbarian parts.

Fulbragave thefilthy blanket to an orderly and moved

swiftly back to hisarmoured car, signaling ColonelsHamera
and Diambor to follow him. Like most of the other vehiclesin
his retinue the car waslocally-built. Fourteen of the tanks and
sixteen of the troop-carrierswere originad's, Leman Russ and
Chimeras and Sdamanders, but no fast-moving vehicles had
survived the two hundred years since the landing except for the
arcraft that Me carth would not let him have. Even the motor-
cycles his scouts used had come out of Kaazendran factories,
dthough ther relative smplicity meant that they were much
more smilar to origind designsthan the heavier vehicles.

The Sdlamander command vehicle that Fulbraused while the
brigade was on the move was lightly armoured, but it was more
manoeuvrable than its lumpen kin - much more so than the
fortress-on-wheels to which he would retreat when the serious
fighting started. Given that the enemy had vastly inferior fire-
power, he had decided that mobility was hisfirst priority for

the moment, which was why his heavy tanks had been |oaded
on to trucks instead of lumbering into Gulzacandra a their

own dately pace.

It was obviousto Fulbrathat Colond Hamerawould have
preferred to St safely indde an original tank even when there
was no obvious need, but Hamera valued his position asthe
generd's chief aide-de-camp too much to raise any objection -
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all the more so with Diambor ready to stepinto hisshoesat a
moment's notice. Fulbrawas dl in favour of jealousy and com-



petition among his senior staff - it sharpened up everyone's
performance and added a necessary seasoning of recklessness
to their battle-tactics. Envy, if properly channelled, could be
just asuseful initsown fashion aspiety. A good officer had to
be taught to love the Emperor, hate heresy, and keep very care-
ful account of the progress of hisrivals.

Unfortunately, the enemy aso seemed to know that mobility
wastheinvading forces fird priority, and the swine were doing
everything they could to dow the invaders down. They were
setting fireto their fields as they retreated, burning wooden
bridges, tumbling boulders into narrow canyons and scattering
catropsin the hope of puncturing the tyres of the Imperia
vehicles. There was abarricade in every village, no matter how
makeshift, and if the village were large enough there would be
snipers posted on the roofs of the houses beyond the barricade.
Only one sniper in three had arifle, but those who used bows
were killed archers and their arrows could do nearly as much
damage asabullet if they hit unarmoured flesh. So far, casud-
tieson hisown side had been trivid, but time was on the sde

of the defenders, for now. Once the victory was won, the victors
would have dl thetimein the world to hunt down the tainted
and daughter thelot, but until then...

'‘News? Fulbrabarked at the vox operator as soon as he had
taken his seat again.

'Nothing from the scouting-party sent out from Odienne, Sir,’
the operator replied, asthe car got under way, taking its cus-
tomary dot in the column. Thevillageitsdlf is secure, but the
commander hasn't heard aword from the men sent to find the
dome-shaped rock.’

It must be an equipment breakdown,’ Hamera put in. 'How
could an ambush have taken them out so quickly that they
didn't even get achanceto call for help?

That'swhat I'd like to know," Fulbra growled. 'Don't make
the mistake of thinking that these people are helpless, or tacti-
cdly incapable. They're not honest fighting-men, like us-
they're nasty, corrupt and underhanded. Tl the commander at
Odienneto find out what happened, and to make sure that
when his men have found out, they get the newsto usimme-
diately. Anything else, corpora?
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Thevox operator hesitated momentarily, but then said:

There's been an attempt on thelife of the Chief Inquisitor.
Unsuccessful, thanks be to the Emperor.’



'Expectable,’ Diambor said. The locas might be separated
from the sites of the First Conquest by thousands of miles, but
the cults have their own lines of communication. Therewas
bound to be anincrease in terrorist activity in Sostenuto when
things began to get hot hereabouts. Our men have the measure
of them, though - dl praise to the Emperor Magnificent!"

'l suppose so," said Fulbra, dubioudy. He had his own theory
asto who might be responsible for the attempted nation
of Ragan Baberith, but he knew that it wouldn't be politic to
mention it here and now. He cursed suddenly as an arrow
bounced off the plastic window to hisleft, leaving an ugly scar
in the transparent pane.

It was awasted shot - the car had only afew sguare inches
of surface vulnerable to the kinds of missilesthat snipers had
at their digposa - but it was not without a certain symbolic
vaue

The sharpshootersin the turrets of the leading Chimera
troop-carriers were blasting away in every direction, but Fulbra
couldn't see whether their shots were having any effect because
there was too much smoke. The houses hereabouts were
mostly built of wood and even those that were made of stone
or brick often had thatched roofs, so the fires set in the fields
usually spread to the dwellings and gutted them if the wind
pushed them in that direction.

'Imbeciles’ Hamera commented. They're destroying their
property and their future livelihoods for the sake of dowing us
down by acouple of hoursaday. If they'd just let us through
and lend us alittle support they might be able to keep what
they have - under new management, of course, once weve
secured the territory. Why should they carewho rulesin
Rintrah, or whichever of their shabby towns becomes the new
capita? Do their current magterstreat them any more kindly
than we would? No. Much worse, probably, given that they're
evil-worshippers. Peasants! Shit for brains, thelot of them.'

Fulbraknew better than Hamerawhat would happen when
the conquest was complete. Once the inquisitors got busy the
owners of the fields hereabouts would be under the new man-
agement of whatever vile afterlife their foul god cared to
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untainted, but how could anyone be certain which? Best to kill
thelot and let the gods sort them out.



A fina punctuation mark was appended to Hamera's speech
by the spang of abullet ricocheting from the stedl-plate sur-
round. Hamera muttered a supplementary curse, then shifted
dightly in his seat as he added aquick prayer.

They've been taught to hate uswith apassion that defiesall
reason/ Diambor said, laconically. They can't begin to under-
gand that the Imperium of Mankind isthe only thing that
stands between the forces of corruption and dominion over the
entire universe. It's hard even for our own people, given the
duration of our isolation.'

Weare dtill part of the Imperium of Mankind, praise beto

the Emperor,’ Fulbra growled, remembering why he kept
Hamerain place as his second-in-command, even though
Diambor was the moreintelligent man. 'Seven generations of
separation and the necessity of manufacturing our own ord-
nance don't make any difference to our purpose. We're the
Emperor'strusted servants, and we must never forget it. One
day - perhapsin our own lifetimes - contact with the Fleet will
be restored. If and when that glorious day comes, we have to be
able to hold our heads high and say: We did what was expected
of us. We held to our duty, no matter what obstacles were put
inour way.'

'It'snot exactly news, gir, but..." the vox-caster operator put
in, tentetively.

'‘But what? Fulbrawanted to know.

Theresarumour that ships of the Fleet are nearby, waiting
for the warpstorm to ease sufficiently to permit alanding.'

"What do you mean, arumour? Fulbrademanded. 'Either we
have vox contact or we don't. If thisistrue, it'sthe most vital
news that weve had in centuries. This could change everything.’

'A psyker is said to have made contact of asort, Sir,' the vox
operator sad, failing to suppress adight shudder. Theword is
that any shipsthat are out there must be too far off to get vox
messages back and forth without an unacceptable time lag,
evenif the sorm wasn't garbling the sgnds, dthough
Mélcarth's tech-priests are trying as hard as Balberith's people.’

Fulbrasreply to that was diplomatically wordless. He
wouldn't allow tech-priestsin his own armoured car, no matter
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how useful their prayers were to the maintenance of equipment
and morale, because the two things he hated most of al were



backchat and confused priorities. No one could accuse tech-
priests of lacking discipline, but it wasn't military discipline,

and no matter what anybody might say about unity of method
and purpose, there was gtill an obvious difference between men
who said their prayers as they passed and used their
ammunition and men who merdly said prayers. Fulbradidn't
like psykers any more than the next man, but he knew that
Baberith's psykers were far more likely to establish telepathic
contact with Imperia shipsthan Mée carth'stech-priests were to
get avox message through, even if Mdcarth's men wereredly

trying.

Letit betrue! he said to himself. For the love of the Emperor,

let it betrue! Then he reminded himsdlf, dutifully, that it was
only arumour, and that he had battles to fight and massacres

to manage. He dso reminded himsdlf that any intelligence
gained by Ragan Balberith's psykers ought to be reckoned dubi-
ous, given that their powers had to be boosted by the same
drugs that the aborigine dreamers used - drugs that were
undoubtedly tainted.

Despite the poverty of their equipment and their relative

dearth of true purestrain immigrant blood, lerius Fulbrahad

every confidencein the fact that the fighting-men of hisarmy
were just asbrave, just as determined and just as well-trained as
the agents of the First Conquest - but that confidence did not
extend to the so-cdled inquisitors of the so-called Adeptus
Terra. He respected Ragan Ba berith as aman, but he was not a
al surethat Baberith would be as easily recognisable asacog

in the greet machine of the Imperium of Mankind ashe him-

sef would, or even Orloc Mée carth.

According to the secret history carefully handed down to
Fulbra by hisforefathers, the psykers of the gdaxy-spanning
Imperium of Mankind were the gluethat held the Imperium
together. They maintained the Astronomican, transmitted mes-
sagesover interstellar distances and navigated starships. What
they did not do, unless his more immediate forefathers had
contrived to lose the relevant information, was to function as
what the aborigines of Sigmatus called ‘wise-dreamers.

The handful of psykerswho had accompanied the origind
exploratory mission had been attached to it in order to relay
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information about Sigmatus back to the Flegt, so that area
soned decision could be made as to how the world ought to be
developed. Once that purpose had been nullified by circum-
stance, even more so when the origina psykers had been
replaced as one generation gave way to another, new roles had



had to be found or designed for them. The Chief Inquisitor's
psykerswere just asintimidating astheir forebears had pre-
sumably been, and their business was equally shrouded in
mystery; Fulbraknew that they had become an important ele-
ment of thewar against the aborigine cultists, but he was not
convinced that their role was entirely orthodox. Balberith was
as steadfast a servant of the Imperium as anyone now aive on
Sigmatus, but Fulbra sometimes wondered whether he might
have made aterrible mistake in trying to turn the methods of
the Gulzacandran cults againgt them.

Perhaps, he thought, this supposed newsisaviletrick,
worked by our enemiesin order to deflect our hopes and our
intention from our present misson. Who knowswhat hideous
subtleties these horrid sorcerers may be capable of ?

The armoured car had findly cleared the fields surrounding
thevillage, and Fulbrawas grateful to be able to draw fresh air
into hislungs again. Now that they had passed through the
swirling smoke, visibility was good, athough the range of his
vison waslimited by the density of theloca vegetation.

lerius Fulbrahad been born in the hills of northern

Kaazendra, and he had grown up with jagged horizons of dis-
tant peaks. Thetrouble with flat plains, he thought, was that
they had no standpoints from which aman could see for many
amile. Even when there were no clumps of nasty vegetation in
the way, it was difficult to see for more than afew hundred
yards, and in thiskind of warp-exposed landscape, clumps of
nasty vegetation were very common indeed. There were plenty
of treesthat were recognisable astrees, dthough their foliage
was sometimes peculiarly coloured and ther fruits exotic, but
there were far too many bulbous growths like giant fungi or
twisted cacti.

Long before the Imperia forces had arrived, the not-so-great
aborigine civilizations of Kdazendra, Zendamoraand
Bulzavarahad overplanted al but afew enclaves of native veg-
etation with earthly produce. By contrast, the two kinds of life
had dways rubbed shouldersin Y evelkana, and dien life il
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ran riot in Culzacandra, whose indolent and corrupt inhabi-
tants had always been content to down tools at the boundaries
of their own fields. Theterrain over which theinveders were
now speeding seemed more profoundly aien than anything
Fulbra had ever seen before.

‘Bikes reporting in, S/ the vox operator said. The road's
clear for the next five miles, but then theré's abridge down.



Slow-moving river at least twelve feet deep, twenty-five yards
across. The engineers ought to be able to work unimpeded,
though - there's no cover for sniperson the other sdeand a
couple of bolter-blasts should take care of the flanking vegeta-
tion.

What's beyond the river-crossing? Fulbrawanted to know.

'More of the samefor at least amile. Then acluster of roofs
- another village. Can't see beyond that.'

'How am | expected to make plansif I'm blind? Fulbra com-
plained. 'l need that aircraft - and why in the Emperor's name
am | clearing makeshift airgtrips every time | pauseif those
foolsin Sostenuto don't intend to send it? How am | to find
out wherethe cultists army is, or how numerousit is, or what
itsdigpogtionis, if | don't havethe aircraft?

They're mostly farmerswith pitchforks and beastmen with
axes,' Hamerasaid. 'It won't matter al that much how many
there are and how they're distributed.’

It will if we can't catch up with them and inflict massive
casualties while they're massed together,’ Diambor pointed
out. 'If they redlise once they've got agood look at usthat the
only sensble option isto wage aguerillawar, it might take us
yearsto gain control of theregion. It won't be easy to move
colonists from the other continents to support our troops,
given that thelocals have destroyed so many of their homes
and farms'’

'But they are massing for a pitched battle, however misguided
that may be," Hamera pointed out. "We know that much, and
we can probably figure out where. Surdly they'll want to inter-
cept us before we can bring up the cavary and the loxodont
corps. They must intend to prevent us from linking up with the
southern contingent.'

'It's not easy to figure out what they intend, or why," Diambor
mused. 'Why fight a battle you can't win, when you could wear
down the oppogition by attrition? If they have nothing up their
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deeves, what can they bethinking? And if they have, why
haven't Balberith's psykers found out what it iS? There's some-
thing not right about this supposed gethering of the enemy
forces, and | wish | could figure out what it is!

The answer might be smpler than it sesems,’ Fulbratold the
two colonels. 'In Kaazendra, smdl groups of guerillasredly



could live off the country for months or years, because most of
what passes for wildernessthereis earthly produce - but look
around you! Without their fields, there's no way these people
can find enough food to keep them going. They know that if
our supply-lines are broken well bein trouble - but in order

to put usin that kind of trouble, they have to put themsdvesin
it too. They can't fight along drawn-out guerillawar because
there aren't enough places where they can safely hole up. They
haveto isolate usif they can - but once they've isolated us, they
haveto ded with usas quickly aspossible. If they havea
chance to do that, no matter how dim, they'll probably takeit.
Attacking tanks and armoured cars with hand-held weapons
might seem futile to any sensble srategis, but if they can only
get enough fightersto close quarters, they might do alot of
damage with spears and clubs, let donethe kind of viletricks
that only heretics and mutantswould use. That'swhy | need to
know their exact deployment.’

'Indl fairnessto Governor Melcarth,’ Diambor put in, ‘air
survelllance wouldn't necessaxily give usthe information we
need, given the abundance of cover hereabouts. If the trucks
that set out from Odienne hadn't got logt, they would proba-
bly have been more useful to us!'

‘But they did get logt,’ Fulbra pointed out. 'And if that many
trucks carrying that much firepower can vanish on the ingtant,
without even contriving to tell uswhat hit them, we might find
asmilarly unpleasant shock awaiting us.’ But sorcery can be
exhausted, just like any other kind of firepower, he thought,
during the pause that followed. And if the Fleet redlly were on
the brink of restoring contact, adl the sorcery in theworld
would be impotent. If we could summon aship to our aid,
imagine what that could do to the enemy!

The command vehicle was dowing now asit approached the
broken bridge, but the flame-throwers mounted on the leading
troop-carrier had aready burnt back the neighbouring vegeta
tion, and the far bank was so empty that the motorcycle scouts
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hadn't even bothered to take cover. The engineers were already
extending the main girdersthat would form the stedl frame of
atemporary bridge.

Tell the quartermaster's people to test the water before
renewing our supplies,’ Fulbrainstructed the vox operator,
athough he knew that such precautions were routine. 'And
send the bikemen out again as soon as we can get them across!’

'Yesdir,' the vox operator replied. 'All praise to the Emperor



Magnificent!"

Fulbra contemplated getting out of the vehicleto stretch his
legs, but he didn't need to and it was probably better to let his
men see that thiswas athoroughly routine operation. They
would have their own anxieties, and rankers were notorious for
their ability to interpret every tiny circumstance as a cause for
apprehension. Oh for aplatoon of Space Marines, or even
Imperid Guardsmen! What an example they would et to his
feebleimitationd

What his men needed, of course, was more action: another
easy massacre, conducted with brutal efficiency and no losses.
Unfortunately, theloca yokels no longer seemed to have the
least inclination to make themsalves available for daughter -
not, at least, by the enemy they had been taught to loathe.

What, Fulbrawondered, could possibly have happened to

the advance party sent ahead from Odienne? How could trucks
carrying that kind of firepower have run into trouble in the
Gulzacandran wilderness, even if they were few in number?
Andwhy, againg dl reason and caculation, did he have the
inggtent cregpy-crawly feding in his ssomach that he usualy

got before fate sprang a particularly nasty surprise?

AN

FIFTEEN
'‘CAN YOU RIDE?

Dathan blinked at the unexpected question. 'I'veridden a
horse, S, he said, wondering whether he ought to admit that
he had only ridden avery dow horse at avery moderate pace,
and not very often. He also wondered whether it was adequate
to address aman as powerful as Gavalon as'sir* - but he had
never been told the proper way to address a sorcerer, let done
the supreme head of dl the covensin Gulzacandra. Mercifully,
Nimian'sfinger gill seemed to be exerting its benign influence
over him, maintaining his equilibrium far better than he could
have maintained it himsalf.

'‘Good," said Gavalon. 'l need to get to the Vessel as soon as
possible. Our attemptsto delay Fulbraand string out hisforces
have failed miserably. Hisengineers are too good - rivers,
ditches and burning fields can't make significant obstacles, and
our fighting-men can't get to close quarters with his unlessthey
can find a better way to stop histrucks. It would be adireirony
if the outcome of this conflict were to be settled by the number
of sparetyres he's carrying and the speed with which they can
be changed. Y ou'll have to show me where thiswretched farm-



houseis. My beastmen can follow at their own pace, but | need
163
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to get Sathorael to understand what isrequired of him, as soon
ashesabletoligten.

I'll do my best, sir,' Dathan promised.

He began to regret this promise as soon as he saw the

mounts that Gavaon's servants had prepared. There were four
in al; athough Gavaon was prepared to hurry ahead of hisret-
inue of beastmen he was compensating for their temporary

loss by taking two of histhrall-wizards, Abdalkuri and
Maldayak. The steeds were definitely horses, but they were
coloured far more garishly than any horses Dathan had ever
Seen, orange and kingfisher-blue being the predominant
colours, and their heads were elaborately homed. Their tails
were not made of ordinary horsehair, being morelikerats tails,
and their unshod hooves were massve. The saddlesand bridles
with which they were fitted were conventiona enough, but

they had no bitsin their mouths. They seemed asbizarreto
Dathan asthe thral-wizards, whose faces were scarred and
painted and whose leathery armour was brightly striped in red,
ydlow and green.

'Don't worry, Dathan," Gavaon said, when he took note of

the boy's anxiety. They're more amenable than they seem, and
moreinteligent than any animd you've ever encountered.

Once constrained to obey you, thiskind of steed will serve you
very well.'

Dathan hesitated again when the time came to mount. He
was awhole foot shorter than the least of his companions and
the stirrup seemed impaossibly high - but one of Gavadon's
beastmen came forward to make a step with his huge hands,
and Dathan managed to scrambleinto the saddle.

/ have mongtersto wait on me now! he thought. Y esterday | was
no one, but today | am the emissary of avery powerful person
indeed!

Cava on paused to shout afew more ingtructions to his com-
manders. Then they were off, moving swiftly fromawak to a
trot to a canter.

Within minutes, the four coloured horses were galoping
faster than Dathan had ever imagined possible. As he bounced
in the thigh-stretching saddle he wondered what would have



happened if he had told Cavalon that he couldnt ride. In dl
probability, he guessed, Gavaon would smply have taken the
direction-finding finger from him and left him behind - and
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that was definitely not what he wanted. He was anxiousto get
back to Hycilla as soon as possible. If he had to learn to ride
the hard way, so beit.

Mercifully, his mount was well-accustomed to carrying riders
and it was exceptiondly sure-footed. Dathan only had to
twitch the bridle to suggest a change of direction and the
indruction was obeyed. Thisddicacy dlowed himto freethe
hand to which Nimian's severed finger was attached, so that it
could ingtruct him asto the pathway's that needed to be taken.

Gavdon rode dongside him to begin with, to make sure that
he was capable of identifying and taking the correct path, but
after ten minutes or so the sorcerer dropped back, content to
follow where heled.

Once his mount had settled to a steady pace the ride became
smoother, and Dathan found that if he kept his eyesfixed on

the horizon ahead of him rather than glancing sdewaysat the
bushes and cacti that were whizzing hectically past he did not
fed quite so sick. It was, in any case, so long since he had eaten
asubstantial med that he could not believe that his ssomach
contained anything to throw up.

When Dathan had been on foot, even with his mind unusu-
aly dulled, the distance between the isolated farmhouse and
Gavalon's camp had seemed very long, but the horned horses
covered the ground at such aremarkable pace that the miles
seemed to melt away. Dathan had only just begun to get used
to hisunlikely Stuation agtride the bizarre anima when he saw
the chimney of the farmhouse - smokeless now - loom into
Sgnt.

For amoment or two, Dathan thought he might somehow

have got the wrong farmhouse. The environment |ooked wrong
- but the roof of the house was familiar, and Dathan redlised
that the discrepancy wasin the surrounding vegetation. New
plants were springing up in the shadow of thewalls. native
plants, not cultivated ones. Some were thorny bushes and afew
were fungal masses, but the mgjority seemed to be creepers
intent on climbing the walls of the house and dl the other

walls and fences marking out the territories and possessions of
the farmer'stiny domain.

Dathan knew that some forms of loca vegetation could grow



very quickly indeed, but Peater Sdtana had told him that was
because they could draw energy directly from the sky. It was
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something to do with the force that made the stars appear to
change colour and move. Given that the movements of the
stars were dower now than they had ever been beforein
Dathan'slifetime - or, he suspected, in Pater Sdtanas- this
did not seem alikely season for the encouragement of plant-
growth, but al the norma rules of expectation had been set
asde within the last twenty-four hours.

It was more likely, though, once Dathan thought about it,
that the growth had something to do with Nimian's arriva at
the house.

When Dathan dismounted and tethered his steed to one of
the gateposts of what had once been the kitchen garden he
realised that the ride had not been quite as short or as smooth
as he had thought. His legs seemed to have been bent out of
shape, and walking had become painful.

Thisdid not stop him running into the cottage to find
Hydlla

Hycillawas easy enough to find. She was, however, quite
done.

This circumstance did not please Gavalon the Greet at dll.
'Gone? he repeated, impatiently, when Hycillabegan to offer a
tentative explanation. 'Cone where?

'Perhaps he wasn't expecting you quite so soon,' Hycillasaid,
anxioudy. 'He said that he was hungry, dthough how that
could be possible after what he did to those birds... HE's alot
bigger now. If held stayed here much longer he probably
wouldn't have been able to get out of the door. He had to get
rid of the Imperid uniform he was wearing - the rags are over
there - but his skin doesn't ook like human skin any more.
He'smore like some kind of enormous reptile than aman,
dthough hetaks much morefluently.’

Dathan noticed while Hycillawas sammering out her

excuses that she too looked taller than before, even though she
certainly hadn't been dining on mowas and megascarabs.
Nimian's unnatural growth seemed to have a certain commu-
nicable generosity about it, which extended to people as well
asto naive plants.

Thisisbad,’ Gavalon sad, fretfully. 'He should never have



run away from mein thefirg place, evenif he had sensed
enemies closeby. He shouldn't have got aboard the truck, and
he shouldn't have sent the boy to fetch meinstead of coming
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himself. How will heknow what | need of himif 1 can't tell
him? Fulbrais coming too quickly, in good order. If we haveto
fal back well expose too many towns and too many roads. If
the Imperid forces can occupy astrong position, and gather in
supplies, well never winkle them out. How did the Vessd seem
mentally? Has his true consciousness begun to manifest itself
within the wieckage of Nimian's soul 7'

'l don't know what you mean,’ Hycillasaid, faintly - but
Dathan knew that she was only being cautious. She had dready
sad that Nimian had begun talking more fluently.

"What had heto say for himsaf? Gavalon demanded, impa-
tiently

'Not much,' Hycillasaid, worriedly. 'Hetold meto wait. He
didn't actually say that he'd return, but 1 thought that's what he
meant. After all, he'd told Dathan to bring you here, so thét...
He said that he needed to touch you.'

Gavaon considered thisfor amoment or two. 'l need to get

to him as soon as possible,” he murmured. 'He can have any-
thing he wants once he's back at the camp, but..." He turned
abruptly to look at the device that was il attached to Dathan's
finger, having noticed that the severed finger was no longer
horizontal. As Gavaon'sinterrogative gaze lingered upon it,

the knot in the hair by which the finger was suspended sud-
denly came undone, and the direction-finder fdll to thefloor.

It did not lie there asit should have done; instead, it began

to wriggle like aworm, moving awkwardly towards Cavaon.
The sorcerer reached down, laying one of hishandsflat on the
ground, palm upwards. The severed finger was growing longer
asit moved, and it was long enough now to wind itself around
Gavdon'sfinger like acompound ring.

Gavaon stared at it, and continued to Stare after rising to his
feet. His stance suggested incomprehension, but the expression
in his amazing inhuman eyes was quite unreadable.

Wédll, Dathan thought, 1 suppose that he has now been
touched. Perhaps the mongter is close enough to work hiswill
without putting in an actual appearance. As soon as he had
thought it, though, he wondered how he had formed such a
strange conjecture. It had been histhought - he was sure of



that - but it seemed to have seized upon afedling that was not
his, or not entirdly his. He remembered Nimian's less compre-
hensble mumblings, and wondered for the first time whether
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there had been far more meaning that seemed likely inthe
reply of'you and you' that Nimian had twice made to the ques-
tion, 'Who are you?

Dathan shivered, and decided that he redlly ought to think
about something else. Helooked up.

'Am | mistaken,” Dathan asked Hycilla, inalow voice, ‘or is
the ceiling alittle higher than it was before?

Hycillalooked up too, gpparently not having noticed any
changein her surroundings until Dathan spoke. 1 bdlieveitis,
she said, pausing before she added: 'but | don't seem to be any
further beneath it than | was before.’

'Everything's getting bigger,' Dathan said, hesitantly. 'Even
the stone in the walls. Everything he's touched - except me!'

'No wonder he's hungry,” Gavadon said. 'But he mustn't waste
his power, accidentally or ddiberately. | don't know how much
energy hell have at his beck and call when he reaches maturity,
but it won't be infinite and he won't belong in his prime. We
have to smash the Imperid forces, so decisvely that they'll

never recover. If we don't, thisworld will never be safe for wor-
shippers of thetrue god.'

"What about the ships? Hycilla asked.

Cavaon's remarkable gaze had been rdatively subdued until
now, but Dathan saw itsfire flare up dightly then, especidly in
what looked to be the younger and fresher eye.

'Spaceships? Gavalon queried.

Hycillanodded. 'I've seen them in my dreams;" she said, 'but
never s0 clearly aslast night. Nimian mentioned them - he
saysthey're coming closer.’

'Arethese Imperia ships? The question came from one of
thethrall-wizards - Madayak, Dathan thought.

'Not necessarily,' Cavaon replied. Thetrue god has his
spacefleets too, as do other gods to whom the Imperium is
opposed. There are other races which can navigate between the
dars ddar, tyranids, tau... The names mean little enough, but



they have been reveded to me, so that | may know something
of thewar inwhich | am apart. What did the Vesse say about
the ships?

'Firgtly that he would bring them," Hycillareported.
‘Secondly that they were coming closer. He seemed pleased.’

'Bring them? Cavalon repested, pensively. 'And he seemed
pleased!’
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Thewarpstorm isretreating,’ said the thral-wizard who was
probably Abdalkuri. 'If ships serving the Changer of the Ways
could cometo our aid..."

We might obliterate the Imperium once and for dl/ hismul-
ticoloured companion finished for him.

The Imperium istoo vast to be obliterated,” Gavalon cor-
rected him, scornfully. Thelittle fragment of it that has been
lost here for two hundred years was dways asmal and sickly
thing - but yes, that could be obliterated, once and for dl. If
the warpstorm has retreated far enough, forces might be gath-
ering in pace to dispute possession of five or fifty worlds:

worldsfull of men, and sorcery, and who knows how many
descendants of stranded Imperia investigators? This phase of
the great game may be taking place on alarger stagethan | had
imagined... but that only makesit dl the more important thet
Sathorael should follow my lead, and act under my direction.’

'Most certainly,’ said Abdalkuri.
‘Absolutely,’ said Madayak.

It seemed to Dathan that both voices rang dightly hollow.

The thrall-wizards were, he assumed, completely bound to
Gavaon's ends and means. They were his obedient servants,
and nothing more. But whatever it was that the so-called Vess
now held was agreat deal more: far more than they were, and
far more than even Gavalon the Great was. Dathan realised that
the two thrall-wizards might not be entirely displeased were
some freek of fate to reduce Cavalon to their own ignominious
datus, even if their own were further diminished in the process.

But we are dl mere servants of the true god, Dathan

reminded himself, or was reminded by something not quite
himsalf. Heisthe Divine Schemer, and he decides where each
and every one of us should fit into hisscheme. We aredl
potentia sacrifices, it seems. Again he wished that Pater Sdltana



had had timeto tell him more about the secrets of the cult and
theritudsof hispeople.

'| suppose we must wait awhile,” Gavalon concluded, reluc-
tantly. 'Have you, perchance, any food fit for human beingsto
ea?

'We have what we took from the Imperid trucks,' Hycilla
admitted. Her reluctance, Dathan knew, was due to the fact that
sheknew very wdl how difficult it might be to come by further
food suppliesin the next few days.
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'‘Good/ said Cavaon. 'Well eat, and hope that the Vessd's
hunger will be aseasly satisfied asours!

Dathan and Hycillahad no dternative but to place their

packs at Gavalon's disposal, and to watch the sorcerer and his
thrall-wizards make short work of the greater part of their
hoard.

After settling his own hunger pangs Dathan walked stiffly out
into thewalled enclave in front of the house, intending to
water the horses and dtretch hislegsin amore familiar fashion
than that in which they had recently been stretched.

Hycillafollowed him out and stood by while he tended to
the horses. Shelooked around, studying the native vegeta-
tion that was springing up al around the house. It was a
remarkable sight. The most avid creepers were dready half-
way up the walls of the house, and spiky growthsto elther
sde of thelow garden wall had dready madeit into afar
more impressive barrier than it had been before. The roof,
which seemed steeper now than it once had, was coveredin

MOosSy paragites.

What will become of us, do you think? Dathan asked, when
he was abletojoin her.

'l don't know,’ she said. 'My head tells me that the closer we
areto Nimian, the safer werelikely to be when thefighting
actualy starts, but my legswould rather be nowhere near the
fighting - or Nimian.'

They have need of you because you're adreamer,’ Dathan
pointed out. ‘But what use am | now, even as an errand-boy? |
don't even have the magic finger any more!

"It makes no difference,’ shetold him. 'Gavaon has us now,
and helll use us both as he can. If he gives us up, then Nimian



- Sathorad - will use usingtead. Gavalon seemsto think that
the creature's here to do hisbidding, but | don't think it's here
to do anyone'sbidding. | think it has a purpose of itsown -
and that you and | have been caught up in that purpose, by
accident or by design.’

'If even Gavalon the Great is here to be used at Nimian's
whim," Dathan muttered, amazed at his ability to discuss such
meattersat al, let done so camly, 'you and | could beinred
trouble.'

'We dready are,' she reminded him. 'But we wouldn't be here
a dl if Nimian hadn't turned up in time to stop the Imperid
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soldiers doing what they wanted to us. We have to think of
every minute that passes as pure good fortune, no matter what
the future might bring. If we die tonight, we're still aday ahead
of the game, aren't we?

Which iswhat you meant when you told Nimian that
"when" mattered as much as"how",' Dathan murmured. ‘And
you're right, of course. But it's not going to be easy, isit?

'l don't know," Hycillasaid, with atiny shrug of her shoul-

ders, in avoicethat was no longer her own. 'Maybe it will be
easer than weimagine, if we can only leamtolook &t it the
right way. When you comeright down to it, if you haveto burn
you might aswdll try to burn brightly." She was noticegbly taller
now than she had been when she followed him out of the
farmhouse, and her eyes were aglow again.

Hycillawas till beautiful, but Dathan wasn't sure thet her
beauty would last. Having seen what the exercise of magic had
doneto Madayak and Abdalkuri, let doneto Gavalon the
Great, he suspected that she might not age as el egantly as
women who did not dresm wisdly.

'I'm afraid, Dathan confessed. 'If | thought that gaudy horse
would consent to carry me, 1'd be tempted to ride away into the
sunset asfast as| could go - but it's Gavalon's, and while | have
it, | suppose I'm Gavaon'stoo.’

The sun wasindeed setting again, dthough the day seemed

to Dathan to have flown by, and its disc would soon be gone.
Hycillalooked around, presumably hoping to catch aglimpse
of the giant that Nimian must now have become, but there was
nothing to be seen moving upon the world's surface.

Dathan looked up into the sky, at thefirst of the moonsto



rise and the few fugitive Sarsthat had begun to twinklein the
ead. Hetried to estimate the strength of the force that stirred
the stars - the force the Gavalon had called the ‘warpstorm’ -
but his merely human eyes weren't up to the task.

'Whatever kinds of ships might descend from the sky, it
wouldn't be good newsfor us, would it? he said. 'Whatever ale-
giancethey own, they'll only come to rain down destruction.’

'Perhaps,’ she said. 'But the Imperium only hasfirepower. We
have something better.’

'Isit better? Dathan asked, wondering why he was the only
onewho didn't seem to be growing in responseto the crisis.
‘Orisit worse?
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'Of courseit's better/ Hycillaassured him. "We're thevic-
tims here. We deserve help, and we should be grateful for any
we get, no matter how scary it may seem.’

'l suppose we haveto go on hoping that it'll al turn out
right in the end,’ Dathan agreed, 'no matter how ugly it gets.
| suppose Nimian's dtill getting uglier aswell asbigger?

"Y ou should have seen him dismembering those birds;
Hycillatold him, with adight shudder that seemed to have
more delight in it than fear. 'He's eaten five or tentimes his
own weight since we met him. I've not seen much of what
Imperia firepower can do, but I'm beginning to be able to
imagine what he might do, when he'sfully grown.’

Hycillas eyes were glowing even more brightly now that the
sun was down, and Dathan fdlt that she was dready dipping
away from him into the exotic consciousness that hewould
never be able to comprehend, et doneto share. Therewas an
oracular quality to her pronouncements now; she had been
growing inwardly aswell as outwardly since the moment that
Nimian had crashed into ther lives.

'Will we come through it in one piece? Dathan asked, hop-
ing that he might be speaking to something better placed to
give an accurate answer than amerevillage girl.

"It doesn't matter,’ shetold him. "All thisis profit, beyond
our due. We must make the most of every precious second,
and begrudge nothing."

It was, Dathan supposed, easy enough for her to say, given
that she was no longer the person he had known dl hislife.



For hisown part, he ftill nursed ahunger for life that was
very far from satisfied.

AN

SIXTEEN

I SSIMPLY COULDN'T get to him, excellency,’ Kerforo reported,
uneasly. 'Sincethe nation attempt, Balberith's guards

have been even more vigilant than usua, and the fact that every
inquisitor in Sogtenuto is convinced that contact with the

Imperium Heet isimminent has caused averitable exploson

of piety.’

The spy was swegting alittle and squirming uneeslly - aswell
he might, given that Orloc Méelcarth had dedded to conduct
the interview in the vaults of Sostenuto's main prison.

Their immediate surroundings were not unduly thresten-

ing, and might even have been described asfegtive, but the
room was a guardroom most of thetimeand it wasonly a
few dozen paces away from accommodeations that were infi-
nitely more unplessant, and from which few tenants ever
moved on.

Therewas dways a party in the prison on the eve of mass exe-
cutions, when Md carth distributed petty favoursto the
members of hisinner circle and servantswho had served him
well, but Md carth rardly trifled with the condemned, no mat-
ter how pretty they might be. He preferred to use such

occasi ons as opportunities to do business. He was, in any case,
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firmly of the opinion that attractive aborigine women owed
whatever glamour they had to the taint of Chaos, and that they
remained direly dangerous to good and honest men, even -
perhaps especidly - when they were due to be hanged or
burned in the morning.

'An explosion of piety? Mekarth echoed, wryly. 'Somehow, |
can't quiteimagine an explosion of piety.’

"Then you don't know the kind of power that Chief

Inquisitor Balberith wields over his own people, excdlency,’
Kerforo said. "You and | might be prepared to believe that
the waking dreams of a drug-sodden psyker are meaningless,
and not at all anxious to see contact with the greater



Imperium restored, but the insgruments of the Inquisition
think differently. They redly are desperate to be welcomed
back in to the Imperia fold, restored to the bosom of the
bel oved Emperor. The possibility has made each and every
one of them consult his conscience, and to resolve to make
up for the dightest Igpse or relaxation of faith with anew
flood of devotion. They're entirdly sincere, Sire, and it'sthe
kind of sincerity that doesn't compromise. It's not conducive
to... diplomacy.’

Kerforo did not, of course, consider himsalf to be amere spy,
let done ahired assassin. He liked to think of himsdlf asa
diplomat.

That'sinconvenient,” Mekarth admitted, chewing his lower

lip reflectively. 'And | suppose we have to face the possibility
that the psyker redlly is on the brink of making contact with an
Imperid gtarship. It'sacontingency we haveto preparefor, just
in case. If there were to be another landing... Well, if Baberith
appearsto be agood and efficient chief inquisitor, then | must
appear to be agood and efficient planetary governor. It should-
n't be too much of aproblem, given that I've just launched a
holy war againgt the heretics of Gulzacandra. A successful holy
war, which Generd Fulbraiswinning - dl praiseto the
Emperor Magnificent!'

Kerforo was il swesting, and squirming even more. There
was obvioudy something ese on hismind, aswell as his obvi-
ousincompetencein the matter of arranging assassinations.

What isit? Mekarth demanded.

'Well, sire," the spy stuttered, ‘it's just that my people... your
humblest hirelings... do have their fingers on the pulse of

Pawns of Chaos 175

popular rumour... and even though they do everything
humanly possible to monopolise the starting of rumours,
they can't help the fact that other rumours do get about,
and...

'Oh, spit it out!" Mé carth growled, impatiently.

'Wdll, excdlency, there'sarumour going round that... how

ghdl | put it?... That you've not been as enthusiastic in your sup-
port of Generd Fulbraas you might have been. Thelittle people,
in their ignorance and foolishness, seem to think that Balberith
has been more ardent in that cause than you. There's awhisper
on the streets about your refusal to provide the generd with the
arcraft he'srequested, in spite of the fact that it'sready to take



off & amoment's notice - awhisper which my men have natu-
rdly tried to qudl, without success. Which wouldn't be so bad,
except that newsis somehow getting about that one of the gen-
eral’s operations has gone awry and that awhole platoon's been
logt... and the two stories have become connected in the public
mind, in the awkward manner that such thingsoftendo, ina
way that smply can't be helped... or hindered.’

Mél carth considered thisintelligence carefully. It would all

have been irrelevant, of course, if Kerforo had done hisjob
properly. If the psyker had been disposed of, or if Balberith had
been wounded by the n, there would be no space on the
street for any other topics of conversation. The common peo-
ple weren't supposed to know anything about the aircraft's
state of readiness, and they certainly weren't supposed to know
about the failure of Operation Probe, but if someone who did
know such things had amotive for |etting the news out, there
was no way to keep it in. It gppeared that someone did. Ragan
Baberith, it seemed, was dready making preparationsfor the
second landing of Imperia forces on Sigmatus, and one set of
preparations he was making involved undermining the gover-
nor's reputation and position.

'Perhaps | took him out on that balcony once too often,’
Méelcarth muttered. 'l shouldn't ever have let him see how

much | hated and despised him, but | smply couldn't resst the
temptation. But it's not adisaster. There's an obvious counter-
move, if we're quick enough. | dwaysintended to take the
arcraft over myself as soon asthetime wasripe. All that's hap-
pened isthat the time has becomerripe alittle sooner than |
expected. Y ou'd better get over to the airbase as quickly asyou
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can, and tell Techmaster Sauldron that | want the aircraft ready
to take off at firgt light.'

"Y ou're sending the aircraft to Gulzacandra, sire? Kerforo
sad, letting his astonishment show. 'Y ou're putting it at
Fulbras disposa ?

'‘No," Méelcarth said, patiently. 'I'm taking the aircraft to
Culzacandraand keeping it under my disposal. I'm going to be
awar hero. With luck, the battle will be fought before we get
there, but even without... the aircraft isan original. It'sthe
finest origind left to us, and it has been scrupuloudy main-
tained. Well be quite safe.’

'We? Kerforo echoed, nervoudly.

'Oh, not you," Mecarth said, appalled by the other man's appar-



ent cowardice. 'I'll take Vorch and the cream of the palace guard.’

Kerforo was till looking a him in open astonishment. The
slence was broken by along drawn-out howl of agony, only
dightly muffled by the thick stconewals of the prison.
Someone was obvioudy having fun. Mdcarth smiled, but his
smile was mirthless. Unlike Ragan Baberith, Kerforo had not
the dightest fear of heights, but there was obvioudy something
about theidea of flying - even in aprime example of origind
Imperid technology - thet terrified him. Mecarth had flown in
the aircraft four times, admittedly for less than an hour each
time, but he had only been afraid the first time, and then only
dightly. He loved theidea of flying. What kind of ruler would
hebeif hedid not?

'My grandfather used to tell me tales about sSkimmers;’

Kerforo said, trying to speak lightly, 'but they were stories hed
had from his own grandfather, about the Emperor'sfinest. Y our
arcraft isnt afighting-machine - it'sjust atransporter. Are you
sureit's cgpable of atwelve-hour flight, excellency? Areyou
ureit'ssafe to even takeit into a battle zone?

I'll leave dl the actud shooting to Fulbrals men, of course,’
Méelcarth told him, wesarily. The point isthat I'm going to his
ad, personaly. I'm so firmly behind him that I'm taking per-
sond responshility for finding out what happened to
Operation Probe. I'm the kind of governor that generals can
depend on, after dl. I'm the kind of governor that deservesthe
loydty of dl hissubjects!

What if you can't find out what happened to the missing
trucks, sire? the spy asked, in frank perplexity.
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'Who cares what happened to the missing trucks? Melcarth
sad. The point isthat everyone in Sostenuto will see me set

out to join Genera Fulbra. WEll circle the city twice to make
surethat they do. The mere sight of the aircraft will be enough
to send most of them into paroxysms of ave. The newsthat I'm
aboard it will make any vile whispers spread by Ba berith's
agentsingantly redundant. Once I'm out of sght and out of
mind - and as soon as Generd Fulbrahas actualy joined bat-
tle with the Gulzacandran forces - mere detailswill ceaseto be
of any importance. I'll fly back with news of our first greet vic-
tory, which I'll deliver persondly from my balcony... and the
triumph will serve mejust aswdl if the miracle happensand
the Imperia Feet does make contact asit will if wereleft to
our own devices, responsible for the making of our own his-
tory. It's perfect. Why are you il itting there? Why aren't you
on your way?



Kerforo legpt from his chair, hisface suddenly clearing ashe
realised that he was under orders - and, at least for the
moment, safe from his master's wrath. He left theroomin a
hurry.

It was a pity that the spy would have to missthe climax of the

party, Md carth thought, but he hadn't really seemedto beina
party mood. Nor should he be in aparty mood, while matters

of such importance hung in the baance.

When Kerforo had |eft the prison, M carth ingtructed one of
the senior guardsto find hisdriver, put an immediate stop to
whatever fun he was presently enjoying, and tell him to bring
the car to the rear entrance of the prison. If the guard was sur-
prised, he gave no indication of the fact.

As he made ready to depart the governor found that he was
getting more and more excited.

I've been scheming too long and delegating too much, he
thought. I've forgotten how exhilarating it isto be aman of
action. | always used to be aman of action, before | became
tangled up intoo much poalitics. | should have built this expe-
dition into the plan from the gart. It's exactly what | need.

As he hurried through the corridors of the prison he heard a
new chorus of screaming raised from a dozen agonised throats.
It was music to hisears. Hefelt awarm glow of satisfaction at
the thought of the entertainment that hismost loya support-
erswould obtain while thelong night lasted, and of the further

178 Brian Craig

increasein loyalty that the reward would undoubtedly pro-
duce. He was glad, though, that he had more urgent business
to attend to. The despoiling of the condemned, no matter how
imaginatively it might be carried out, was too easy to rank asan
authentically piquant pleasure, especidly for aman of action.

Heingtructed hisdriver to return to the imperid palace, in

order that he might pack abag, select aretinue of bodyguards
and organise a motor-cycle escort for the motorcade, but he did
not linger long over the task. His car was careering through the
darkness again within the hour, with asecond vehiclein the

rear and Six motor-cyclistsin attendance. He sat in the back,
with his chief bodyguard, Thorold, beside him.

The journey through the city streetswas not as smooth asit
might have been. The Imperid forces stranded in Kalazendra
had improved Sostenuto's roads dramaticaly during the first



years of their tenure, but regular maintenance had been left to
the aborigines when the Imperium's engineers moved on to the
business of conquest. The centra stireetswerein good repair,
but those in outlying districts had been deteriorating for as
long as Melcarth could remember.

It was the same with the buildings, M carth thought, as he
watched the shop-fronts and the factories go by. Nothing new
had been erected in this neighbourhood for more than a cen-
tury, because everyone knew that new buildings were far
inferior - in design aswell asquality - to those that the reluc-
tant colonists had made. Although factories had been
established to turn out copies of the vehiclesthe Imperia

forces had brought with them the copies had aways been poor,
and the copies of the copies even poorer.

Baberith's people believed - or pretended to believe - that

the steady deterioration was mostly dueto the fact that the tech-
priests of two hundred years ago must have been word-perfect
inal the prayers and rituals which today's tech-priests had
never quite contrived to master, but Melcarth was scepticd. He
was moreinclined to blame the quality of their raw materids
than the limitation of their practicd skills. Not that it mattered
much ether way; whatever the reason, the smplefact was that
the descendants of the origina castaways had been unable to
prevent the long, dow decline of their materia wedlth.

Nowadays, the margin that separated the lifestyle of the
maority of so-called Imperialsfrom that of the richer
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aborigine city-dwellerswas very thin indeed. The Imperium
gtill kept its monopoly on vehicular transport, but there were
so few vehicles on the roads of Sostenuto that it was fast
becoming adigtinction without a difference for everyone but
the governor's persond staff and the army.

Mél carth stared out of hiswindow at the streets through
which he passed, trying as hard as he could to take pridein his
capital city, but it wasn't as easy as he would have wished. Now
that the car had passed out of the heart of the city, wherethe
Imperia castaways had built according to their innate sense of
grandeur, hisroute was flanked by housesthat the aborigines
had built for themsdves, usng stone, cement and wood in
seemingly haphazard combinations. The srestswerelit, if they
werelit a al, by smoky oil-lamps, and the people moving
through them - in acity like Sostenuto the streets were always
full of people, even at night - were mostly ugly, drunk, miser-
ableand ill-dressed.



By day the aborigines made more of an effort to apethe
imported manners of the Imperium, pretending as hard asthey
could to be virtuous, well-disciplined and fully devoted to the
great causes of order and civilization, but by night they relaxed
into their age-old habits of dothfulness. They should have
been far more grateful for the effort that the Imperium had
invested in saving so many of them from the vile clutches of
the coven-masters that had been their erstwhilerulers, but

Mél carth suspected that many of them were secretly nostalgic
for the long-gone days before the advent of the Imperium, hav-
ing completely forgotten how bruta, dangerous and
degenerate the life of their ancestors had been.

Therewere, so far as Me carth knew, no cults or covens
gl activein Sogtenuto, but one item of conviction on

which he and Balberith were in complete agreement wasthe
knowledge that the corruptions of Chaos were as subtle as
they wereingdious. The people who turned their heads,
with as much hodtility as curiogity inthelr predatory eyes,

to watch his car pass by were the victims of avery bad inher-
itance. No matter how hard they tried, they could never be
entirely convincing as models of rectitude and piety. No
matter how often the population was purged by the
Inquisition, it never seemed to become entirely pure, and
probably never would.
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When Culzacandra had been purged, the most prolific well-
gpring of the world's malaise would run dry, but Mdcarth knew
that no matter how grictly the purge was carried out, it would
not and could not put an end to the eternal war. There would
aways be aneed for organizationslike the Inquisit-'.n and

men like Ragan Baberith to run them - under the Nicper
supervision of more sensible men, of course. Everyday life had
to be maintained too, and the business of government was far
too broad and complicated to be |eft to obsessive zed ots.

Mél carth started suddenly as a stone hurled from a shadowed
Sde-gireet hit the window out of which he was peering. The
bodyguard sitting beside him also reacted, but soon settled

back into his seat as amember of the motor-cycle escort roared
off into the Sde-street to make certain that therewasno redl
threet.

The motor-cyclist regppeared amoment later. Melcarth
watched through the rear windscreen as the man signalled to
his companionsthat al waswell.

No significant injury had been doneto the car, but the enor-
mity of theinsult filied Me carth with asudden rage. The



missile had probably been thrown by an unruly child, with no
more motive than pure mischief, but it seemed nevertheessto
be symptomatic of adisrespect more terrible than any ingrati-
tude. Had these wretched aborigines no idea how much they
owed to the Imperium? Had they no understanding of the
enormous enrichment the Imperial castaways had brought to
their shabby culture, in addition to the enlightenment that
turned the tide against the awful corruptions of Chaos? How
could they not recognise such an obvious superiority of man-
ners and mores? Were they redly stupid enough to hanker after
the reign of coven-masterswho not only offered daily tributes
of their blood to the vilest of gods but welcomed their own
dow transformation into mad and monstrous mutants?

'Perhgps Ba berith is haf-right,’ the governor murmured, ina
highly exceptional moment of generosity, as he continued to
gare out of the rear window. The only thing worth fighting for
isthe Imperia idedl, and that would be agreat dedl easier to
uphold if we were not cut off from our Starfaring brothers. If
only the man could understand that the very best embodiment
of that ided in our own world is me, we might be friends
insteed of adversaries!'
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'Excdlency? said the normdly taciturn Thorold, just in case
the remark had been addressed to him.

'Isthat athird car, Thorold? Mel carth asked, having sud-
denly caught sight of the glimmer of headlamps behind the
motor-cyclist who had temporarily detached himsdf from the
protective formation. 'l thought Vorch contrived to cram the
other guardsmeninto his!'

The bodyguard turned to peer into the gloom. 'Y es, excel-
lency, hesaid. T believeitis. Shdl | haveit stopped?

'Not yet - let'sfind out who it isfirst. Tell your colleaguein
the front to use his vox-caster to find out whoseit is.'

This order was relayed through the glass screen that sepa-
rated the rear section of the governor's car from the front seats.
After afew moments, the answer came back.

'It'sthe Chief Inquigitor's car, excellency,’ Thorold reported.
'What? Mé carth was dumbfounded. 'Whereis he going?
Another minute went by, sseming much dower than its pre-

decessor, before the second answer came back - thistime
directly from the driver's companion. 'He says that he's coming



to help you, excellency,’ the guardsman reported. ‘As soon ashe
heard news of your heroic endeavour, he thought it necessary
to pledge hisfull support, and to share the danger.'

Mé carth became uncomfortably aware that hisjaw was
hanging open. He shut hismouth with an abrupt click, gritting
his teeth while he congdered the situation.

He wondered briefly whether Kerforo might have been

turned, but quickly decided that it must have been the vigi-
lance of Baberith's own secret agents that had alerted the Chief
Inquisitor to Me carth's hastily-improvised plan. Baberith

must have reacted ingtantly, just asimpetuoudy as M carth
himsdlf. Having understood the game that Me carth was play-
ing, and the decisiveness of this latest move, Balberith had
responded reflexively - and very recklesdy.

He's played right into my hands! Me carth thought. What a
gtroke of geniusit was to hasten my departure!

Mél carth could see nothing but advantage in dlowing
Balberith to 'share the danger’ of the aeria expedition - pro-
vided, of course, that his own retinue outhumbered Balberith's
by at least two to one. If it wereto transpire, after histimely
return to Kaazendra, that the expedition had suffered casua-
tieswhilein Gulzacandra, would that not serve to demonstrate
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hisbravery in going, and the true extent of histriumphin
returning safely? And what a magnificent funera he could stage
for the heroic Chief Inquisitor, whose life had been so tragi-
cdly log...

'How much extra space will there be aboard the aircraft, once
our own men are accommodated? Md carth demanded of
Thorold.

'‘Asmuch or aslittle as you desire, excellency,’ was the swift
reply, asthe bodyguard immediately realised what his master
was thinking. "We can depend on Techmaster Sauldron to set as
narrow alimit asyou might careto suggest.'

'Good - send him ingtructions to make sure that our people
outnumber Balberith's by threeto one. Tell him to be as apolo-
getic as he needsto be, but to make sure that there are
abundant good reasons why there smply aren't enough spare
places to accommodate more than a couple of his pet thugs.
Make sureit'sal sorted out before we arrive.”

'Y es, excdlency,’ Thorold replied - and immediately leant



forward to take the vox-caster's speaking horn from his col-
league.

Having grasped this unexpected opportunity, Mel carth set-
tled back into his seat to make further plans. He was amazed
that Balberith was even prepared to contemplate joining him
on theflight, given the Chief Inquisitor's averson to heights,
but now that the possibility had been raised, hismain fear was
that Balberith would suffer alast-minute attack of cowardice
and pull out. That, he thought, would be ared anti-climax. It
would bewiseto delay any hostile action until the aircraft had
actudly landed in Gulzacandra. It would be entertaining too, if
Baberith did turn out to be as deeply discomfited by flying as
by standing on ahigh bacony - but once they were on alien
soil... on hogtile sail... it should be easy enough to extract the
thorn from his sde permanently, and make up astory that
would work to his advantage...

'It seems, excellency, that there won't be a probleny Thorold
reported. 'Apparently, the Chief Inquigitor left his gpartments
inahurry. He's dready told Techmaster Sauldron that he has
only three men with him - and only one of themisarmed. We
have eight men fully-armed, plusthe pilot and the aircraft's vox
operator, both of whom are completely trustworthy. But why is
he doing it, excellency? Surdly he must know that it'ssuicide.’
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'Must he? Mekarth wondered, aoud. 'Perhaps not. Perhaps
he redlly does not understand how matterslie. Or perhaps he
ismerely desperate. In either case, everything isgoing our way.
How the Emperor must love us, Thorold - dl praiseto hisglo-
rious name!'

'All praise to the Emperor, Thorold echoed.

Even when Mekarth reached the airbase and discovered what
he had not thought to wonder or to ask before, he was il
exultant, still convinced that he had the favour of the gods.
After dl, he thought, the only thing that would matter oncethe
arcraft was doft, was the number of guns aboard and the loy-
aty of ther cariers.

What difference could it possibly maketo hisunfolding
scheme that Ragan Balberith had elected to bring dong apriest
and apsyker aswell as abodyguard?

Wasit not, after dl, the grestest gift that circumstance could
offer afuture ruler of the world, that the psyker who had come
50 close to making contact with the Imperia Fleet should be
delivered into Orloc M carth's hands a ong with histrouble-



some master, the Chief Inquisitor Ragan Balberith?

SEVENTEEN

WHEN HY CILLA WENT back into the farmhouse Dathan stayed
outside. Hetold himself that he was 'keeping watch' but he

didn't redly bdieveit. He knew that when Nimian - or

Sathorae! - returned, there would be no need to offer Gavalon

an early warning of his gpproach.

Hewas, therefore, taken utterly by surprise when he heard
the noise of the approaching trucks.

It had never occurred to Dathan that the soldierswho had
taken the village might set out to discover what had become of
their companions, or that once having found the wreckage by
the water-hole they might also find the tracks made by the
truck Hycilla had driven away, and follow them until they
found the truck that had run out of fud - a which point, the
Imperid soldierswould naturaly continue aong the road,
anxiousto know what had become of the vehiclesdriver. Once
he redlised that the trucks were actualy coming, though,
Dathan understood immediately that dl this had been obvi-
ous, and that he had been afool not to expect it.

Dathan understood, too, the awful sgnificance of the fact

that Gavalon the Great wasin the farmhouse, with only two
thrall-wizards and two unarmed villagersfor company. It
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would be utterly disastrous, he knew, if the defenders of
Culzacandrawereto lose their leader before the expected bat-
tle had even begun.

For thisreason, he ran back into the house shouting: 'Mount
up! Mount up! We haveto get away! More trucks are coming!'

The response wasimmediate, but it was not quite what
Dathan had expected. Instead of running for the steeds that
had carried them from the encampment, the sorcerer'sfirst
move was to whirl around to face Hycilla

Where isthe daemon? he demanded. 'How near ishe?

Dathan'sfirst assumption was that Hycilla had no way of



knowing what the answer was - but when he saw the way that
she met Gavadon'sintimidating gaze, he remembered that she
had known far more than she should even before Nimian had
made his spectacular gppearancein their lives. Ever ancethe
boy had touched her, she had been growing - and the physica
change was merdly symptomatic. When Nimian had touched
her, he had claimed her; she was his now.

He touched me, too, Dathan remembered - but was swift to
add: but | am no wise-dreamer, and sheis. There was dready
something in her, waiting to be claimed.

Gavalon's eyeswere dark and bulbous; looking into them

was like looking into astormy night - but Hycillas eyeswere
larger now, and much darker. Anyone who met her stare would
be frightened - anyone, except aman like Gavalon.

The sorcerer and Hycillamet one another's eyes very steadily.
Gavaon reached out asif to seize Hycillasarmsin hisremark-
ablefigts- but Hycillawastoo quick for him. She reached out
and placed her own recently-elongated hands on hisforearms,
and she ared into hisface with the full glare of her suddenly-
supernatural eyes. Gavalon was taken aback - but he was
obvioudy satisfied with what he saw within or behind Hycillals
eyes, for he nodded his shaggy head. Then he stepped back,
releasng himsdf from her unresgting grip.

‘Maldayak, with me!" the sorcerer shouted. 'Abdalkuri -

mount up! Take the boy with you. The beastmen cannot be far
away. Ride to meet them and bring them forward asfast asyou
can.'

Dathan was momentarily confused by these ingtructions, but
as Abdakuri grabbed his arm and pulled him back towardsthe
door he realised that Gavaon intended to make a stand, and
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that he mugt intend to keep Hycillawith him aswell as
Maldayak. He opened his mouth to protest, but the words died
in histhroat as he redlised how futile a protest would be. He
did not want to leave Hycillain a place of danger, but he was
in no pogition to demand of her, let done of Gavaon the

Great, that she should come with him.

By thetime Abdakuri had dragged Dathan out to the yard
where the horses were tethered, the leading truck had aready
cometo the crest of the ridge, from which the farmhouse was
clearly visble. Dathan knew that he must be visbletoo - and
that their vivid orange and blue colouring would make the
homed horses stand out boldly even againgt the excticaly



tinted vegetation of the plain.

'Don't be afraid,’ the wizard hissed, as he thrust Dathan
towards one of the horses. They have guns, but we have glamour.’

Dathan had no idea what this reassurance was supposed to
mean, but his attention was fixed on the task immediately
before him - which wasto get up into the saddle. The stirrup
seemed even higher than it had before, and the possibility of
using it asastep even more remote. The horse knew him this
time, though, and athough it could not bend akneeto make
the step easier it stood stock till, looking back at him with
what seemed to be atrustful eye.

Mustering al his courage, Dathan reached up to take hold of
the saddle-horn, and lifted his|eft foot as high as he could.
Somewhat to his surprise, he managed to get his boot into the
dirrup. He pushed off with his other foot, while usng the
grength of hisarmsto haul himsdif up.

Amazingly, it worked. Hefound himsdf in the saddle.

Although he no longer had Nimian's severed finger to help

him, the horse seemed perfectly content to recognise Dathan as
its master, or at least asitsward. He had to admit that there was
no red exercise of magtery in the fact that the horse turned and
trotted out of the yard, breaking into a canter as soon asit was
clear of the gate. If anyone were actually the master, he quickly
realised, it wasthe horse - but at least the horse seemed enthu-
sadtic to have him on its back.

Abdalkuri's mount was already ahead of them, but as soon as
its direction was obvious the trucks coming over the hill began
to draw apart, two of them leaving the road on an interception
course.
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Dathan judged that the trucks were too far away to be ableto
cut Abdalkuri off, but he saw that there were men swarming
around the guns mounted on the backs of the vehicles. He had
no doubt that he and his companion were dready within range.

Thefiring began immediately, dthough it wasthe smdler
armsthat opened up firgt; the bigger gunsremained slent
while the men atempting to aim them fought to get them

properly aigned.

Although he heard the whine of one bullet that passed close
by, Dathan saw that the trucks which had pedled off were
bouncing too violently on the uneven ground to provide a



good platform for marksmen. With alittle luck, he thought,
and given that the ground could only get worse the further the
trucks went from the road, his sure-footed mount might be
ableto carry him out of range before he was hit.

Unfortunately, his sure-footed mount did not seem to seethe
matter inthat light at al. While Abdalkuri's horse galloped
full-tilt for the horizon, aming for the point a which

Cavaon's retinue of beastmen was due to appear asthey plod-
ded after him, Dathan's mount wheeled about and charged
away at aright-angle, exposing thewhole of itswide flank to
the gunners on the two trucks.

The trucks were close enough by now for Dathan to sensethe
gunners delight at finding such atarget, and he knew full well
that they did not need to hit him to sedl hisfate. If they
brought down the homed horse while it was galloping the sub-
sequent fal would certainly dissble him, evenif it did not kill
him.

Now the big guns opened up, both together, at what their
operators thought was an easy target.

They werewrong.

Dathan felt the blast-wave asthe shells sailed past him, but
when they finally cameto earth and exploded they were more
than a hundred yards behind him. Therifles continued to blaze
away, but he could not even hear the whine of their bullets now
that he had been deafened by the cannon. He suddenly under-
stood the meaning of the enigmatic reassurance that Abdakuri
had given him, and the significance of the fact that the horses
colouration - not to mention the thrall-wizards costumes -
would make them stand out so sharply againgt any easily-imag-
inable background.
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Clamour must be akind of illuson. The horsesand their
customary riders were supposed to attract fire - but their appar-
ent position was somehow deceptive. Misslesaimed at them
would always go astray.

Or, if not dways, then mostly.

No sooner had Dathan figured out the manner of thistrick-
ery, though, than the horse changed itstactics again. It whedled
around, and thistime it charged towards one of the trucks, on
an interception course of itsown.

Because they were gpproaching one another at an angle there



seemed to be no danger that the horse would actualy run right
into the front of the truck, but as the range diminished rapidly
the gunners on the back of both trucks became even more
excited. The big guns swiveled urgently, while theriflemen
continued to fire,

Dathan did not know what to do, except duck. He pressed his
face into the horse's mane, dropping hisarmsin order to grip
the anima around the neck. The reinswere dtill clutched tightly
in hisright hand, but they were exercising no restraint whatso-
ever on the horse. He shut hiseyesreflexively, having not the
dightest ideawhat would happen - and when the horse's
unnaturally massive hooves suddenly ceased to beat upon the
ground he thought for an instant that he had been hit by abul-
let and robbed of al sensation, for he was il quite deef.

Then heredised that hewas dtill dlive, and whole, and that

his mount was saling through the ar in an unimaginably
prodigious leap. It jumped right over the careering truck, asdis-
dainfully asif it were clearing awaist-high wooden fence.

Thelanding jarred him badly, but Dathan did not fal, and

the sheer exultation of being alive more than compensated for
the shock. Thejoy in question was quickly compounded asthe
front whedls of the truck he had legpt over fdl into adrainage
ditch and brought the vehicle to an abrupt halt.

At least, the sudden descent into the ditch would have
brought the truck to an abrupt hat had the ditch not been
quite so wide and deep, and had the mass of the big gun not
been mounted so far back. The combination of the speed at
which the truck had been travelling, the precipitousness of the
descent and the imbal ance of the load ensured that inertia
plucked the back whedls from the top of alow ridge and sent
the entire vehicle into a cartwhesd!.
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The sheer weight of the vehicle dowed the ascent of the

back end, but could not dow it quite enough. Almost as soon
astheradiator at the front of the truck hit the dirt the back
end attained the vertical, and the vehicle began to topple
forwards.

The men on the back tried to jump clear. The jumping was
easy enough, but landing was avery different metter. They
came down somersaulting, their limbsflailing madly, and four
out of thefivefdl very badly indeed.

Thefifth fdl quitewdl, and might have been uninjured had
thetailboard of thefaling truck not caught the top of his skull,



Killing himinstarly.

The other truck that had |ft the road wasin trouble too,
athough not nearly as much. Itsdriver, forewarned, had man-
aged to steer Sdeway's as the vehicle approached the drainage
ditch. He had managed to keep one of the front wheels clear -
but one was not enough. Given a second more warning, he
might have been able to keep the other clear too - but asit was,
the left front whed tipped over the edge. The left rear whed fol-
lowed it. The truck did not tip and topple like its predecessor,
but it skidded and shuddered to adanting hat, incapable of
further movement in any direction.

All the guns on the second truck kept blazing away at
Dathan's brightly-coloured mount, but the horse continued to
present a deceptive target. Two more explosive shells blasted
enormous cratersin the farmer's ravaged fields, but Daman
remained miraculoudy untouched.

For amoment or two, Dathan was carried back towards the
roadway, where more enemies were gathered - but that gave
him the opportunity to seethat there was another fight in
progress, far less equa than the onein which he had been
engaged.

In order to attack the farmhouse the other trucks had drawn
up inaline, and Imperial soldiers had swarmed out of them,
heading for the building where Gavaon, Hycillaand Madayak
werewaiting. It had been arash move - but how could the sol-
diers have known that the plants which grew in such strange
profusion around the house had been growing with such
astonishing and unnatura fervour for hours?

Those plants were giants now, and they were active too.
For amoment, Dathan thought that they might hold back
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the attackers and murder the lot of them, but they were only
plants. They dowed the attackers down, but it did not seem
to Dathan, at first glance, that they could hold them for

long-

Some of the soldiers had flame-throwers like the ones that

had burned the judeye forest, and were quick to use them. The
plants seemed to devour Hame, and to love the taste of it, but
the blasts persisted and soon turned the tables, devouring them
intheir turn. Others among the soldiers had blades aswell as
guns - blades that were sharp enough to strike aman's head
from his shouldersin aclosefight - and they were even more
effective, in their fashion, than the flame-throwers.



When the plants were hurt by being cut it seemed to Dathan
to make them all the more avid to entwine their semsand
branches around the limbs and the bellies of the soldiers, in
order that they might squeeze and crush and strangle them.
Oncethey lost their connectionsto their roots, though, they
lost most of their strength.

But werewinning! Dathan thought, desperately, as his mount
changed direction yet again. We're holding them!

Alas, it was not as smple asthat. There were fill artillerists
manning the big guns on the trucks that had drawn up dong
the road, and they opened fire on the farmhouse.

The clamour of the cannonade blended dmost immediately
with the crashing of faling masonry and the splintering of
wooden beams, but it was dl so muted in Dathan's deafened
earsthat it sounded very distant and rather strange.

Nor were those gunnersthe only ones till capable of firing.
The truck whose left Sde was perched on the edge of the ditch
wasligting at an angle, but that tilt was not so steep asto pre-
vent the big gun from being brought to bear, and theriflemen
gill had their weapons. They were dlill firing at Dathan's glori-
ous mount, athough the noise of their wegpons seemed so
faint asto be dightly absurd.

Alas, that absurdity was no armour againgt the damage they
could do.

Their amwas gtill confused, but Dathan redlised just afrac-
tion of asecond in advance of disaster that if well-aimed shots
were certain to miss atarget, then badly-amed ones till had a
chance of finding their mark. Therewas apeculiar ingtant, in
which he thought he heard another sound, utterly different
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from the explosive gunfire and much more horrible, but he had
no opportunity to wonder what it might beif it were more than
mereilluson.

His horse was hit, and he had no attention to spare thereafter
for anything but himsdf.

Had the horse been hit in the shoulder or the head it would
have gone down immediately, and Dathan would have been
sent somersaulting through the air in exactly the same fashion
as the men hurled from the truck that had turned over.
Although the wound the anima took was no lessmortd, the



point of impact was closeto the stock of itsratliketail. Instead
of cartwhesdling, the beast logt its back legs and dithered, while
itsfront legs continued to strive gdlantly, but vainly, for pur-
chase.

The deceleration seemed horribly abrupt to Dathan, and the
descent to the ground was bruising, but even as he fought to
avoid being thrown he redised that fortune was ill on his
side. He had achanceto jump clear and roll, and if he could
only control the tumble well enough to avoid bresking alimb
he could ill fight on - fight being the operative word, now
that he was fully exposed and quite without glamour.

Hedived, and heralled.

The ground was better than it might have been, firm without
being unduly hard. His muscleswere jarred and his nerves
were jangled, but Dathan eventudly cameto rest lying on his
gde, with dl hislimbsintact. He was not even winded, and he
had the presence of mind to look up before trying to get up,
in order to see exactly where he was and where hisenemies
were.

Perhaps the clever horse had contrived it and perhapsit was
mere chance, but Dathan found, to his delight, that he waslit-
tle more than ten yards away from the truck that had
overturned, and that the body of the truck was shielding him
from thefire that would otherwise have been streaming from
the other one.

There was aman with agun not adozen feet away: aliving
man, whose eyes were fixed on Dathan and whose arms were
trying to bring arifle round so that its muzzle would be point-
ing a hisface. But the man had broken aleg and anarm ashe
fell awkwardly, and he could not do what he wastrying so very
hard to accomplish.
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Dathan launched himsalf forward and wrestled the gun free
from the stricken man's one good hand - and then he smashed
the butt of the weapon down on the soldier's head.

That'sfor Houime! he thought.

Dathan's brain, unprompted, completed a calculation which
told him that there must be ahundred and thirty villagers il

to avenge, but there was apain in his heart that was not in the
least concerned with calculations. His mother was among
those who might have been murdered, and he knew that these
were the soldiers who had taken everything from him that he



loved, and everything that he knew. Even Hycillawaslost to
him now, having become Nimian's cregture, and the agony in
his heart told him that he was utterly done.

It was the agony in his heart, not the calculation in hisbrain,
which reversed hisgrip on therifle and sent him sprawling into
the ditch, peering around the upturned truck in search of tar-

gets.

The other truck wasless than thirty yards away, and it wasfull
of targets.

Dathan never paused to remember that he had never fired a
gunin hislife before, and that did not even know how. Nor did
he pause when he fdlt thefirgt recail tear into his shoulder
muscles, more painful than thejolting he had received when

his horse collapsed.

Hefdt the discharge of the gun, but he could not heer it a
dl.

Hefired, and he kept on firing - and when the gun ran out

of ammunition, he scrambled back to the upturned truck,
determined to find another gun if he could not find the where-
withd to reload the one he had.

Hefound another rifle, and took advantage of the cover
afforded by the vehicleto resumefiring.

The soldiers from the more distant truck had begun a charge
as soon asthey were certain that he was out of ammunition,
but they were charging at the wrong position. Dathan shot two
of them down before they redised their mistake.

Then the beastmen arrived.

Cavdon'slaggard retinue came charging acrossthe fieldslike
stampeding cettle, howling more loudly than Dathan would

ever have thought possible - loudly enough, in fact, to cut into
his deafness where even the crack of therifle had failed. Even
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muted, as they were to Dathan, the beastmen's howls were ter-
rible, neither human nor anima but both a once - everything

at once, mingling in ascream so sharp it seemed to have the
power to lacerate and carve.

Dathan howled too.

Although hisydl of anger and triumph was afegblething by



comparison with the howling of the beastmen, quite inaudible
to him, it must have added its force to the tumuilt.

Dathan fdt that he was one with the beastmen, asharer in
their power and their determination.

He came out into the open then, to join in a pitched battle,
choosing histargets now with the utmost care, lest he should
hit one of hisdliesinstead of an enemy.

He was sure that he had killed at least one more enemy
before he was struck down himsdlf - and when hefell, feding
acurtain of hot wet blood gush like awaterfal over hisfore-
head and into hiseyes, hefet nothing at dl but astonishment:

NO pain, NO SOITOW, NO regret.

Why, he thought, as his senses spoun away from him, | thought
| wasinvincible. | redly did!

EIGHTEEN

WHEN HYCILLA SAW thetrucks split into two groups - two of
them chasing Dathan and the thral-wizard, while four contin-

ued to approach the house - her first thought was a flash of

hope that Dathan's steed might be able to carry him out of

range of the guns. She had no doubt that Cavalon could defend
himsdlf, and anyone who remained with him, athough the

sorcerer did not appear at first glance to be carrying any

weapon adequate to deal with the impending threst.

Even Cavaon seemed dightly distressed, for amoment or
two - but then she redlised that he was intensely annoyed.

'l had hoped to save the horn for thered battle,' he said to
Maldayak, 'but ablast sufficient to ded with these reckless
fools should not deplete its power too much. Protect your ears
- no matter how well | direct the weapon, there's certain to be
leskage at thisrange. Y ou must do likewise, child, no matter
how well Sathorael has strengthened you. Y our ears are grow-
ing nicely, but they'll till need to be stuffed with something
virtuous. Give her agtrip from your jerkin, Maldayak.'

Cavdon seemed quite unhurried while he made this speech,
but Maldayak showed a greater sense of urgency ashetore
grips of bright yellow cloth from his decorated jacket, passing
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two to Hycillawith adightly ill grace before he began suffing
his own earswith protective wadding.

Hycillacopied him, while Gavaon detached the hom that
hung from theright side of hisbelt, opposite his heavy sword.

Hycillahad heard that the horns of loxodonts were some-
times used as Sgnalling deviceswhen it wasinconvenient to
make beacon-fires, but the only wind instruments she had ever
heard were delicate and fluty, made from the little horns of
ghazas. Cavalon'shorn did not seem so very large, and it cer-
tainly was not as curly asthe horn of an old ram, but it was
intricately carved and eaborately enamelled in ahectic mixture
of reds, yellows and blues.

Asthe trucks screeched to ahat and the soldiers swarmed
from them bullets began to pour through the windows of the
farmhouse, forcing Hycillaand Madayak to duck down.
Almogt immediately, though, the firing became confused.

Peeping over thewindow-gl1, Hycillasaw that the native
weeds that had invaded the farmyard in such numbers were not
as easy to trample down as the booted soldiers had imagined.
Only afew had grown fast enough to reach head height, but
many were waist high and many more had extended creepers
gx or eight feet dong the ground. As soon asthe soldierswere
within the confining wal of what had once been thefarmer's
herb-garden they found themsalves under attack.

When the purple and pink stems and creepers began to grap-
plewith the legs of the charging soldiers, the soldierswere
quick to fight back. Four who had flame-throwersready - pre-
sumably to flood the rooms of the house with fire and forceits
inhabitants out into the open - immediately used their

weapons to counter-attack, but they had to be extremely care-
ful not to injure themselves or their companions. The enemy
was aready at close quarters, and the engagement was far too
intimate to alow the reckless use of flaming liquid.

For amoment or two, the plants actualy seemed to be thriv-
ing on theflames, asif the burning liquid were somekind of
Spicy nutriment - and when the vegetation did begin to bum,
it was the plants which were not actively involved in the con-
flict that suffered most.

The soldiers carrying rifles had to stop firing in order to free
their right handsto reach for their knives. Once clear of their
scabbards and deployed with reasonable skill, the blades cut
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through the branches and creepers readily enough - but the
severed ends continued to harass their victims, squirming and
Squeezing as best they could.

Without anchorage, das, there waslittle enough the severed
branches could do, although those with thorns dug deep
enough to penetrate the skin benegth the soldiers uniforms,

and afew of those that were perfectly smooth leaked corrosive
sap. Three or four of the attackers began to howl! with pain -
but none of them fell, and their howling soon had asmuch
rageasanguishinit.

Because the attackers seemed to be having such extreme dif-
ficulty getting to thewall of the house, Hycillawasbold
enough to lift her head alittle higher, but she regretted her
rashness as the big guns on the trucks opened up.

The gunners had amed high in order to avoid hitting their

own men, so shewasin no danger of taking adirect hit, but the
shells punched gaping holes in the masonry and tore into the
beams holding up the roof. The house had not been badly

built, but its structure had not been designed to withstand a
collective shock of thismagnitude. The calling immediately
began to crumble and debris began to rain down on Hycilla's
shoulders.

She ducked, putting her hands to her head in order to pro-

tect her skull. It was aswell that she did, for the move made it
easy for her to clamp her forearms over her wadded ears when
Cavdon returned fire.

All the sorcerer did wasto blow his horn - but the hom was
loaded with a power far greater, in its own subtle fashion, than

the enemy guns.

Hycilla could not have described the note sounded by the
hom in musica terms. She could not tell whether it was high-
pitched or low, more like atrumpet or more like areed pipe.
Had she been required to say what it was like she could only
have compared it to pain, but even then she would not have
been certain what kind of pain it was. Perhapsit was smply
that she had not had enough experience of different kinds of
pain, but it seemed to her that thiswas akind far purer than
anything generated by ablazing fire, a piercing dart, athunder-
ing headache or abone-dicing blade.

The Imperia soldiers had probably had far more opportuni-
ties to become discriminating connoisseurs of pain than
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Hycilla had, but she could not believe that they would have
done any better.

Even though the building was till crumbling, Hycillalifted

her head again as soon as she was sure that the artillerists
aboard the trucks had ceased firing. She saw immediately that
the holding action conducted by the plants had been a great
successin spite of the plants inadequacy aswarriors. Not asin-
gle soldier had reached the wall of the house, and it seemed
obvious now that none would. All but two of those who had
comeinto the yard had falen, at least to their knees.

Most of the attackers had dropped their weapons - knives as
well asrifles- in order to clasp both handsto their ears, but the
precaution had been woefully inadequate. Severd werein the
grip of convulsvefitsthat seemed likely to shake them apart.
Otherswere foaming at the mouth, the foam turning red asit
was flooded with blood from tongues bitten through.

The gunners on the trucks had not been quite as badly
affected, and the drivers of the trucks even less so - the latter
had the protection of their windowed cabsto thank for that -
but the two remaining men on the most distant of the four
trucks seemed to be the only ones till capable of conscious
action. While the gunner struggled to recover his poise and his
position the driver threw the truck into reverse gear and began
to draw away.

Hycilla became aware that Cavalon had taken hold of her -
and the thral-wizard too - and that he was thrusting them
towards the window.

'Out! Out!” he yelled.

Hycillaredised that the hom had amost paraysed her, and
Maldayak too - and that their weakness put them in great dan-
ger, given that the house was il collgpsing in upon itsdlf.

She knew that she had to help Cavalon, and made asupreme
effort to take charge of her own limbs. Had her aamsand legs
been as scrawny and weak as they had been two days before she
would have had some difficulty climbing through the window,

but her limbswere far longer now, and possessed of astrength
that she had not yet tested. Shetook hold of the sill and leapt
through the narrow gap with asingle bound, more gracefully

than she would ever have thought possible.

Gavdon'sintention had been that Madayak would follow



her. The sorcerer was dready yelling afurther ingtruction to his
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thrall-wizard, telling him to mount his horse and chase the
truck - but the ingtruction was worthless, because Madayak's
limbs were by no means aslithe as Hycilla's. The wizard tried
to climb, but he could not co-ordinate his actions. Somehow,
he became wedged in the window.

Theremainder of theroof findly fell in.
Then thewall collapsed outwards, carrying Madayak with it.
Gavdonwasdill insde.

Hycillahad to legp backwardsin order to avoid being

trapped by thefalling wall, but her backward legp carried her a
dozen feet. Shelanded beside one of the disabled soldiers, who
was gtill thrashing about in an attempt to didodge a dozen fee-
ble but inconvenient vegetable serpents from various parts of
his body. Hycilla picked up his discarded knife - akeen blade
more than two feet long - and dashed histhroat.

He continued thrashing, but harmlesdy. The plants drank up
hislifeblood greedily.

Hycillahardly spared him aglance, staring insteed at the
place where Gava on the Great had disappeared under amass
of faling masonry.

A mere man would probably have been killed, or at least
knocked unconscious, but Cavalon was no mere man. He rose
up from the rubble, sending bricks and mortar cascading in
every direction, more angry than hurt - but he had not lost his
power of calculation, and he had not forgotten that hewasin
themiddle of abattle.

Hisfirg impulse, it seemed to Hycilla, wasto pull Madayak

out of the wreckage, so that the wizard could obey his order, but
it took him only acouple of secondsto redlise that Maldayak
had been caught at afar worse disadvantage than he had.

Thethrall-wizard was not dead, but he had broken at |east
oneleg and at least one arm. Hewas usdless.

Cavadon'seyesimmediately fixed on Hycilla, questioningly.
I'll follow them!" she said, when she redlised that he was

waiting. 'I'll kill them." She was amazed by her own words.
How could she possibly make such apromise?



Gavdon nodded, immediately acquiescent, and seemingly
devoid of any doubt asto her ability to chase atruck and kill

its passengers.

The one who was fully exposed will not be very dangerous,” he
said, 'but the other might... be careful, | beg of you. Go! Go!"
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Hydllaturned. Without bothering to question the sense of

the action or the magnitude of the task she had accepted, she
began to mn - and as soon as she ettled into her stride, she
realised that Gavaon must know her new capabilities better
than she did. She glanced back once, not so much to see what
Gavaon was doing as to see what had become of Dathan.

Her heart legpt into her mouth when she saw that Dathan's
horse was down, but then she saw that he was on hisfeet, and
armed. Like her, he was carrying the fight to the enemy. He had
not grown at al since Nimian had touched him, and did not
appear to be changing in any way whatsoever, but he had risen
to the occasion nevertheless.

Heisahero! shethought. Even aboy like him may becomea
hero, when disaster strikes!

She saw Gavalon, too, but only very briefly. The sorcerer was
running towards the youth, presumably to help him. Then she
heard a strange noise, which somehow contrived to penetrate
not only the coloured wadding in her ears but the aftershock of
Cavaon'shom.

It was an eerie and frightful noise, and she had the impres-
son that under other circumstances, it might have seemed
loud and blood-curdling, but she had to bring her head back
round then in order to maintain her balance as she sped dong
the road, faster than she had ever seen any human being run.

But I am no longer human, she reminded hersdlf. | have been
touched by the creature that Nimian isbecoming. | have been
touched by aLord of Change more powerful than any other,
and there was something in me that responded to itstouch. |
am more than human now. | am burning far more rapidly, and
far more brightly, than | could ever have done asamere wise-
dreamer.

Sherealised as she sitled into an even, carefully messured
sride that the truck was not drawing away from her. Even
though the driver had taken the first opportunity to turn it
around, so that it was moving forwards instead of backwards,



it was not moving any faster than shewas.

Hycillaknew, having sat in adriver's seet - even though she
had been in avery strange state of mind at the time - that the
driver would be able to see her imagein the mirror set inthe
centre of the cab, above his head. He would know, therefore, if
he cared to look, that he was being pursued.
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Perhaps that would not frighten him, given that she il

looked like ayoung girl, in spite or her increased stature - but
perhapsit would, given that no mere girl could be doing what
she was doing without magical ad.

The man on the back of the truck could see her too, and she
could see him quite clearly. He had fallen down when the
horn'sblast hit him, but if he had experienced aconvulsvefit,
it was over now. Therewasno sign of blood or foam at his
mouth, and he looked asif he might be able to stand up again
if only he could find the strength. Hycilladid not doubt that he
wastrying to find that strength with al hismight, but for the
moment it was alosing battle. He could not draw himsdlf into
agtting or kneding postion, in spite of having the plinth and
mount of hisgun to hold on to.

Hiseyeswere firmly fixed on the vehicle's pursuer, and there
wasterror in them.

Hycillatook a certain satisfaction from that terror, but she
knew that it would have been more to her advantage if the man
hed been laughing. Terror might help him gather his strength.
Terror might help him bring his wegpon to bear - and no mat-
ter how much unhuman strength Nimian's touch had given

her, awdll-aimed shot from a cannon like that would blow her
to smithereens.

Cavalon had told her that the man would be helplessfor
sometime, but Cavaon had not factored the terror into his cal-
culaion ether.

Hycillatried to accelerate, but it wasn't easy. She knew that
she mustn't exhaust herself too soon, and that she had to pace
hersdf in anticipation of along chase. She dso knew that she
had to begin to close the distance separating her from the
truck.

She accelerated, but so did the truck. The driver could see her
- and hewas afraid.

Now, though, thetruck could go no faster. But Hycilla il



had reserves of strength untapped.

Steadily, yard by yard, she began to eat into the distance sep-
arating her from the stricken gunner. While he stared & her, she
dared at him, not terrified at dl, nor even dightly apprehen-
sve

Her confidence made the gunner try even harder toriseto his
feet. Findly, he managed to St up. The effort cost him dearly in
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pain, but it seemed to be a price he was willing to pay. He
braced himsdlf for an even greater effort, gritting histegthin
anticipation of paying an even higher price. Had he been a
coward, he would have failed, but he was a brave man.

If he had agod, Hycillathought, he must have offered up a
particularly powerful prayer. Againg al the odds, he began to
haul himsdif to hisfeet.

Once he was erect, Hycilla knew, the rest would be so much
easer. He had only to adjust his position, and aim the gun. The
gun was swivel-mounted, easily manoeuvrable. It would not be
easy to am from the back of avehiclemoving a full tilt over
such anill-made road, but he would not haveto be very pre-
case

Shewas only twenty yards away now, and still closing. By the
time he could get the gun digned, she would surely beless

than ten yards away - unless she abandoned the chase and
moved off the road into the corn-cob forest which they had just
re-entered, in order to follow more discreetly.

It was her choice.

She accelerated again, throwing every last vestige of her
grength into afina sprint. The intervening distance lessened
dramaticdly, forcing the gunner to afurther effort of hisown.

Hislegswere not aswilling as hers. He ssumbled.

That lost him at least ten seconds, and ten seconds was
more than Hycilla needed. By the time he had recovered his
former pose she was legping up on to the back of the truck,
hauling hersdf over the tailboard with an improbably fluid
moation.

Therewas ariflein the comer, but it was out of reach. Hycilla
dammed into the gunner even as he turned, and the impact
must havefilled his body with paralysing pain dl over again.



His body hit the back wall of the cab like a sack of grain, and
bounced.

The soldier collgpsed, turning as hefdl to face her again with
histerror-stricken eyes.

Hycillakndt over him and pressed the point of her bladeto
histhroat.

'One question,’ she whispered. Why did you destroy my vil-
lage, and kill everyonein it?

She used her left hand to tear the rags out of her earsin order
that she might hear hisreply.
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Helooked at her asif shewere mad - asif anyonewho
asked such aquestion as that must be mad. There was horror
and loathing in his eyestoo, but they were outweighed by
agtonishment.

'l... | wasfollowing orders he said, asif it were absolutely
obvious and something of which aman might be proud.

Hycillahad been intending to dash histhroat as she had
dashed the throat of the man whose knife his once was, but
when she heard that reply she changed her mind, and deftly
used the point of the wegpon to blind him in both eyes.

Then she picked him up asif she were alabourer with pow-
erful muscles hauling asack of grain onto asturdy shoulder,
and hurled him over the side of the till-speeding truck, hop-
ing that he might live long enough to bring himsdlf to hisfeet
again and stagger off into the hostile forest - whose predators
would doubtless dispose of him &t their leisure.

AN

NINETEEN

DATHAN DREAMED THAT hewastaking part in agreet bettle,
whose fire and fury stretched from horizon to horizon of avast
plain. It wasthe dead of night, and the only illumination apart

from the faint and hazy light of the three moons and the mul-
titudinous stars was provided by the muzzle-flashes of

countless guns. He had agun himself, which hewasfiring
repeatedly and mechanicaly, dwaysfinding shadowy targets

at which to aim but never knowing whether any of his shots

struck home.



He was surrounded by beastmen and other monsters. crea
turesthat had once been human but were human no longer,
having suffered terrible mutations and muitilations. Such

armour as they had was brightly-coloured, but the colours
seemed oddly drab in the dim light. Only afew had guns,

while the rest wielded massive blades of various bizarre shapes.
They too fought shadows, but the shadows they fought had
guns of their own, and blades too. No matter how many shad-
owsfaded or fell, there seemed to be an infinite number rising
anew from the muddy ground.

The mud was not compounded out of soil and rainwater, but
out of soil and blood.
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He awoke with astart to find that someone was shaking him

by the shoulder. He could not open hiseyes at first because
they were sedled shut, but he rubbed them and forced them
open. The knuckles with which he had rubbed them were dark
red, and he realised that it had been dried blood that had caked
his eyelashes and locked his eydlids shut.

When helifted his head he discovered that the darming eyes
of Gavaon the Great were staring at him. It was Cavalon who
had shaken him awake.

Dathan put his hand up to his head then, to fed thewound
that had felled him. His matted hair wasin the way, but hisfin-
gertips traced the length of aridge of homy scar-tissue that
arched across his head an inch or two behind the hairline. It
wasn't panful.

'Did you hed me? he asked the sorcerer. 'Did you bring me
back from the dead?

'Hedling isn't one of my taents,’ Cavalon growled, ‘and no
one comes back from the dead as hale and cheerful asyou
seem to be. But yes, | sedled the wound. It'sagreat deal less
pretty than it would have been had it headled of its own accord,
but I couldn't wait - you might have dept till tomorrow, and |
need you now.'

Wheat for? Dathan wanted to know. He was dready hauling
himsdlf to hisfeet and looking around. The battle was over, but
the beastmen were still moving rapidly back and forth over the
ground, scavenging for wegpons.

Thetrucks,' Cavalon said. We need them, so we need to



know how to make them work.'

'How would | know that? Dathan asked, in frank
agtonishment. 'I'm just avillager - not even a craftsman's
apprentice.’ He noticed that therewas arifle at hisfeet, and
remembered using it. He touched the fingers of hisleft hand
to hisright shoulder, where the wegpon's persistent recoil had
left abruise. That still hurt more than alittle, but the twinge
released a surge of pride as he remembered what he had done.
He might not have been gppointed an apprentice, and might
never have become atrue craftsman eveniif hislife had clung
toitsrut of normality, but he was aman now. Hewasa
warrior.

'Y ou watched the girl,’ Cavalon said. 'Y ou saw what she
did.

Pawns of Chaos 207

'l don't remember!" Dathan protested. Then hisvoice
dropped as he added, more honestly: 'l wasn't paying atten-
tion.

That doesn't matter/ Gavalon said. The girl was guided, and

you were beside her. The Vessdl touched both of you, and drew
you into the process of his maturation. With you besde me, |

can easily recall an echo of the guidance the girl received - and
I've power enough to sharewhat | learn with thosein thral to
me. Onetruck got away and one broke an axle, but the army
needs the other four. You'rethekey.'

Dathan was confused by this speech, but when itsimport
became clear he saw its most worrying implication.

Wherée's Hycilla? he demanded. Why can't she show you
what to do?

'Not here,; Cavaon admitted, with adight sigh. 'Shefol-

lowed the men who drove away, because she was the only one
who could. Perhaps | could have demanded that she Stay, if |
had had sufficient presence of mind in the heat of the battle,

but sheisnot in thral to me any more than you are. Shewas
responding to ahigher cdl, and | would only have confused

her by trying to prevent it, and so | urged her to go. But al will
bewel, | trust - because | haveyou.'

Dathan was astonished by this speech, as much by the con-
fession that aman and a sorcerer as powerful as Cavalon could
lack presence of mind in the heat of battle as by theimplica:
tion that he had somehow become an important eement of
Gavaon's scheme. To cover his confusion he knelt down to



pick up therifle - hisrifle, by right of conquest. Assoon ashe
had his hands on it, though, the impatient sorcerer pulled him
upright again, and thrust him towards one of the trucks. It was
the one whose whedls had dipped sideways into the ditch, but
it was no longer stuck. Gavalon's beastmen must have used
leversto priseit out and set it to rights. Dathan remembered
shooting the man who had fired the big gun at him.

'Where's Nimian? Dathan asked.

'He didn't come back, Gavalon replied, as heincreased his
pace, pulling Dathan adong with him. 'l dare not wait any

longer. Hell find us easly enough when hewantsto - if he
wantsto. | ought to get these wegponsto the army. Fulbrawill
be on us soon enough, and | must place mysdf in aposition to
shape the encounter as best 1 can. Every gun will be desperately
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needed, no matter what part Sathoradl intendsto play. The
Changer of the Wayswill doubtlesslet me know what my pan
isto be when the time comes.’

The sorcerer thrust Dathan into the cab of the truck, and
climbed up behind him as soon as Dathan had scrambled over
to the passenger seat. Gavaon put his misshapen fingersto his
ragged lips and whistled an ear-splitting Sgnd to hisretinue of
beastmen. Through the sde-window of the cab Dathan could
see that they responded as one, running to the trucks with the
last of their booty.

'Why didn't you use magic the moment you saw the trucks?
Dathan asked. 'Why did you let them get so close and do so
much damage?

Gavaon looked at him sharply. Had the sorcerer's face been
more human, Dathan thought, he would have been wearing
exactly the same expression that his mother and Pater Sdltana
had put on when he had asked one question too many - but
unlike them, Gavaon didn't seem to begrudge him his curios-

ity.

'Had you had an atom of talent, boy," the sorcerer said, ‘we
might have made awizard out of you.'

It was obvioudy meant to be acompliment, but Dathan
couldn't quite seethe logic of it. Was asking questions aquali-
fication for wizardry? Surely not. He opened his mouth to
speak again, but Gavaon placed aclawlike hand upon his
shoulder, and the massve talons dug into his bruisejust hard
enough to shock himinto silence.



Try to remember, Dathan,’ Cavdon said brusquely. Try to
relive the moment when you first got into one of these things.
Remember what Hycilladid. Remember the expression on her
face!

If it had been anyone e se but the sorcerer beside him,

Dathan would have hed difficulty collecting himsdlf - but it
was the sorcerer, and the words seemed to flow into his head,
exercisng an avesome power of command.

As soon as Hycilla had the door open she had legpt up into
the empty space, and had then reached back to offer Dathan
the support of her arm. He had taken her hand and clambered
up behind her. By the time hewasin she had scrambled across
to set hersdlf in the further seat of amatching pair, behind the
big whedl that was the cab's most prominent feature...
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The confined space had been an utterly mysterious and pro-
foundly aien environment, but when Hycillahad turned
towards him to tell him to be quiet she hadn't needed words.
Her eyes had been uncannily large and strangdly luminous,
brightly lit by moigt reflections even though the pupils had
been widdy dilated. Her lips had formed themsdvesinto a
ferocious snarl, making her lovely face into a hideous carica-
ture...

There had been alever sticking up from the floor of the truck
between her seat and Dathan's, and she had aready begun
wrenching it back and forth. The truck's engine had roared into
life. As soon as the truck's wheels had begun to turn she had
spun the steering-whed, forcing the vehicle into atight arc that
carried it away to theleft...

'Not so digant,” Gavdon murmured. 'Rdiveit, asif it were
now.'

Hycillaspun the whedl again, sending the truck into another,
entirdy different arc. She was making no attempt to stick to
better ground, and there was nothing visible through the wind-
screen but the crowns of bushes and exotic flowers - averitable
tide of vegetation that seemed to hurl itself forward and dive
down benegath the vehicle with reckless dacrity ...

There were no more soldiers to be seen now, but the evidence
of their presencewas dl around, in billows of smoke and lines
of hectic light scrawled upon the surface of the starry sky ...

'Open the door!" Hycilla screamed. 'Move over!'



His hand shot out from his side to grapple with the door-
catch. He had never encountered onelikeit, so it required a
few seconds of inexpert fumbling, but in the end he managed
to spring the catch and hurl the door open - and then, without
any pause for thought or reinforcement of the command, he
moved over into the narrow gap between the two sedts...

A human figure legpt out of the onrushing vegetation to land
sure-footedly on the floor of the truck, arms extended to catch
the side and top of the door frame, so that asingle fluid move-
ment might deliver the dender body into the space that

Dathan had cleared...

Hycdillaspun thewhed yet again, hurling thetruck into an

arc so tight that it came up on two wheels. Dathan was scared
that it might tip over, but the fear was insufficient to override
his astonishmen...
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He became logt, then, astwo different times seemed to over-
lap and merge, so that hisold sdlf briefly confronted his new
sef. Dathan was astonished to discover that hisold sdf was
contemplating his new sdf with as much horror as astonish-
ment, but he told himsdlf - hisnew sdf, of course - that his

old saf was only a boy, and was not capable of understanding
the man that he had become, even though the process of meta-
morphosis had taken little more than aday.

Gavaon's hand lifted from his shoulder, and Dathan came
back to the present with apeculiar rush, asif he were being
thrown clear of avortex in which hours and minutes had min-
gled with centuriesand millennia

Dathan looked sideways at the monstrous sorcerer, and
recognised the trance-state into which Hydlla had dipped
when she had been required to perform atask that she had no
idea how to do.

This, Dathan supposed, was magic - and yet the Imperium
had no need of magic to propd and steer its vehicles. The sol-
diers had been trained to drive, and smply did so. But if the
people on his side needed magic to do what the enemy found
smple, what chance did they have in theimpending battle?

'We have Sathorael,' Gavalon said, asif he had heard the
unvoiced question. *We shdl not have him for long, and his
behaviour has been annoyingly mercurid, but heisthe key to

everything.'



The sorcerer's voice sounded strangely mechanicd, and
Dathan wondered whether Cavalon was actualy awake, even
though his strange eyes were fixed on the ground ahead of
them - the ground over which they weretravelling at asurpris-

ingly rapid pace.

Dathan was surprised that he had not noticed the truck's
engineroaring into life, let done the commencement of the
journey, but his curiosity wasfurther intrigued by the fact that
Cavaon had answered a question that Dathan had not even
Voi ced.

But what is Sathorael, exactly? he wondered, taking careto
form the question clearly in hismind even though he did not
say aword.

'l wish | knew more precisely what Sathoradl is, Gavalon
said, in that same mechanical manner. ‘| had expected aLord
of Change, but | now suspect that it may be more than that,
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athough it may bethat the lore of the covensis defectiveinits
understanding of what aLord of Changeis. | had hoped that it
would provide me with adaemon familiar, such asfavourite
champions of Chaos are said to be granted to aid their own
apprentice daemonhood, but even the Vessal Nimian did not
conduct himsdlf asafamiliar should once therituad was com-
plete. | had hoped to be alowed to know far more of my
Divine Magter's mind once | had brought hisplan into itsfina
phase, but it seemsthat | was more ignorant than | knew, and
dill am.

But he- it - will help usto win the battle, Dathan thought.

That much hasto be certain, hasit not? He - it - will makethe
Imperium pay dear for invading our lands, and save Gulzacandra,
will henot?

'l hoped that Sathorael would make our victory certain,’
Gavaon said, hisvoice becoming dightly more distant and
oddly plaintive. 'l thought | knew what strategy my Divine
Master was following, but | am no longer so sure. Much had
been revealed to mein my dreams, but still | had the temerity
to think that what happened on thisworld, to my people, was
of paramount importance. Perhaps| should have redlised that
thisisbut thetiniest comer of avast arena, and that whatever
happens hereis of scant importance, if it does not bear some-
how upon thewhole. If Imperid shipsare coming... Sathorael
may have ahigher purpose than the salvation of Gulzacandra.’

Dathan struggled to make sense of this, not very success-



fully. But we are heroes, he reminded himsdlf, and we have
magic. The Imperium has guns, and trucks, but | have faced
them twice and - admittedly with magica aid - have besaten
them twice. We are heroes, fighting for our homeland, and
Cavaon the Great isa powerful sorcerer. How can the enemy

possibly win?

The secret of whether the enemy can possibly win may be
the darkest secret of all,’ Gavalon said, his sonorous voice
becoming even more distant and ruminative. 'Darker than the
secret hidden by the Golden Throneitsdf. Everything we
know and believe, of course, tells us that the Imperium cannot
possbly winintheend. In thefullness of time, the only
possiblevictory isthat of Chaos. In the fullness of time, the
only possible fate for humankind is extinction. And yet the
Imperium fights on - and who knows what petty victoriesthey
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might win in the meantime, or what the tme value of those
petty victories might be?

"We who are proud to be dwellersin Gulzacandra and fol-
lowers of the Changer of the Ways might say, and might even
believe, that we are the heroes of the eterna struggle - but we
know in our heartsthat it isnot true, and that the Imperium
has the monopoly on heroism. Wefight out of choice, driven
by pride and lust and fury, and everything we do hastens our
own end and the end of our species. They fight for duty, dri-
ven only by faith. They know that they cannot win, but they
fight on, determined to survive for another hour, another

year, another century... even though they know that they can-
not survive forever. It isthey, not us, who maintain the game
and make it worth the playing. It isthey, not us, who arethe

game.

The ultimate triumph of Chaos, which liessofar inthe

future asto be of little concern to short-lived creatures such as
you and |, isabsolutely certain. The ruination and destruction
of dl mankindisbut atiny part of that culmination. The
Imperid forces have nothing to fight for but atrivia post-
ponement, and yet they fight. They have made their emperor a
god, and are surdly right to do so, for if anyone lessthan agod
could ever deserve to become one, what other kind of man
could it be than an emperor? The Imperial forcesare the
heroes, because they have nothing to win but amomentary
eyeblink in the hour of eternity, for the sake of which they have
sacrificed every freedom, every thought, every hope and every
pleasure. They will never know how grateful my Divine Master
and those like him must befor al their sacrifices, or what the
true vaue of their petty victories must be.



That, | am convinced, isthe darkest secret of dl.'

Dathan would have liked to fed privileged to have been
admitted - even by accident - to this 'darkest secret of dl'. Alas,
he could not begin to fathom what Gavalon meant. Even the
elementary secrets of the cults, known to Pater Satanaand
Kanak, and perhaps by now to Hycilla, had been denied to
him. And yet, he now had the word of Gavalon the Gresat that
thelack of an atom of taent was all that had prevented him
from being apprenticed to awizard, thus entering into the spe-
cid favour of the god of Culzacandra, whose name wastoo
ominous ever to be spoken aoud.
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What an achievement that would have been, for his mother's
on!

'And what an achievement it has been,’ said the entranced
Gavdon the Great, more mildly than Dathan would ever have
thought possible. ‘I have regretted nothing, no matter what my
career may have cost me. | would not trade places with anyone,
no matter what my fateisyet to be. | havelived; | have chosen;

| haveled. Can any commander of the Imperium - even the
True Imperium - say more? Can any daemon? There are those,
| know, who believe that the gods which are served by men like
me are compounded out of human evil, but | cannot believeit.
There was Chaos long before humankind was dreamed of, and
there will be Chaoslong after humankind is vanished from the
universa sage. Humanswho think themsdlvesvitd to the
cause and course of Chaos arethe vainest of the vain; welive
but amoment and die forever, unable to encompass infinity

and eternity even in the ambition of theimagination. | have
dreamed; | have seen; | have understood. If | die tomorrow or
the next day, as| likdy shdl, | have nothing to begrudge!

It was at this point that Dathan redised, belatedly, that

Gavaon was not taking to him at al, but only to himsdf, and
that the questions he was asking were serving as promptsto
Cavdon'sexploration of hisown interests and intrigues.

Dathan saw that he was a mere eavesdropper on a private con-
versation that he could not hope to understand, even if it were
all true. Perhapsit was not. No matter how great a sorcerer
Gavalon was, he was only human, more than capable of
believing that he knew and understood far more than he actu-
dly did.

And yet, Dathan had to suppose, there was va uable knowl-
edge to be gained here, if he could only phrase aquestion



samply and carefully enough.
What, he wondered, would become of him?

'All men die,; Gavdon murmured, still lost in the cold depths
of hisreverie.'Someliveto be old, othersdie asbabes. Ina
world likethis, in atimelike this, no one can be surethat he
will survive the morrow, and everyone should conduct himself
accordingly. Thereisno future but war. Thereis no hope but
postponement of disaster. Thereis nothing aman can do to
help himself except to fight, unendingly, with every weapon he
can command.’
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And having said that, with the myriad banners of hisarmy

dready fluttering mutely upon the horizon, Gava on suddenly
shook himself, and coughed. Then heturned to ook at

Dathan, and said: 'Better wake up now, boy. We're almost there.
It's good that you've dept - you needed the rest. Get yourself
washed now, and fed. Then pray. Fulbrawill surely be on us
soon enough, and | must do what | can to bring Sethoradl to
thefield, in order that he might unleash the wrath of the

Changer of the Ways''

'Can | keep therifle? Dathan asked, meekly.

'It'syours, boy," Gavalon said, in agruff voice very different
from the one he had used - unwittingly, it seemed - before.
'Y oursby right. Y ou'll beissued with ammunition. Useit
wadl.

AN

TWENTY

As SOON AS Hycillahad sent the blinded soldier tumbling over
the side of the truck, the vehicles driver dammed the brakes on.

If he had done it aminute earlier he might have rendered

some useful assistance to hisfriend, but he could not have
known how badly the gunner had been hurt by the blast of
Gavaon's horn. Although he had been ableto see Hycillaclose
in on the gunner by means of hismirror, the driver must also
have seen his comrade struggle to hisfeet. Either he had
thought that the other man was capable of putting up afight,

or he had been afraid that a sudden stop would cause hisfriend
more distress than it would cause Hycilla. Now that the blind
man was gone, though, and Hycillawas off guard, the driver
must have thought that the time had comefor him to tekea
hand.



Hycillahad not been standing awkwardly when the truck
suddenly decelerated, but she was thrown completely off bal-
ance nevertheless. Had she been only afew inches closer to the
rear end of the gun she might have succeeded in grabbing it,
and using its mass to steady hersdlf, but her groping hand
missed it by awhisker and her momentum sent her cannoning
into the back wall of the cab.
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Had the cab been higher or had she been only astal as she

had been mere hours before she would only have bruised her-
sdf, but as matters stood the bulk of her mass was too high to
be readily arrested. Her legs were swept from under her and she
tumbled forward, rolling over theroof of the cab and faling
down on the other side.

Her back hit the hood of the vehicle hard, spoiling her sec-
ond desperate grab for purchase, and shefell again, right in
front of the truck.

Had the driver waited where he was and accelerated as soon
as he saw her fal from the hood he might have run her over,
breaking at least one of her limbs, but he had not waited.
Instead, he had chosen to hurl himsalf through the door, with
along bladein hishand, ready to run his enemy through.

And had Hycillabeen only human, she would have had lit-
tle srength left with which to resst the driver's angry charge,
but she was far more than human now - as he should have
understood when he had seen her pursue him on foot and
caich himin spite of dl hiseffortsto pull away.

Even so, it wasacloserun thing - it was only at the last pos-
sible moment that sheraised her own blade to block the
oldier'sthrust.

The soldier cursed, seemingly surprised that Hycillahad
contrived to hold on to her own weapon while she described
her involuntary somersaullt, or that she had done so without
inflicting the smalest cut upon hersdlf. She met hispaeblue
eyes, lit by terror and desperation, and saw him flinch from
her own gaze, asif her eyes had the power to wither him. She
was aching in every limb, and her spinewas ariver of fire, but
the burning sensation was exhilarating rather than debilitat-
ing. Although she was down on the ground while her
adversary was standing, the soldier could not make the most
of hisadvantage.



Hethrust again, and then again, but Hycillaparried both
thrusts with enough force to make him unsteady on hisown
feet.

Rather than risk faling on top of her, the soldier moved Sde-
waysto regain hisbaance, giving her amoment in which to
ater her own position. She was still on one knee when he
attacked again, but as she blocked his fourth thrust she bor-
rowed alittle of the force of hisattack to prise hersdf upright
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- and now she had the advantage, for she was severa inches
taller than he was, and had a considerably longer reach.

The Imperia soldier should have been confident. Hewas,

after dl, atrained man, and Hycillawas young aswell as
femae - but the man's eyestold the real story. He could hardly
bear to look at her, so frightful had she become. Nor was it her
lack of prettinessthat appdled him; he knew and understood
that she had been touched and transformed by sorcery. He was
abrave man, though. Mouthing what was probably a prayer, he
attacked again, with al the courage of aman who wasfighting
for morethan hislife.

Hycillahad never trained with any kind of wegpon, but she

had played the same games as Dathan and her other peers, and
it wasto her advantage now that it had aways been the boys
who decided which gamesto play. She had played a sword-
fighting, with branches and broom-handles, and now that she
had strength to supplement her quickness of hand and eye her
reflexes were good enough to check the increasingly desperate
thrusts of the Imperid soldier.

For three or four minutes Hycillawas content to check him -
and then she took up the tempo of the fight, and went after her
opponent.

Histraining had equipped him with skill enough to fend off

half adozen thrusts, but it had not granted him skill enough to
savehislife. Although shewas till aflamewith pain, Hycilla
had the stride, the reach and the diabolic strength to finish him.

First she dashed hisarm, rendering him unable to make fur-
ther use of hisweapon, and then she stabbed upwards through
hisbelly, pushing the blade through hisintestinesand liver to
puncture his digphragm.

He died more swiftly than she might have hoped, and was
certainly unconscious before the creature that had once been



Nimian walked carelesdy out of the dlien forest, picked his
body up in two massive hands, and bit his head off.

The pattern that Hycilla had first seen on Nimian'sskinasa
mere sketch was now clearly manifest in coloured scdesand a
cape of feathers. The cregture had wings now; they werefurled
for the moment, but she estimated their span as thirty feet at
least. They too were brightly coloured. The monster's hands
and feet were vast taloned claws, but itsface still held an echo
of humanity - and was till just about recognisable as
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Nimian's - even though the nose and mouth had been twisted
and wrenched to form the shape of a beak.

Had she seen such asight two days earlier Hycillawould have
been utterly aghast, perhaps paralysed by terror, but having seen
S0 many of the stages of this strange metamorphosis Hycillafelt
amogt that she was looking into the face of afriend - afriend
she knew better than anyone else ever could or would, and who
could probably have said the same about her. This peculiar
being had touched her, and that touch had been no casual

salute or caress. She had been drawn into its evolution. Shewas
inthral toit - but she did not fed likeadave or avictim. She
felt proud, asif she had more mastery of her fate now than
could ever have been granted to her former, lesser self.

"you might have helped me,' she pointed out, as the monster
continued to make amed of the bloody corpse.

Therewas no need,' it said. The voice seemed to materialise
out of nowhere; the creature's beak-to-be was obvioudy inca
pable of forming the same sbilants and plosives as human

lips, but the words were clearly audible and their pronuncia-
tion was perfect. Nimian had not been nearly as articulate.
Hycillahad only to wonder where the daemon's new com-
mand of language had come from to know the answer, asif by
an ingpired guess. Thiswas no longer Nimian but aLord of
Change: avery powerful Lord of Change. It could hear the
thoughts of human beings... no, not hear, exactly, but share.
No secret was safe from its presence, language least of all.

It shared the language of those it had touched and those it

had not, not entirely but in fragments. It shared aspects of each
person'sintellect, and each one'simagination, hope, anxiety,
ambition. It possessed her completely, but even Dathan had
something in reserve, and the minds more distantly glimpsed
and grasped had even more; nevertheless, the sum of al the
disparate parts over which it had dominion was not merely a
whole mind but awhole far greater than any mind. It wasa



crazy pachwork, avast confusion, but it was amillion minds
and asingle mind a one and the sametime: amind befitting
adaemon.

Hycillaredised, as shelooked into those bleak raptor's eyes,
that the daemon was glad to be possessed of such afine frag-
mented mind, and utterly fascinated by the extent and
complexity of itsthefts and borrowings. The daemon knew, as
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it had to, that it would not live long - but that only increased
the piquancy of its experiences, and the particular feding of
power it obtained from knowledge.

There was a sense, sheredlised, in which the daemonwasa
brute: athing of raw power whose destructive potentia was
till undeveloped. But there was a sense, too, inwhich it wasan
infant: abeing possessed of youth, and dl the zestful curiosity

of innocence. She knew this because there was afurther sense
in which she was now apan of the daemon: not merely an
extralimb but an extraintelligence.

llycillaleaned back against the radiator of the truck,

exhausted by the sum of her physica and menta efforts. The
grillewas very hot, but the heat did not seem uncomfortable.
Her body soaked it up, and thefireinside her burned alittle
more brightly. Shefdt very tired, but she was determined not
to sink to the ground while the monster was looking down a
her. Shedid not want to run the dightest risk of being mistaken
for another toothsome morsel, more use as nourishment than
asaliving being.

What shdl | cal you now? she asked, in the hope of giving
further evidence of the fact that she was not for egting, 'Master,
or friend?

‘Sathoradl,' the monster replied.

'Sathorael,' she repeated, mechanicaly. "Who gave you the
name? Cavaon?

The mongter seemed to consider that question very carefully,
asif it were amatter that it needed to get straight initsown
mind. Hycillawondered if sheredly ought to be thinking of
the creature as'it', or whether it would be more appropriate to
revert to 'he, but she decided that it probably did not matter
much.

'A Lord of Change requires atrue name,' the giant told her,
eventualy. 'l anagreet Lord of Change: avery, very great Lord



of Change. The nameismine, ingrained in every fibre of my
being.

"Well, Sathoradl, Lord of Change,' Hycillasad, faintly
amused by her own temerity, you certainly seemto have
changed me.'

True/ said the monster, echoing her amusement. ' change
everything. That ismy nature, and my purpose. | change. |
change mysdf. 1 changetheworld. | changethegame. | am
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change. Change concentrated; change crystdlized; change clar-
ified. Thank you for asking.'

'Why? she asked, taken dightly aback.
'Why what?
'Why thank mefor asking?

‘Change clarified. How am | to know mysdif, if no one asks
the questions? | can know everything that you know, every-
thing that anyone knows, but thereis so much, and dl so
confused. 1 should like to know mysdf more clearly. | shdl not
exist for long, and thereis so much to do. May | offer you a
ride?

‘A ride? Hycillaechoed, Hill tying to catch up with the unex-
pected course that the conversation had taken. 'In the truck,
you mean?

‘No. | antoo heavy, and it is best that we take a straighter
course than the truck could follow in the forest. On my shoul-
der. Y ou could lean back upon my furled wing and rest awhile.
There may not be another chance.'

'Where are we going? Hycillaasked, making no moveto step
into the huge claw that the monster had extended, invitingly.

'We are going to bum," the giant said. 'More glorioudy than
you could ever haveimagined - more glorioudy than anyone
of your kind could ever have imagined.'

'Do | have achoice? shewanted to know.

'Yes. Wedl have achoice; that is our greatest strength and
our greatest folly. We perish by choice, glorioudy or inglori-
oudy. Y ou may fight, or you may run. Y ou may fight thelittle
fight, or the grester fight. Y ou may come with me, or not. Itis



achoice not many have, and fewer gill would want, but you
must make it now. Timeispressng, and | must make the most
of mysdf when | amfolly grown. For that, | must prepare.’

Sathorael was dready threetimes astal as Hycilla, who was
no longer small. She shuddered as she received a sudden but
fleeting impression of the extent of the growing that it had yet
to do.

'Are you going to Gavalon? she asked. 'Are you going to help
him againgt the Imperid inveders?

'l shall dowhat | must,' the monster said - and when it said

it, Hycilladivined that even Sathorael did not know exactly
what its purpose was, and would not until itsidentity wasfully
revealed.
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Hycilla stepped forward into the embrace of the waiting claw
and alowed Sathoradl to pick her up and place her oniits
shoulder. When it stood erect again, shewaswell abovethe
canopy formed by the spurs and tassels extending from the
crowns of the corn cob-like plants. From this vantage the forest
looked very different, rather like afield of clover painted and
enamelled in red, black and purple, interrupted by exotic
weeds like twisted clumps of nailsand curly icicles. She could
seefor miles- or o it seemed - and she could see the waste-
land beyond the forest's edge as a blurred and bobbled
patchwork quilt, in which fugitive greens and yellows mingled
with the harsher colours. There was not atrace of human habi-
tation, or of the plants and animalsthat the first humans had
brought with them thousands of years ago.

'Everything has changed,’ she said. 'In two days, my whole
world has been torn apart and turned upside-down. | am
not what | was. What am | now, Sathorael 7 What have |
become?

The daemon thought about thisfor amoment asit began to
thrust itsway through the native foliage, using its massve
handsto pan away for its lumpen thighs and avkwardly-furled
wings. Eventudly, Sathoragl said: 'Familiar. Y ou arefamiliar.

'Y OU seem strangely familiar yoursdlf,' she said. 'But that's not
what you mean, isit?

'Yesitis' hesad. That, and only alittle more. Be glad of it;

you are more than you were or could ever have become.’



‘Because you would have eaten me by now, if | weren't famil-
ia?

That too - but be glad for what will come. It will only bea
moment, but it will be more than alifetime of merely human
exisence.

Hycillagot the distinct impression that the monster wastry-
ing to rouse agladnessin itsef that it had not yet learned to
fed. Even daemons, it seemed, could be anxious. She won-
dered whether she ought to help in the morale-building
exercise, or chdlengeitsfundamenta assumption. Eventudly,
she sad: 'Forgive mefor saying so, but I'm not sure you're the
best judge of the value of merely human existence.”

'Who is? Sathoradl countered.

Hycillahad insufficient confidence to make any claim on her
own behdf. "We are going to win this battle, aren't we? she
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said, ingtead. 'With you on his side, Gavaon has the advantage,
has he not? We call the enemy the Imperium, but they're redly
just castaways, aren't they? They've used up dmost dl the
wegponsther forefathers had. They're no match for the kind of
power you can unleash.’

That required an even longer intervd of thought. It was
amod asif the mongter were relaying the more difficult ques-
tions to some further source.

‘Never underestimate an enemy/ the great beast said even-
tudly. These soldiers are brave. They think of themsdves,
modestly, aslittle more than atravesty of their true Imperia
forebears, but they are better men than they can credit.
Because they lost so much, they had to learn to improvise.
Thewarriors of thetrue Imperium are fine fighting men, but
they are never cdled upon to understand their weapons. The
invaders of Gulzacandra have had to leam so much that they
have had no aternative but to substitute clevernessfor faith.
That has weakened them, in one way, but it has strengthened
them in another. They do not know the extent to which they
have laid themsdlves open to corruption, but they should not
be despised. They are worthy sacrifices.’

'Worthy sacrifices? Hycilla echoed. 'In other words, you
intend to kill and egt the lot of them.’

Therewill not betime for that,’ the mongter replied, atri-
fleregretfully. 'Gavalon'sarmy must doits share of killing,



and of dying. Everyone must do hispart. And hers!’

Thetrue Imperiumiscoming, isn't it? Hycillasaid, dowly.
That'swhat you - or Nimian - meant when you said that you
would bring ships. What happensin Gulzacandra doesn't
meatter to you &t al. You aren't hereto save us, areyou?

That which you used to call "us',' the cresture told her,
peeping Sdeways a her from avast eye that seemed to have
become even more predatory since she had met it squarely on
theroad, 'isbut a petty legion of the dead and agreater legion
of the dead-to-be. Now, thereis only me, and that which is
familiar tome’

Hycillaswalowed hard as she redlised what the full impli-
cations of this statement were - but she was not as distressed
by it as she might have expected. There was only one sad
thought that pricked the vestiges of her conscience.

'I|s Dathan dead aready? she wanted to know.
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Thistime, the giant's response wasimmediate. ‘Can you
expect meto concern myself with such triviaasthat? it
demanded. Timeis, timewas, and timewill soon be gone.’

Hycillasaw then that they had been moving so rapidly that
there was something new to be seen on the horizon, far
beyond the soft blanket of purples, pinks and goldsthat lay
beyond the forest's edge. It was no less gaudy than the forest
or theplain, but it wasfar morefragile.

It was, in fact, the wind-fluttered banners of Gavaon's
army, waiting impatiently for the descent of the foe.

Hycillareached out her right hand to touch the daemon's
enormous ear, as tenderly as anxiety would permit.

'Have you no fear? she asked. 'Are you not horrified by the
thought of extinction, after such abrief existence?

She expected an automtic, if dightly insincere, denid. She
did not know how we come she would have found such a
denid, until she heard the actua answer.

I am immune to fear and horror, for the moment,’
Sathorad said, 'just asyou are. But when the time comes -
and now that you have chosen to unite your wise-dreams
more fully with mine, it will cometo us both as one - we
ghall know the true meaning of fear, and of horror, and of



degth. Until then, we can only guess. Isit not fascinating to
know that we shal know - and so very soon?

TWENTY-ONE

DATHAN WAS ASTONISHED, when he awoke, to find that the tent
was being dismantled around him.

What's happening? he asked - but the men who were busy
with the ropes and canvasignored him. He had to pick up his
gun and go outside into the bright morning light in search of

an answer. There hefound that the entire army was making
ready to march. He could not see Gavaon, but Abdakuri was
nearby, placing apack on his colourful steed. Abdalkuri treated
Dathan with some respect now that he had been admitted into
Gavdon'sinner circle.

"What's happening? he asked, again.

‘A change of plan,’ the thrall-wizard told him. 'Fulbra's
stopped his advance. We don't know why. He may smply be
resting his men, but he might be waiting for something."

'Reinforcements? Dathan guessed.

'He'd have to wait months for that, unless the reinforcements
canfly," Abdakuri said, drily. 'He's probably waiting for his
scouts to report on our positions.’

'Isthat why we're changing them?

'One reason. Given that we already know their positions,
Gavalon might have seen an opportunity to attack.'
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Dathan remembered what Gavaon had said to him in the

truck. Perhaps the sorcerer had received further enlightenment
from the god he served asto what his part in the unfolding
dramawas to be. Perhaps, on the other hand, he was merely
confused. Perhaps he wasn't sure that he had timeto wait, even
though Fulbra apparently had. Perhaps Fulbra had stopped
because he had got wind of the daemon's existence, and had a
scheme of hisown to counter itsinfluence.

At any rate, Dathan thought, Gavalon's own plans had gone



awry the moment he had lost sight of Nimian. The sorcerer was
desperate now, and likely to remain so.

'Are you going to saddle up? Abdalkuri asked. "Y ou won't be
riding in thetruck thistime.'

Dathan was surprised by the question. He hadn't expected to
be allowed to ride into the battle in atruck, but he hadn't
expected to bedlowed toride at al.

The horse | rode before was killed by a stray shot back at the
farmhouse,' he reminded the wizard.

'Madayak won't be needing his,' the other pointed out. 'Hell
need to be carried into battle on alitter, if he can take any part.
It's over there. Don't worry - it can sense the daemon's touch
aswel asl can. It'll serveyou aswell asthe other.’

The daemon'stouch! Dathan thought. Isthat what | am, now?
Something touched by a daemon, set asdefrom dl my fellow
men, savefor initiates of acult whose secrets| was never per-
mitted to hear?

He knew, though, that it was an envious position to bein,
given the circumstances. The closer he wasto Gavalon and
Gavalon'sthral-wizards, the closer to the heart of the enter-
prise he would be. He would be no safer for being close, and
probably quite the opposite, but such closenesswas athing to
be desired in and for itsdlf, given that he was fatherless - per-
haps motherlesstoo - and al but friendless besides.

If he had to go into battle, he reasoned, wasit not far better

to go mounted on a clever and deceptive steed rather than on
foot, epecidly when he had thoughtlessy missed a second
opportunity to scavenge a better pair of boots from among the
prizestaken at the farmhouse?

The coloured horse stood meekly, with its homed head
bowed, while Dathan placed the saddle-cloth on its back and
buckled the saddle in place. The stirrup wasjust as high asit
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had been on previous occasions, but Abdalkuri made astep for
Dathan with his hand before stepping up on to hisown

mount.

'Shdll | follow you? Dathan asked,

That would bewise,' the thrall-wizard replied, camly. 'l may
yet be grateful for the nearness of your gun.’



Dathan had not noticed before that the thrall-wizard seemed
to have no weapon of any kind, but while he settled himself in
his saddle one of the beastmen brought Abdalkuri along lance
with awad of cloth - presumably afurled banner - behind its
spearhead.

'And you,' the thrall-wizard added, 'might have causeto be
grateful for my nearness!

'Isthat your magic? Dathan asked curioudly.

‘Cavalon'smagic,’ Abdakuri said, ‘which | am privileged to
wield on hisbehalf. He hasthe withering eye, of course, aswell
asthe horn of agony and other tricks. Mineisamere standard,
but a potent one.’

Dathan remembered the banner he had seen billowing in the
breeze above Gavaon's tent when the beastmen had brought
him to the camp. It had seemed an ominous device even then,
athough he had not realised that it was magicdl. If the name
that Abdakuri had given it Sgnified its power, it might be
interesting to see its magic released - dways provided that its
force could be directed away from Cavalon'sdlies, entirely
towards the enemy.

What does your banner do? Dathan wanted to know.

'Itisahdlfire tandard,” Abdakuri told him. 'Its power is
great - much greater than those flame-throwers the Imperia
soldiers had - but soon exhausted. Invaluablein askirmish,
less soin aprotracted battle.’

'But you believe that the battle we have to fight now - tomor-
row if not today - will be aprotracted one,' Dathan said, to
make sure that he had taken the wizard's meaning.

Very, said Abdalkuri, sombrely. ‘I have afew tricks of my
own - I'll not die easily when the standard decaysinto amere
gpear. You'll beinfar greater danger than I, unlessthe daemon
that has touched you deignsto protect you.'

'Isthat likely? Dathan wanted to know.

'How would | know? wasthe only answer he got, as
Abdalkuri shook the reins and urged his mount into motion.
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Dathan had only to touch the neck of hisown animd; it
seemed to know itsbusiness at least aswell ashedid. It fell



into step behind the other horse, and the column was soon
joined by other riders, arranged two or three abreast.

As Dathan rode through the busy ranks he was ableto get a
far better idea of the Size and nature of Gulzacandrasarmy.
Because he had seen so many beastmen and stigmatized wiz-
ardsin Gavaon's entourage he had formed the impression that
the mgority of its soldiers must be only half- or three-quarters-
human, but now he saw that hisfirst impression had been
mideading. By far the mgority of hisfdlowswere asordinary
as he - more 50, if the effects of Nimian's touch were as obvi-
ousto everyone else as they were to Abdakuri and the
decorated horse.

None of the men had uniformslike those the Imperid sol-
dierswore, unlessthevivid livery of Gavdon'sthral-wizards
could be counted as such. These fighters still wore the costumes
of dvilian life: labourerswho toiled in thefields; husbandmen
who kept herds of livestock; the varied raiment of carpenters
and smiths, weavers and thatchers, chapmen and cobblers.
Only perhaps onein ten was privileged, as Dathan was, to cany
agun, and some of those guns had obvioudy made their way

to Gulzacandralong before the current invasion - perhapsfifty
or ahundred years before. Those who had neither guns nor
magic mostly carried swords and haf-pikes - good wegpons,
so far as Dathan could tell, applying the standards set by his
village, but unlikely to be amatch for the Imperium's firepower
unlessthe men widlding them could actualy get among the
enemy, to fight virtudly hand-to-hand.

He could not see the trucks that he had helped to capture,

but that was not surprising. Dathan knew that even if they had
managed to salvage the trucks | eft behind after the massacre at
the water-hole, the army'stota stock of vehicleswas unlikdy to
be more than a dozen. However many there were, they had
aready been moved out.

Most of the men on foot who glanced in the direction of the
riders asthey passed by did not let their glances linger long upon
the furled standards and their multicoloured bearers, but afew
gazes which did settle on the anoma ous figure of Dathan dmost
hardened into curious stares. Dathan could not see another per-
son as young as himsdlf, dthough there might have been afew
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hidden by the nearer crowds. Anyone younger was presumably
deemed a child, unready for the role of protector of theland -

but their turn to fight would surely come, in ayear or two.

Everyone seemed to think of the coming battle asthe bettle,



the crucid onethat would determine the fate of Gulzacandra
once and for al. Perhapsit would be - but whatever its out-
come, Dathan thought, day would follow night again and

again and again, asit aways had. Whoever won the battle, or
survived it, would have to fight another day, and another, and
another. While there were people in the world the war would
go on, every settlement aremote prelude to anew rebellion or
anew conquest. The Imperium would never eradicate the fol-
lowers of the true god while the stars swam in the sky, and the
followers of the true god could win no find victory either while
the possibility remained that more ships would come bearing
more Imperid colonigs.

Inthelong run...

Dathan knew that he would not be around in the long run.

Nor would any man here, whether he survived the impending
battle or not. Any difference he or they might make was atem-
porary affair - but what man, in what world, could ever say
anything different? What difference could the mightiest sor-
cerer or the greatest commander make, evento asingle
continent of asingleworld?

Dathan shivered as these thoughts took hold of him - but he
knew that they were histhoughts, born of hisfearsand cacu-
lations. He had been touched by a daemon, but he was till the
magter of hisown mind. If he had never encountered thoughts
like these before, it was not because he had been incapable of
formulating them, but because there had been no necessity to
do so.

The necessity was upon him now. Hewas going into béttle,

and would probably be killed. He would have no other chance
to interrogate the meaning of hisfate - and that, too, wasthe
work of aman. He was awarrior now, and a brave one, but a
truewarrior had to be more than amerekiller. He had to know
what hisbravery, and hislikely sacrifice, might sgnify.

He did not doubt that lerius Fulbra's men were about the

same business, but he could not know how differently they saw
their own Stuation, or what resources they had for making
senseof it.
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In the end - as Cavaon the Grest had told him, without

quite meaning to - Chaoswould win. The only true heroes
were those who fought to postpone the moment of itsvictory,
whichever god they served. There was nothing for any manto
fight for but anarrow margin - alittle more life than he might
otherwise have, whether it be measured in years or hoursor



minutes - but areal man, truly human aswell astruly brave,
also had to consider the question of how best to use that mar-

gin.

'Well,' said Dathan, athough there was no one but his uncar-
ing steed to hear, 'if that's the case, we are al heroes, no matter
which sidewe are on, 0 long aswe fight instead of lying down.
If the daemon comesto save me, dl well and good. If not... |
have agun. | am morefortunate than | could ever have
dreamed of being when | was amasterless boy. | haveagun.'

The cavary column had passed beyond the limits of the
camp now, and was making itsway acrossthe plain. Thered
bushes and purple cacti to either sde of their path, though not
very numerous, grew tall enough to loom over them, cagting
long skeletal shadows wherever they eclipsed the ftill-rising
sun - but the shadows did not seem unduly dark or cold.

They had been riding north for two hours without breaking

into atrot when Dathan saw a dozen other riders approaching
from the north-east. He recognised Gavalon at their head. Like
Abdalkuri, Gavalon was carrying alance, but hiswaslarger
than anyone e'se's and the withered eye banner furled about its
head was a bulkier mass than any 'mere standard’. Dathan
realised that the sorcerer must be immensely strong, athough
the strength in question was surely not the product of hard
labour and ahedthy diet.

He wondered, briefly, how old the sorcerer was. He knew
that the mutations of Gavalon's form must have obscured the
usua signsof ageing, but it wasimpossible to think of aman
of his son as very young or very ancient. He wondered, too, if
Cavaon had fathered any children - and what had become of
them, if 0. That was an oddly discomfiting question, whose
answer he suddenly did not want to know.

'Hold and dismount,’ Gavalon ordered Abdakuri. "We must
wait here for support, where the cover is dense enough to keep
us hidden from prying eyes. They're busy clearing theland
around their present camp to make sure that there's no easy
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approach, which suggests that they don't intend to move on
today. They've chosen their ground well enough, but they have
kept so carefully to the road that they'll be awkwardly strung
out for hoursyet, and it will likely suit us even better than it
suitsthem. They have formed awide arc to make sure we can-
not outflank them, but that |eaves them more vulnerableto a
frontal assault. If we can move enough men forward quickly
enough, we might surprisethem.’



Abdakuri bowed his head in acknowledgement, but his

voice was gpprehensive ashe said: It will take dll afternoon to
move the men and organise aformation, magister. The men
will betired.

'And the Imperid soldierswill get wind of our presence

soon enough,’ Gavaon agreed, 'but they're in mortal dread of
our magic, if not our firepower, and anight attack might work
more to our advantage than they'd expect. They're still being
harried from the rear, and they can't know for sure how few
the snipers are. The faster we can move, the better our chances
are. Wemust wait and see how quickly and how skilfully our
forces can be assembled, but if we don't start the fight our-
selvesthis evening, the enemy will have the opportunity to

pick their own time!'

Abdakuri bowed again.

Dathan dismounted when he saw the other riders do so, and
looked for aplace to tether his horse. The surrounding plants
were unfamiliar to him, but the thral-wizard helped him yet

again.

'How do you fed, Dathan? Gavaon asked, when he too had
dismounted.

Dathan knew that the sorcerer was not interested in the State
of hishedlth. He was being kept so close because he had been
touched by the daemon, and Gavaon hoped that he might
somehow be able to provide news of the daemon's position
and condition.

T don't fed anything,' Dathan reported, reluctantly. 'If
Nimian'snearby, | can't tell.’

It'snot Nimian any more,’ Gavalon told him. ‘At leadt, |
hope not. We might have to attack regardiess - you do under-
stand that?

Dathan was taken aback for amoment, but then realised that
Cavaon must be hoping that even if Dathan could not bring
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news, he might till be ableto tranamit it. Thelong explanation
Gavaon had given Abdakuri had been more for his benefit
than thethrall-wizard's.

"l understand/ Dathan said. 'IfNimian - or whatever he now
is- knowswhat | know, he knows that he's needed urgently.’



Gavaon nodded histerrible head, and turned away.

If Nimian knowswhat | know, Dathan thought, then he

knows far more about me than I'd care for any man or woman
to know. | suppose I must hope that he only cares about the
battle and the war, and not about my deepest hopes and fears.

With that, he sat down in the shadow of ahuge spiny plant,
like arolled-up hedgehog that had taken root. He tried to
purge hismind of ail seemingly-dangerous thoughts.
Unfortunately, the more he dwelt on the problem of what
thoughts might be dangerous, the more crowded his mind
became with thoughts of potentialy dangerous kinds.

'1 pray that Hycillabe kept safe,' he said to himsdlf, as soon
as he sttled upon it as a thought that as not merely safe but
sincere. 'Whatever happensto me, | pray that Hycillamay be
gpared. Grant methat, if nothing e se, oh mysterious god of
Culzacandra, whose name | have never been permitted to
know.'

TWENTY-TWO

ORI.OC MELCARTH WAS mildly displeased to discover that Ragan
Bal berith seemed more comfortable aboard the aircraft than he
had ever been while standing on the bacony of the governor's
gpartment in Sogtenuto. Even so, the Chief Inquisitor didn't
appear to bein the least inclined to look out of the window.

Nor did the psyker he had brought with him - but psykers
always seemed to be on the verge of hysteria, so it was possible
that the fact that he was doft in an aircraft wasn't making much
difference. The priest, Carro Alpahao, gave the impression that
he would have been comfortable if he hadn't had the psyker
besdehim.

The three members of Ba berith's party were huddled
together in the rear part of the main cabin, keeping as much
distance asthey could between themsaves and Mée carth's
entourage - an arrangement which suited both groups.

Meél carth's aides and bodyguards al so seemed to have been
experiencing some problems, although they were despingin
shifts and were fresher than any of those who had been awake
throughout the journey. M carth assumed that the guards-
men's nerves had more to do with the presence of Deir Ajao
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than the distance separating them from the ground - or, for the
moment, from the ocean.

Theaircraft had not flown in aminima arc from Kaazendra
to Yevelkana; it had been necessary to take adightly crooked
path in order to refuel at the base on Zendamora's westernmost
cape. Fortunately, there was no need to stray asfar north as
Bulzavara; once they had crossed the northern coast of

Y evelkanathey would be able to crossthe central desert at its
narrowest rather thah skirting it as Fulbra had been forced to
do. They would arrive in the Gulzacandran wastelands with
enough fuel left to carry them to the airstrip that Fulbrals engi-
neers should have cleared by now, perhaps passing directly
over the place where Operation Probe had run into trouble.

Major-Genera Vorch emitted an audible sigh of relief when
Techmaster Sauldron reported that they were crossing the coast
of Yevelkana. M carth could not see that it made much differ-
ence - indeed, if the aircraft were to let them down, they would
presumably fall more gently on water than on land, and the
Amber Waste had the reputation of being an exceedingly
inhospitable place. The spectra of other peopl€'s fears never
ceased to astonish him.

Almost as soon as Vorch had been reassured, though, the
generd’s eyes began roving yet again, in an agitated fashion.

'Isit safe to have that man aboard? he muttered.

That man was, of course, Deir Ajao. Mée carth understood

that kind of apprehension much better than afear of heightsor
flying. Psykerswere authentically scary - and while apsyker in
asubterranean cdll was discomfiting enough, apsyker inan air-
craft was something else entirely, and the fact that Alpahao
was obvioudy in some distress was bound to amplify the anx-
ieties of M carth's companions.

Mél carth was not entirely immune to such anxieties, but he
was prepared to live with them in exchange for the opportuni-
tiesthat Ba berith'sing stence on Joining the expedition had
opened up. He had no intention of starting trouble while the
arcraft wasin flight, but he was convinced that once it had set
itswhed's down on dien soil, ridding himsdf of Baberith
would be easier than he had ever dared to hope.

Theaircraft's pilot, JA Moberg, had objected to the idea of
carrying apsyker, and the vox operator who shared his cockpit
had a so seemed distinctly discomfited, but both men had
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spent their livesin preparation for aflight like this, and they

had been easily persuaded that the risk was minimd. Both
crewmen had flown adozen times before, often with Me carth
aboard, but al those flights had been brief training exercises.
Thiswasthered thing. Thiswaswhat the plane had been
designed and built for, by those mysterious and godlike tech-
priests who had manned the starships of the great Imperium of
Mankind. Thiswaswhat Moberg, in particular, had been |ook-
ing/ forward to ever since he was favoured with the rank of
pilot.

'How soon will we be there? Mel carth asked Techmaster
Sauldron.

The techmaster consulted his timepiece, and made a show of
elaborate calculation. 'About four hours, excdllency, if dl goes
well, hefinaly replied. Tf our charts are accurate, well be over
the Amber Waste for three hours, then well reduce our airspeed
and descend to alower dtitude aswe move across the
Gulzacandran border. Well have to refud before undertaking
any actud reconnai ssance, but Fulbra's men should have every-
thing ready for us - they've had plenty of time.' He didn't

sound entirely certain.

'Isthere any reason why things shouldn't go well? M carth
asked him.

'Wéll, no sire - except that Gulzacandraiis anation of sorcer-
es!’

'A]} of whom, if our intelligence can be trusted, have joined
Cavalon the so-called Greset in the wasteland, conserving all
their resources for the impending battle against Fulbras forces.
Evenif there were afew malign magicians|eft in the deserts,
how could they possibly bring down the plane?1t'san origind,
not something your so-caled craftsmen knocked up in one of
your so-called factories.

The techmaster winced at that.

So far as Melcarth knew, there was no such rank as ‘techmas-
ter in the True Imperium's Adeptus Mechanicus, but the True
Imperium'’s Adeptus M echani cus employed whole worlds as
factories, and werein full possession of dl the knowledge and
ritud required to produce an infinite supply of what heand his
people were now required to call "originds. Unfortunately, the
Adeptus Mechanicus had been so dragtically under-represented
among the castaways, and so direly under-resourced, that
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subsequent generations had been forced to create an entire
class of improvisers, with their own invented titles, whose pro-
duce was notorioudy shoddy. In Melcarth's view, atechmaster
ought to be exceedingly grateful for any opportunity to travel
safey, comfortably and rapidly in an authentic origind rather
than being condemned to crawl dong the surface a asnall's
pacein avariety of machines manufactured by his own inept
kind.

'Y es, excellency, of course,' Sauldron said, weakly. 'But sorcery
issorcery, and who knows what its masters are capable of ?

'We know that they're not capable of standing up to Imperia
firepower and Imperid resolution,” Mdcarth told him. ‘lsn't
that so, Vorch?

'Y es, excellency,' Vorch was quick to say. 'All praiseto the
Emperor Magnificent - but even so, gre, thishas been avery
long flight, and by the time we arrive a Fulbras position well
have preciouslittle fud |€eft - and there's the problem of land-
ing. We haveto bear in mind, excdllency, that dthough thisis
anorigind it'savery old origind. It's been two hundred years
since our forefathers arrived here. And how much redl experi-
ence can the pilot have had, given that the craft's hardly been
up intheair for more than an hour at atime for generations,
Andthen...

That's quite enough, Vorch,” Méelcarth broke in, disgustedly.
'Moberg, did you hear dl that?

'Yes, excdlency, the pilot replied.

'Isthis craft capable of flying long distances? Are you capable
of landing it safely?

'Y es, excellency, Moberg replied, dutifully. ‘Always provided,
gre, that General Fulbras engineers have prepared the landing-
srip properly, and that...'

'Oh, be quiet!" Mé carth commanded, sternly. 'Isthereno
one herewho hasfaith in Imperid workmanship?

'Indeed thereis,' put in anew voice, dightly spiced with

irony. 'l am delighted to hear the question on your lordship's
lips.' It was, of course, Balberith, who had crept forward in the
stealthy manner typica of an inquisitor. For once - and, he
hoped, for the last time - M carth was almost glad to see him
nearby.



'Chief Inquisitor,’ Melcarth said, ressting the temptation to
employ anakedly sarcastic tone. 'How kind of you to join us.
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Areyour people asimpatient as mine to reach the battlefield
where the fate of the world will be decided?

'We certainly are, excellency, Baberith replied - and he
sounded entirely sincere, to Melcarth's ear. "We are as eager as
you are to see the matter settled, and to play our pan. Deir Ajao
isready, and | fed confident that proximity to so many evil
magiciansis exactly what he needsto spur him on to thefind
breakthrough. | am convinced that before the day is out, con-
tact with the Imperid Fleet will befirmly established. They will
know of our need, and they will send help.’

"Y ou won't let him do anything whilewere dill up intheair,
will you. Chief Inquisitor? said Vorch, who seemed dmost
ready to panic if he did not receive areassuring answer.

'Of course not,’ Balberith replied. 'Like the heretic enemy
wizards, heis hoarding his strength - but once we areon the
ground, and the battle is joined, the moment will be propi-
tious. Fear not, mgjor-generd. Wewill not fail you. It has been
avery long day, but now that evening is upon uswe may antic-
ipate an equadly long night.’

Strictly speaking, that was not true. The reason the day had
seemed S0 unnaturaly protracted was that the aircraft had
been heading west, awvay from the rising sun. Given that they
had been airborne for more than eight hours, and had less than
three to go, theimpending night could not be extended to the
same extent as the day had been.

The moment will indeed be propitious,” Me carth mur-

mured. '‘But | wonder whether your psyker might not be better
employed in lending assistance to Genera Fulbra, helping to
counter the vile effects of enemy magic. He hasthe psykersand
inquisitors you assigned to him, of course, but | wonder
whether it wasredly wise - or dutiful - to reserve your most
powerful instrument for your own purposes?

'My own purposes!' Bal berith repeated, feigning shock.
What higher or more dutiful purpose could there possibly be
than to restore contact with the Imperial Feet?

‘Noneat dl, if it were possible,” Me carth said. 'But can we
redly afford such reckless hopes when there is such an obvious
enemy close a hand? Isnot our first duty to crush this Gavalon



fellow and the cults at whose head he stands, then to purge
Culzacandra of thetaint of hideous evil? Would thedivine
Emperor forgive usif we were less than wholly successful in
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cleaning our own house because we yearned so much to be
reunited with our distant cousins?

'Could we ever forgive ourselves/ Baberith countered, 'if we
were to sacrifice a once-in-alifetime chance to make contact
with the greater Imperium? Besides..."

Baberith was interrupted by the vox operator. 'Messages
incoming, sre," he said to M carth. "Weve just come within
range of Generd Fulbrasfield-transmitter. Heswithin afew
hours march of what appears to be the enemy’'s main contin-
gent but heswaiting for the aircraft before pressng forward
any further. He's made camp for the night. Aeria reconnais-
sance after dawn tomorrow will give him amuch better picture
of the enemy's disposition than his motorcycle scouts - but it
appears at present that he has an overwhel ming superiority of
armsand armour.’

'Excdllent,’ said M carth.

What news isthere of Operation Probe? Baberith put in.
'Has he found out why it went wrong?

The vox operator returned to his gpparatus for afew minutes,
while Mdcarth waited impatiently.

The investigators sent out from Odienne encountered sub-
gantia enemy forces,' the vox operator reported, eventualy.
They sent back word quickly enough that the first expedition
had been attacked at a water-hole in the wasteland, apparently
by means of foul sorcery, but that some trucks appeared to have
got away. They werefollowing thetrail of the escapers when
they too were attacked, and the only message they were able to
transmit before contact was lost was garbled - something

about men in brightly-coloured costumes riding coloured

horses with horns. If we want to keep that supply-route,
Odiennewill have to be reinforced soon.’

There was amoment's silence after this speech ended, broken
by Vorch. "It now seemsto me,' the mgjor-genera said, 'that
Genera Fulbramade aserioustactica error in sending such a
gmall force directly acrossthe Amber Waste, and then splitting
it twicemore.'

Were Fulbrato befound in any way negligent, VVorch would



be next in line to take his place as supreme commander, SO
Mél carth could not consider this an unbiased judgment.

Thered issue at stake,' Balberith was quick to point out, ‘is
that my psyker was obvioudy correct in hisidentification of the
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wasteland west of Odienne as asignificant location. Whatever
isgoing on there, it's something the cultists are desperate to
hide. They're not reckless enough to deploy powerful magic
againg scouting parties unless there's something they don't
want the scouting partiesto find.'

That would be asound deduction if the scum we're facing

were grategistslike us Mecarth said, pensively, 'but they're
davesof ruin, asmad asthey are evil. We can't be sure that their
motives and tactics make sense.’

‘Evenif they are strategists,' Vorch put in, ‘thismight bea
ploy - something to distract our attention from the main
threat.

'Or from the main opportunity,’ Balberith added. 'If Gavalon
knows that the Imperia Fleet isnearby, he might risk every-
thing - even sacrifice everything - to prevent usfrom restoring
contact with the greater Imperium. He must know that hisvile
kind might have a chance of survivd, even if the battle against
Fulbraislogt, provided that the forces of the greater Imperium
cannot intervene!’

'We arethe Imperium here Mecarth said, sternly. 'We must
do everything humanly possibleto win thiswar with our own
resources, and then to scour this continent clean. Thisisour
world, and we are the oneswho must rule and defend it

Bd berith obvioudy did not want to continue the argumen.

'l must try to get some deep,' hesaid. "Y ou were wiseto let your
bodyguards rest, excellency - we have been awake too long. |
may not get another chance.’

It was a reasonable observation, but Me carth was immedi-
ately suspicious. Does heintend to try something? he
wondered. He would be mad, given that heis so heavily out-
numbered, but heis here for areason, and not to commit
uicide.

'Perhaps we should take the opportunity to close our eyes
now that night isfdling, wasdl he said doud. 'We shdl be
more use to the generd if we arrive refreshed.’



Vorch seemed grateful for the permission, and so did
Sauldron - but Méecarth only pretended to relax. He let
himsdlf sag in his seat S0 that his head was resting Sdeways
- aposgition from which he could open hiseye very dightly
and see not only Balberith but both of Baberith's
companions.
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Ajao and Alpahao both seemed to have taken Balberith's
advice - but the fact that Balberith had come forward to offer
it seemed deeply suspiciousto Mdcarth.

Hes going to let the psyker try something, M carth thought.
Irrespective of therisk, the tech-priest's dipped the madman a
dose of that vile drug while Balberith was distracting our atten-
tion. But why? Does he think that it might be easier to contact
the Fleet from ahigh dtitude?

Through lids that were not quite closed Me carth sudied

Deir Ajao very carefully. He could not believe that the psyker
was adeep, but if he were he was certainly dreaming, and none
too comfortably... dmost as uncomfortably as the guardsman
gtting next to Mdcarth, who wassmilarly stirring in hisdeep
and muttering incoherently under his breath.

There's something not right here, Me carth thought.
Something...

Helost the thread of theidea. In spite of himsdlf, he drifted
away from consciousness - and when he snapped back again,
he knew that he had made amistake. He knew that he had lost
asubstantid fraction of time - perhaps as much asthree hours.
Everything seemed to be much as' it had been before, save that
Vorch and Sauldron were in fact asleep, but he knew that time
had elapsed, snatched away from him by sometrick of...

Magic.

For amoment, the enormity of what he was thinking over-
whelmed Me carth'simagination. He had aways been
convinced that it was abad idea to amplify the powers of the
Imperium’'s mixed-breed psykers with the native drugs that the
aborigine ‘wise-dreamers used, because he had alwaysfelt sure
that they were not neutra instruments: that they were, in fact,
polluted by the corrosive evil of the covens. Now he was utterly
convinced. Whatever Balberith was trying to do, and whatever
the psyker was trying to do, the result could only be a catastro-
phe... and the time that he had lost had brought him to the

very brink of that catastrophe.



He stood up suddenly, athough the effort made him dizzy.

He began to shake the man beside him with one hand, and
reached out with the other to bestir Mgjor-General Vorch, but
his eyeswere il fixed on Balberith and the psyker. The psyker
was dill feigning deep, and Hill ssemingly victim to anight-
mare, but Balberith's eyes were wide open.
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What have you done, Ragan? Melcarth demanded. What
have you done?

Baberith didn't answer. The Chief Inquisitor merely smiled

- but the smile said more than athousand words. It said that
Baberith had never intended to be a passenger on this expedi-
tion, submitting meekly to whatever fate Me carth could
prepare for him at their intended destination. It said that

Bal berith's desperation had been more extreme than Mecarth
had imagined, perhaps more extreme than Me carth could
haveimagined.

No sooner had that ominous smile spread to itsfull extent
than the aircraft seemed to become horribly unsteady, lurching
adarmingly to theleft and downwards. M carth fdt his ssom-
ach muscles clench defensively, and knew that if hisown
reflexes were darmed those of his companionswere likely to
be terror-stricken - but most of his companions seemed to be
fast adegp and dreaming.

'Moberg? Mdcarth said, anxioudly.

'It'sonly turbulence, excdlency/ the pilot said. We're leaving
the Amber Waste and moving into more temperate country. It's
just adowndraft. Nothing to be dar-'

Hisfinad word remained unspoken asthe aircraft lurched
again, more violently than before.

Vorch awoke and cameto hisfeet immediately, hisown voice
fracturing as he squealed: What's happening?

'Sit down!" Me carth commanded - but Vorchwasin no
mood to take orders.

'l knew this damn monstrosity wasn't safel’ he howled. ‘It's
two hundred years old! We're going to crash!’

Techmaster Sauldron was awake too by now. He, at least, had
the presence of mind to launch into aprayer rather than giving
way to panic, but Md carth knew that he had been drivento it
by terror rather than any conviction that the prayer might be



answered.

Mél carth thrust himsdlf into the cockpit, into the narrow
gpace behind the pilot's seat. The aircraft was ill shuddering
drunkenly, and its nose was dipping even lower.

What isit, man? he demanded of Moberg.
'l... don't know, sire," was the only reply he got.

Médcarth redised, alittle belatedly, that it didn't really
matter whether the craft had falen victim to some crazy plan

242 Brian Craig

of Balberith's, or to some enemy sorcerer's spell, or whether
there had smply been amechanica mafunction. The ques-
tion at stake was whether Moberg could do anything about
it.

All of asudden, Melcarth saw the sense of the anxieties of
which he had previoudy been so contemptuous. The aircraft
was an origind, forged by the real Adeptus Mechanicus, but it
was a0 two hundred years old. Faith in Imperial manufacture
was onething, heredised, but faith in worldly maintenance
was quite another. Sauldron's predecessors had doubtless
been uncommonly careful to keep the machinery in good
order aswell as preserving the letter and form of al the neces-
sary rituds, but two hundred years was along time to keep the
components of the craft free from corrosion and metdl fatigue.
Ja Moberg was awell-schooled pilot, but how good could a
pilot redlly be when his experience of actud flying had been
limited to afew fugitive hours, never straying morethan a
hundred miles from Sostenuto?

| have been too trusting, Me carth thought, marvelling at the
fact that even he could make such amistake. 1 have been too
reckless, too impulsve - and now | amin danger of losing
everything, having come so very closeto ruling an entireworld.
"You haveto land us safdly,’ he said, tauitly, to Jal Moberg.
"Whatever it is, you have to set us safely down.’

"What the hell do you think I'm trying to do? Moberg com-
plained, with frank disrespect. ‘I'm up heretoo, aren't |?

The craft was still shaking, but its dive had not steepened.

Mél carth stared out of the cockpit's narrow windows, trying to
seewhat lay ahead of them. The night was well-advanced now,
but the terrain seemed very confused from this height. There
werevery few lightsin dght - nothing that might sgnd the
presence of a substantial town, athough there were one or two



that might be the illuminated windows of isolated farmhouses.
Mé carth knew, though, that the lands between the farms
would bewild, thickly overgrown with dl manner of native
vegetation.

The native vegetation of Gulzacandra, Melcarth knew, was
warped vegetation, subtly tainted for thousands or millions of
years by the faint corruption that wasin the sun-, moon- and
garlight, and in the very air. He had never seen considerable
expanses of it - the soil of Kalazendra had been dmost entirely
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usurped by human crop-growerslong before the Imperia cast-
aways had arrived there - but he knew well enough what the
vast shadow below the aircraft concealed.

'Y ou haveto find somewhereflat,’ he told Moberg.
‘Somewhere we can land.'

'l know that/ Moberg replied, through gritted teeth. 'But |
can't see!’

I'veinformed Genera Fulbraof our Stuation, excellency,’
the vox operator said. His voice was more controlled, athough
the effort required to maintain its evenness was obvious.

From the cabin behind, Me carth could hear shrieking. At
firgt the thought it might be Vorch, having completely lost con-
trol, but he realised soon enough that it was Deir Ajao.

"The great beast!" Ajao was screaming. "The daemon! The
daemon! It'sripping the sky apart!’

The starlit ky above them, to Mée carth's eye, seemed uncom-
monly quiet and certainly unripped - but the air through

which the craft was passing seemed to be becoming increas-
ingly disturbed. The plane was bouncing up and down,
vibrating horribly. Moberg seemed to be fighting the controls -
andlosing.

Sauldron was shouting now, asif he weretrying to drown

Ajao out. He was saying something about parachutes, but

Mél carth had no ideawhat a parachute was. Techmasters were
custodians of al kinds of arcane notions whose meanings had
unfortunately been lost.

'Y OU can do this, Ja,' Mélcarth said, throwing protocol to the
winds. "Y ou can set us down safely. None of usisgoingto die!’
Except that snake Baberith, and that crazy psyker, he added,
slently. He was desperate enough now to begin a private prayer



of hisown, but he left Ragan Baberith out of it, even though
he knew full well that Balberith might ssem amore righteous
man to the Divine Emperor's dl-knowing gaze.

The dive had not grown steeper but till the aircraft was los-
ing height. It was just possible now to see the ominous
shadow-shapes of thetallest dien plants, whose awful profu-
son seemed infinitein the near-darkness.

'May the Emperor be with you, 1, Melcarth whispered,
more sincerely than he would have thought possible an hour
before. 'May he guide you safely to ground. You candoit, ld.
You'reapilot. You candoit!
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But while the dark well of the Chaos-tainted wasteland

reached up, asif to swalow them, Orloc M carth was secretly
convinced that the well-schooled but poorly practised pilot
couldntdoitat al.

Damn you, Baberith, he thought. Y ou've destroyed usal'.

TWENTY-THREE

DAT! IAN HAD ONL more brief conversation with Gavalon before
the sorcerer gave the order to attack. He had almost ceased to

be afraid of Gavaon, even while the sorcerer was standing near

to him, but the sorcerer's presence seemed, on this occasion,

more intimidating than it had ever been before.

Although his banner remained furled, for the moment, his

eyes gave theimpression that they too could wither at aglance
and the mutations of his flesh had made noticeable progress.
He was more hideous than Dathan could ever have imagined,
his skin a patchwork of leprous patches, tufts of fur and sprays
of serpentine scales.

'Can you sense Sathoradl's presence in the world? Gavalon
wanted to know. ‘Do you have any idea where the daemon
might be? | must obey the commandsthat | have been given,
but they will lead usdl to destruction if Sathorael does not add
his power to ours.'

Dathan had been thinking of little else for severa hours. He
had tried to will himsdf into the kind of trance state that
Hycillahad been in when Nimian had first made menta con-
tact with her, but he had never had her talent and could not do



it. There was avague sensation that he had never experienced
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before somewhere at the back of hisbrain, but every attempt
he had made to bring it into clearer menta focus had had the
opposite effect.

'l can'ttell,' Dathan said. 'l wish | could, but | can't.’

Gavd on scowled, making his hideous face even more
gppalling. Dathan quailed before the sorcerer's annoyance, but
Gavalon's eyeswere not yet fixed on him. They seemed to be
searching for some further target, lost ininfinity.

Then we must find another way to work the oracle,’ the sor-
cerer said. Thismay hurt, alittle, but it will not last long and
you will be stronger thereafter. Come closer.'

Thelast thing Dathan wanted to do was step closer to the
sorcerer while he was in such an uncertain state, but he had no
aternative. He obeyed the order, trying not to tremble too
much.

Gavaon placed hisungainly hands on Dathan's shoulders.
He had done it before, but not both of them at once, and not
while Dathan was standing directly in front of him. This

time, Dathan knew, the sorcerer intended to look into him -
into hismind and into his soul - and he felt sure, as he stud-
ied those huge, unnatural and ill-matched eyes, that the
sorcerer's scrutiny would not leave hismind and soul
unchanged.

Thismight do worse than hurt me, he thought. Nevertheless,
it was by choice that he met Gavadon's horrid and inquisitive
gtare with his own meek eyes, and by choicethat helet the
champion of Chaosinto hismind and soul.

In fifteen years, it had never occurred to Dathan to wonder
how like or unlike other minds his own might be. He had not
always been content to be himsalf, but he had aways accepted
that he was what he was, and that the question of exactly what
he was - and how that compared with what other men were -
did not require to be raised, let done contemplated at length.
Now, he suddenly fdlt utterly different.

Dathan understood, abruptly, that he was avery frail and
fragile thing, of a sort that might be banished from the core of
his own being, or twisted into something utterly different, ona



momentary whim of amore powerful cresture. He understood
that Gavaon the Great could have destroyed something like
him with abitter glance - not entirely without cost to himsalf
but at no gresat loss - and that the only reason Gavalon
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tolerated hisfurther existence in the world was that he might
be useful, not for alifetime, but perhapsfor aday or two.

After that, he would be nothing, or lessthan nothing. He
would be turned into a quantity that was not merely negligible
or negative but strangely twisted: irrationd at least, if not imag-
inary. And he was useful now not because of anything he could
actudly do of hisown valition, but because of something writ-
ten in hisflesh in an arcane language that he could not read:

something that merely used him, asif he were smoothed-over
sand in which a casua sketch might be made, erasable by time,
or thewind, or an equaly unthinking process.

It did hurt, in more ways than one - but Gavalon had not

lied to him. Although the after-effects of the sorcerer's stare | eft
him gasping and retching when the demanding gaze findly
shifted, Dathan knew that there was a perverse sensein which
he was stronger. He had been close to death in any case - he
already knew that - and he was by no means capable, as yet, of
utter indifference to hisfate, but he had now taken a step closer
to an indifference that embraced damnation aswell as desth.

He had begun to see what the daemon meant when its Vessel
hed told him that it only mattered how alife might bum, and
not for how long.

When Dathan looked up again, Gavaon's eyeswerefar less
dreadful. The sorcerer seemed to be puzzled.

'What isit? Dathan dared to ask. What did you learn?

'l do not understand where Sathorael went, or why,' the sor-
cerer confessed. 'l do not know why the daemon would not
come to me sooner, or why it wants me to attack the Imperium
before it comes - but onething is certain. Sathoragl will come.
My victory will bethe victory of Change; my fulfilment, the ful-
filment of the Great Metamorphosis!

It was not a helpful answer, but Dathan was glad to have
receivedit.

'Mount up,' Gavdon said to him, quietly. Thetime has
come.' Then he repested the order, alittle moreloudly, for the



benefit of others. Without ever being raised to a shout, the
whisper passed through the entire troop - not merely the
horsemen, but the various contingents of infantry that had
been drawn up to either side of them.

The sun's disc was aready obscured by the western horizon.
Dathan knew that the twilight would fade quickly. Two moons
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had aready risen, and he judged by the rare steadiness of their
light that the night-sky would be unusudly ill - certainly

dtiller than he had ever seen it, and perhaps stiller than it had
ever been before,

'Well,' said Abdalkuri, when the two of them had mounted
up and come into formation side-by-side. ‘It will be astrange
night in which to die, and afar stranger mom if ether of us
should liveto seeit. Areyou ready?

'Yes| am,' Dathan said. 'l did not think | would be, but |
think I am. | am aman and awarrior, not aboy.’

'l have been more than aman for aslong as| can remember,’
the thrall-wizard said, bleakly, ‘and cannot now remember that
| ever wasaboy, but | wish | werealittlelessready than | am.
| would wish you well, child-becomc-man, were | capable of
suchawish.'

'And | would thank you, if you were," Dathan answered
solemnly, athough he was not entirely sure what he meant by it.

Then theline of cavary moved forward, al asone, dthough
Dathan had not seen the sgnal given. Thistime, his mount was
quick to changeits paces, first to atrot, then a canter, and

findly agdlop.

The gdlop seemed to go on for an unconscionably long time
asthe gloom of dusk gathered and the stars came out in full
force. They were steady, slent and proud. Dathan, still suffer-
ing the after-effects of Gavalon'sinquisitive stare, thought that
he had dipped out of time dtogether, and dthough the mas-
sve hooves of his multicoloured mount were drumming
thunderoudy upon the coarse and desiccated ground hefelt as
if hewere dmost floating, keeping closer company with the
garsthan with the earth.

Hefetched hisriflefromitslodging-placeand heldit upin

hisright hand, lifting it high above hishead asif to digplay it to
his companions - but they were going too fast now to pay any
heed to him, and he could only catch fleeting glimpses of them



asthey levelled their lances and began to unfurl their banners.

He thought that the banners must be awonderful sght to
behald, even though the uncommonly bright and uncom-
monly whitelight of the stars could not do full justice to the
riot of reds and purples, blues and pinks, golds and violets, but
he could not bear witnessto that glory himsalf while he was
part of its headlong rush.
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Then he saw the enemy, and understood how close to desth
hewas.

The steady gtars, which could not do justice to the flamboy-
ance of hisown side, were mere echoes of the blazing white
lights that the enemy had now turned upon them - but the
enemy's searchlights were not there to enhance appreciation of
the banners many colours; they were thereto find targets.

Dathan had met the enemy before, and had subconscioudy
alowed those two tiny contingentsto formulate and congtrain
his notion of what the battle would be like. Now he under-
stood his error. The headlamps of the trucks by the pool had
been mere candles compared with this array of searchlights,
and the trucks themsalves mere toys by comparison with the
arms and armour drawn up before him now.

There were trucks there, to be sure - trucks enough, it

seemed, to fill the horizon - but there were bigger machines
too, and stranger ones. And there were guns. Even before they
opened up, Dathan redlised how many guns there must be, and
what abarrage they might lay down upon acharging enemy.

Thisisabsurd! he suddenly thought, as his heart lurched. We
are men, mounted on horses, most of us bearing nothing but
lances. They are the Imperium!

For thefirgt time, he had an inkling of what the Imperium

was, and what it meant, and why it was such afearsome enemy
even for powerful men like Cavaon, who had been more than
men since they wereinfants, and who carried such avesome
weapons as the withering eye banner and the horn of agony.

Then the guns began firing, dl a once, and the thunder

blasted his eardrums. The dazzle of the searchlightswas
increased by multitudinous flashes, and the air was ripped by
the shock- and hest-waves of countless explosive blasts. It
seemed impaossible that any man might ride through that tem-
pest unscathed, and Dathan had no doubt that agreat many of
his companions had been killed on the ingtant, but he did ride



through it, and he continued riding even asthe lights rushed
upon him and the storm reached out to swallow him up entire.

Thefirg time Dathan fired from the saddle the recoil nearly
knocked him off the horse, but he swayed back and then
swayed forward again, and he fired and he fired and hefired.

He could not pick out human targetsin the wells of shadow
behind and between the lights, but he fired regardiess,

250 Brian Craig

recklesdy assuming that the enemy were so many that even
random shots might strike home.

Hedid not catch a glimpse of Abdalkuri's standard, but he
knew where Abda kuri was - where he must be, if that first
frightful volley had not blown him gpart - and he felt the back-
wash of the hdllfire it unleashed. His eyes, dazzled asthey were,
took note of the colour that suddenly infected the surrounding
blaze of white, and his deafened ears till had reactivity enough
to perceive the avid crackling of the air and the tortured
screaming of the wegpon'svictims.

For hisown part, Dathan continued firing the rifle he had
liberated from hisenemies, firg thisway and then that, while

his horse whedled and changed tack. The anima was no longer
galoping now that they had reached their destination, but it

had not pauised; it was prancing and leaping, and the rhythm

of its hoofbeats was dance-like. It was a deceptive creature, but
it had to movein order to distort the perceptions of its ene-
mies. It could not stand till - and Dathan was glad of that, for
while death was al around him he could not bear the thought

of dillness

To bedill, in such aninferno asthis, would be to wait for
death, to invite death, to accept death. Dathan was not ready
to do that, for hisfirst purpose wasto kill, and to make the
cost of hiseventua death higher than the enemy could stand

to pay.

If Dathan had dready dipped, subjectively, out of time, he
now seemed to be dipping out of space aswell. He had lost
touch with any sense of place, and might have been anywhere
in the vast confusion of the battle, dthough he could not pos-
sbly have penetrated deep into the enemy'slines. Hewas no
longer sure whether he wastiny or vast, or whether the lights
that formed an infinite cage around him werefirefliesor suns.
It was agtonishingly easy to visudise himsdf, in hismind's
secret cycloptic eye, asawinged giant soaring high above the
battle, glorying in dl that wondrousfire and fury, soaking up



the souls of the dead asif they wereintoxicating liquor, aflame
with the heady acohol of sacrifice.

It was agtonishingly smple, now that the stars were standing
ill in the sky, for Dathan to forget the nothing that he had

become, or the quantity not merely negative but strange, and
seeingtead the not-sdlf that was greater by far than he could
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ever have been: the not-salf whosetiniest finger had more
cleverness, when severed, than any human fool; the not-sdlf
that had only needed to lay its ear upon his shoulder to infect
him with acorrosion that would est his soul; the not-salf that
was gill only pan-way to the Great Metamorphosis, which had
lain in embryo within the heart of the world, not for two
hundred years but for two thousand, and now was grown into
itsmayfly firefly dragonfly maturity, to burn for just amoment
but to burn so brightly, so very, very brightly...

He emptied hisrifle and reloaded, and suddenly found the
ability to see human figureswithin the shadows. human figures
that could not see him, or even the coloured blur that hid him,
and should not have been ready targets for a creature such as
he.

Hefired and shot aman in the mouth, blasting hisjaw to
shreds.

Hefired again, and saw his bullet tear into aman'sthigh,
ploughing through the fat and flesh to rip the femora artery

apart.

Hefired again, and saw his bullet ricochet from the plate of
sted to strike asniper in the very eyethat he was pressing to his
gundght.

Hefired again, and saw aman hurl away hislaspigtol in
order to clutch hisnavel, asif by holding hisintestinesin he
could stem the rapid ebb of hislife-force.

Hefired again, and saw...

He saw the shadow of incredible wingsfal precipitoudy
across the battlefield, and understood that Sathorael had
indeed arrived, not to help Gavaon'sarmy but to feed upon its
reckless sacrifice, and to feed upon its fallen foes, and to feed
and feed and feed...

And Dathan understood, then, what Gava on had meant -
athough he certainly had not known it - when he had said



that the one certain thing inamist of confusion wasthat
Sathorael would come and that Gavalon's victory would be the
daemon'svictory.

Then his horse was shot from under him, and hefell - far
more roughly thistime than he had during the skirmish at the
farmhouse. Hefdl into the shadow of those awful wings, into
adarknessthat almost let him see again, into air so deftly muf-
fled that he could dmost hear again.
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Hewould haveliked to lie fill for amoment or two, to col-
lect himself, but he did not have time to pause. There were
lesser shadows dl around him: men who would certainly kill
himif he could not kill them first. Hehad to use hisrifleasa
mere staff to parry a sword-thrust, and then asabrute club in
order to gtrike back, and he knew that the fight would go on
and on and on until hefdl, and that he would likely never rise

again.

He wondered what had become of Gavaon, and al the
magic the sorcerer had hoarded so carefully for thisevil day:

the withering eye banner, the horn of agony, and so much
more.

He parried another sword-thrust, then struck back again. He
felt the force of an impact, and knew that he must have hurt
someone, but the killing power he had wielded with such brief
efficiency was gone now; he was alone and earthbound, out-
numbered and overwhelmed. There were too many enemies,
and he had too little strength.

Helashed out again, and again, hitting nothing.
Then hewas struck in the back, and hefédll.

For amoment he remained kneding, hisarmsreflexively
outdiretched asif they were wings that might somehow lift him
up into the sky and out of the pit of death - but they were not,
and he pitched forward.

Hisface descended into apool of mud. Dathan knew that
the mud was compounded out of soil and blood, not soil and
water, because there had been no rain hereabouts for many

days.

Jwonder what Hycillais doing now, he thought. Jpray to every
god there 15 that sheis sife.



TWENTY-FOUR

HYCII.LA CREPT CARP-FULLY towards the wreckage of the flying
mechine,

It had come down at such ashdlow anglethat it might have
been able to land safdly if the ground had been better.
Whoever had been in control - or not quite out of control -
had managed to steer it away from the densest clumps of
plants, but dmost as soon asits landing-wheels had touched
the ground their tyres had burst. One of them wastorn away,
dropping the left-hand wing on to the baked earth. That had
sent the body of the machineinto aspin, until the dragging
wing had shattered. After that, the body had begun to fracture
and come gpart, different sections skidding in three different
directions.

At firgt, Hycillacould not believe that anyoneinsdethe
meachine could possibly have survived the crash - but when

the roar of theimpact findly died down she heard afew muf-
fled voices. Some were merely coughing - the crash had tirred
up agreat ded of dust - but others were complaining or call-
ing for help.

She did not doubt that Sathoradl had told her to watch the
sky for apurpose, and that thiswasit, but considering that the
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daemon had been so unexpectedly loquacious while she was
perched on its shoulder, she found it surprising that it had
given her no indication of what she ought to do when the
watched-for event occurred.

The machine was obvioudy Imperid inorigin, so themen
injured in the crash were presumably soldiers. It seemed
highly improbable, therefore, that she had been posted hereto
render assistance. Had she, then, been set here to make sure
that the crash survivorsdid not survive for long?

That seemed the likeliest possibility, for the moment - and

it certainly accorded with her own inclinations, so she held
her blade at the ready while she moved toward the first of the
broken sections.

This had been the mid-section of the aircraft's body, from



which both the front and rear end had been separated. She
could only hear one man's voice emanating from withiniit,
and the voice was caling intermittently for help - intermit-
tently becauseit had to break off repeatedly in fits of racking
coughs.

As she peered round the ragged edge of the hull, whose aloy
had been sheared as easily as poorly-woven cloth, she saw not
one man but two, both spreadeagled on what had been the
Sde of the compartment but was now itsfloor. Neither man
was dead, but neither seemed ableto rise; they had broken
limbs or badly bruised backs.

Hycillamoved quickly, hardly pausing to note that only one
of the two wore military uniform, the other wearing what
might have been apriestly robe. Shedit their throats swiftly
and easily, hoping that anyone who might be listening would
take no warning from the abrupt cessation of theimploring
voice.

Sheremained within the tubular section while she

attempted to figure out where the other survivors might be.
Logicaly, the contrals of the flying machine should have been
located at the front, with at least one man in charge of them.
When the craft had begun its descent to the ground, others
might well have run forward to see what was happening. They
might easily have been crushed, but some might have sur-
vived. It seemed to Hycillait would be more sensibleto go to
the rear section first.

Having made this decision, she was quick to act upon it.
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Keeping her head down, she scampered across the bare
ground towards the tail-section of the machine's hull, dodg-
ing severa pieces of jagged wreckage. She had heard avoice
coming from this section before entering the other, but it had
fdlen slent now, so she approached very cautioudy.

Because the open end was turned away from the bright-

est moon the interior was shadowed, and therewas a
congderable amount of dust swirling about theinterior.
Even s0, it only took her afew seconds to decide that there
was only one living person within: the second body, of a
burly man in what was presumably civilian dress, lay so
crookedly that it was obvious that the man's spine had

been snapped.

The living man, on the other hand, seemed relively
unhurt. He must have been bruised, but his limbs were sound



enough to have let him scramble to his companion's side and
kned over him.

Hycillamade every effort to be quiet, but it seemed that she
must have made a sound of some sort, for the survivor turned

to look a her while she was Hill five or Sx paces away. He was
unarmed, and if she had moved quickly enough she might

have been able to stab him in the throat or breast before he

had time to take any effective defensive action - but some-
thing made her hesitate.

She did not know what it was that had made her pause until
she saw the expression flaring up in hiseyes: akind of recog-
nition, not merely of what she was but actudly of who shewas
- not merely of who she had recently become but of who she
had away's been.

The man was awise-dreamer. He had seen her before, in his
dreams.

And she, she now redlised, had seen him. Thefact had
dipped her mind, but the sght of him brought it back.

Hycillahad not suspected until now that the Imperium

might have wise-dreamers of its own, and even though the
suspicion surfaced now, she could not quite believeit. She had
been told that the Ka azendrans hated everything that the peo-
ple of Culzacandrawere, epecidly their traffic with the
worlds beyond the world.

Her first assumption, therefore, was that this must be a cap-
tive: aprisoner, trangported againgt hiswill.
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Wasthis, she wondered, why Sathorael had sent her here?
Was she here to accomplish arescue rather than a massacre?

'Who are you? she asked, in avoice aslow asit wastaut.

Instead of replying, the man stared at her with increasing
horror. 'Witch!" he eventudly said, in avoicefar tenser than
her own. 'Hellspawn! Mongter!’

Hycillasaw immediately that her deductions must have

been at fault. Obvioudy, the Imperium did have wise-dream-
ers, who probably considered their Gulzacandran counterparts
to be evil - but there was still an atom of doubt. He had recog-
nised her, and she had recognised him. They had seen one
another intheir dreams, and their fates were bound together.
Surely he understood that, just as she did. Or did he?



Hycillaknew how much she had changed since she had first
been touched by Sathoradl's vessal, and she knew that the vil-
lagers among whom she had grown up would have been
horrified to see her so grotesquely mutated. They too might
have caled her monster - though not witch or hellspawn,
which were presumably Kaazendran terms of abuse. For this
reason, she continued to hesitate over what to do next. It till
seemed to her that this dreamer - this particular dreamer,
above dl others - might be useful to Sathoradl's cause, and
therefore worth preserving.

In any case, he was unarmed, and he had made no moveto
retrieve the weapon carried by the man with the broken back.

'What's your name? she asked. There was power in names,
sheknew. If hewould only tdll her that, she thought that she
might be able to exert some form of control over him, asasor-
cerer to athradl-wizard. Perhgpsthat was the manner in which
their fates were entwined.

But the other had no intention of telling her - and she had
lingered too long.

Shefelt something cold and metallic againgt the back of her
neck. A voice that wasfar too close to her ear hissed; 'Drop the
knifel'

She thought about whirling around, trying to knock away

the hand holding the gun and plunging the knife into her
adversary's guts, but she knew that he would certainly blast her
head off if shedid not do as shewastold.

She dropped the knife, but she remained tense and dert,
ready to pick it up again if the opportunity presented itself.
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She turned to face the man who had trapped her. Like the
wise-dreamer and his companion he was not wearing military
uniform. Nor was the second man who stood behind him,
mopping blood from a cut to the Sde of his head.

The man who was covering her with apistol wasdressed in
what seemed to her an unusudly austere style, which should
have indicated that he was aman of discipline and atrue
champion of order. Therewas, however, aglint in hiseyetha
Hycillaimmediately recognised asaflicker of kindred spirit.
Somehow, presumably in spite of himself, this man had been
touched, if not by Sathorael then something amilar. There
had been achink in his spiritual armour: some kind of obses-



sion that had created space for the wiles of her own god to
work upon him like aworm in the bud.

She knew, though, that this would not make him any less
dangerous. Quite the opposite, in fact.

'Shoot it!" the bleeding man urged. T don't know what it is,

but for the Emperor's sake, Ragan, kill thething! My guardsare
all dead or disabled - Moberg and the vox operator too. We
can't take any risks. Kill it!"

It'sashe,’ the man with the pistol replied, pensively. 'She's
amutant, but she'syoung in spite of her height - hardly more
thanagirl.’

'Whatever it is, it's dangerous. If you and your crazy psyker
didn't bring the plane down, she probably did. Kill it!"

*We don't know that she's hostile, the man named Ragan
countered, with the ghost of an odd smile playing about his
lips. 'Evenif sheis, she might be useful. Canyou tak,
hellspawn? Do you understand my language.’

'Of course | can talk,' Hycillareplied contemptuoudy. 'What
other language would | use?

'Is Governor Mécarth right? the man with the pistol had the
temerity to ask. 'Did you bring the aircraft down? Should |
shoot you, before you blast us al with sorcery?

Hycillawas briefly tempted to claim credit for the crash, but

she decided that the wiser course wasto try to appear harmless
in spite of her darming appearance. The man with the pistol
would have been more than afoot taler than her two days

ago, but she had an equa advantage now. She was dender, of
course, but so was he. He was hesitating for areason. Heredly
did think she might be useful to him. Wasit possble, given
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that she hadn't caused the flying-machine to crash, that he
might have done s0, as his friend appeared to suspect? If so,
was hetoo apawn - presumably an unsuspecting one - of
Sathorad?

'l cameto seewhat | could do to help,' she said, hoping that
they had not seen what she had done to the wounded menin
the mid-section of the hull.

'Nonsense," said the man addressed as governor. Y OU can see
that she'samutant, Ragan. It'san inquisitor'sjob to purge the



world of such asher!'

At least, Hycillathought, he had stopped referring to her as
it'.

'Why did you ask hisname? theinquisitor asked.

‘She'sawitch,' repeated the man who was now behind her.
"The governor'sright, sir. She's dangerous. A psyker, far more
powerful than me.'

‘A psyker,’ echoed the man with the gun, asif that werethe
heart of the matter. That'swhat | thought.' Hycillaredised
that the man who held the pistol was no less afraid of her, and
no less horrified by her, than histwo dread-stricken compan-
ions - perhaps even more so - but that something else was
getting intheway of hisfear.

That something was not courage, if her judgment of such
alien creatures could be trusted, but desperation.

'Shoot her,’ the governor said, again. "Why won't you shoot
her?

'Look at the sky, Orloc Méecarth,' theinquisitor said. Two
moons are up and bright as they've ever been, but the tarsare
out indl ther profuson. Tell me, excellency: what do you

see?

The man to whom he had spoken did not respond, but the
other man hurried past her into the open air, where he threw
back hishead in order to look up towards the zenith.

They're anding till!' the Imperia dreamer said. The
warpstorm hasdied! | candoit now - I'm surel can. | can get
through to the Fleet!

'l dare say that you could,’ the man with the pistol said. 'We
must certainly try - and perhapsthey will reply to your cry for
help. I cannot help but wonder, though, if they would pay
more attention, and take the matter more serioudy, if there
were more than one silent voice to be heard.'
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'Don't beridiculous, Ragary the governor said. That thing
isn't going to help you! She'samutant, morelikely to sum-

mon sorcerers and daemons.’

"Who will not come, given that thereisamoreimmediate
enemy to facein Fulbra Of course shewill not help, sire - not



willingly. But how much control does she have over her own
powers, when sheisin the grip of the drug? And how much
control could she keep, if she were overdosed? Psykers acting
in concert usualy become confused, even if they aretwin
souls so far astheir loydty to the Inquisition and the Emperor
is concerned - but even confusion may be productive. If we
can get acry for help to the Fleet, dl well and good - but if we
can let loose a cry of rage and agony too, might we not be bet-
ter able to communicate the urgency of our Situation?

"You'remad,' said Orloc Mdcarth.

Hycillahad never expected to find hersdf in agreement with
an Imperia governor, but she thought it asound judgment.

'No," said the Imperia dreamer. 'Please sir, no! Y ou don't
understand. It would destroy me. Sir, sheld tear my mind apart
aseasly asthe planewastorn. You can't. Kill her, sr. Kill her,
please!’

Hycillasuddenly redlised, dmogt asif shewere belaedly
remembering atrivid fact that had somehow dipped her
mind, exactly why Sathorael had set her to watch the sky, and
exactly what she was now supposed to do.

The man the governor called Ragan had now relaxed suffi-
ciently to let her dodge any bullet he fired, had she cared to do
30, and she was certain that she could have picked up the knife
and gutted him before he fired asecond time. Inquisitor or

not, the man had not the dightest ideawhat he was dedling
with. Theterror and the horror that should havetold him

what to do had been snared in anet of confusion. She, not he,
wasin control here - or, more precisaly, it was Sathorael that
was in command, operating through the flesh that bore his
digmata

'He'sright,' Hycillasaid, mildly. 'If you set usto dream

together. | won't need to know his name to enter into his night-
mare and tear him gpart. It will not matter whether hisdying
scream reaches the spaceships or not; they will not come. But

if you let mewalk away, you have achanceto live out your lives
- inKadazendra, if you can find away to return.’
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'We can get back easily enough,’ the governor was quick to
say. Tulbrasforces cannot be far away, and when the battleis
joined in earnest they will win it in amatter of hours. We can
gl return as part of avictorious army, abeit more dowly than
| had planned. Shoot her, Ragan. Just shoot her.'



'Please,’ said the dreamer, weakly.

'All you've ever wanted, Orloc Melcarth,’ said the man

named Ragan, ‘wasto be governor of Sigmatus. Y ou've never
cared how well the war against Chaos went, and you'd rather
the Fleet never made contact again than share your power with
those who are worthy to wield it. But the hour of the
Imperium is come - not the faded shadow that isyour
Imperium, but the true Imperium: the Imperium of All
Mankind. That greater Imperium shal know what is happen-
ing here, and what has happened during these last two
hundred years. The masters of the shipswill know what has
been done and what has not, and what must now be done,
and what must not. 1 was never more certain of myself than |
am now. All praise to the Emperor Magnificent!'

This peech, dthough oddly dirring in itsway, had given
Orloc Mé carth time to make plans of hisown. He knelt down
asif to inspect the lesther of his boots, but he had a holster
strapped to hisleg and therewas agun in the holster. The pis-
tol was not nearly aslarge asthe one the inquisitor was
holding, but at this close range the difference hardly mattered.

AsMeéecarth drew his stubgun, though, the man he had
cdled Ragan swiveled and shot him.

Therewas plenty of time then for Hycillato pick up her
knife, and she could have killed the dreamer aswell asthe
inquisitor, but she made no moveat dl.

Orloc Mécarth had time to look down, in utter astonish-
ment, at the holein hislower abdomen before the
momentum of the impact bowled him over. He crumpled
dowly to agitting position, and looked for amoment or two
asif hemight hold on to that position long enough to fire his
own wegpon - but the wound, though by no meansingtantly
mortal, wastoo painful.

Tiny asit was, the weight of the stubgun dragged his hand
down, and the governor sagged on to hisside. Some reflex
made him draw his knees up towards his chest, so that he lay
in aquas-foetd postion. Hisleft hand clutched at hiswound
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asif to sem the flow of blood, while the right remained out-
gretched, thelittle gun gtill subbornly clenched initsfidt.

'Now,' said the inquisitor, doubtlessimagining that he actu-
ally possessed the authority that he had just exerted. 'Let's see
what can be done about rectifying the disastrous situation of



this sad, mad and tainted world. Even if it provesto be an invi-
tation to Exterminatus, at least we shdl have done our duty to
the Emperor, and to Mankind!'

AN

TWENTY-FIVE

DATIIAN FOUND, somewhat to his surprise, that he was no longer
face down in the mud. He thought for amoment or two that
he must have drowned.

Once, when he had been very small, hismother had insisted
on placing him neck-deep in atub of water in order to make
him clean. An entire tub of water was ararething in the village,
whereit rarely rained enough even in the winter to keep the
water-tower and the collecting-butts half-full, but such wasthe
waywardness of the weather that every fifth or sxth summer
would bring avery violent sorm, when awhole month'srain
would fal inameatter of hours, creating atemporary glut.
Although such storms could be disastrous for the cropsin the
field - and even more s0 if the lightning associated with a
storm happened to strike athatched roof or the water-tower -
the village had its age-old customsfor dedling with theliquid
surplus, one of which was 'bathing the children’.

At first, the young Dathan had deeply resented the
discomfort of thisritud, but when he had tired of crying he
began to find that the experience had itsinteresting features.
Because he was s0 very smdl and the tub so capacious, he
could actudly lift hisfeet from the bottom for amoment or
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two whileflalling hisarmsto keep his head above the surface
- and when he did that, he seemed to become weightless. It
was apeculiarly pleasant sensation, but he had been tempted
to over-indulgence, and on one occasion he had missed his
footing when he had attempted to regain a stlanding position.
Hisfeet had dipped, his head had gone under the water, and
he had completely lost hisbearings. He had flailed hisarms
more desperately, but instead of bringing his head back to the
surface the hectic movements had actually seemed to hold him
under - and when he opened his mouth to scream it was
ingantly filled with soapy, scummy weter.

His mother had pulled him out, of course, and had held him
upside-down until he coughed the water out of hislungs - and
when the next opportunity to bathe the children came around



he was s0 big that he could hardly fit in thetub at dl - but

there had been an ingant in between hisfall and hissdvation
when time had seemed to stop and his gpparent weightlessness
had been trand ated into something more profound: a buoy-
ancy that was of the soul aswell as of the body. When his
mother had told him afterwards that he had nearly drowned,

he had immediately connected the unfamiliar word with that
moment out of time and that all-encompassing sensation of
being buoyant and adrift, not merely in abathtub but within

the great sea of existence,

Now, having let the mud of blood and soil into his unwary
mouth, and having sucked it down into hisavid lungsin spite
of hisevery reflex, Dathan felt that he was drowning again -
but now that he was aman and not an infant, he knew that
drowning was akind of dying.

Hewas not afraid of dying. He had dready fallen once on
afield of battle, thinking himself dead, so heknew - or
thought he knew - that dying was agreat dedl easier than
some people claimed. But hisfirst experience of not-quite-
drowning and his more recent experience of not-quite-dying
turned out to be more relevant to his present circumstances
than heimagined. He figured out after ten or twenty seconds
had elapsed that he was neither drowned nor dead, because
something €l se had stepped into the role his mother had
played when he was avery little child, and had plucked him
out of the suffocating mud and shaken the ftifling liquid
fromhislungs.
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That something held him tightly clasped within an enor-

mous claw, whaose talons were curled around his shoulders and
histhighs. It was asif he were amouse snatched from the
ground by the claw of an owl or an eagle - but not as prey.

Not, at any rate, asany ordinary prey.

Breathing was agreat dedl more painful than drowning, for
awhile, just asliving was agreat deal more painful than any
kind of dying he had yet come near to, but he was grateful
nevertheless. In any case, he had never expected to be ableto
fly, and the fact that he was flying now seemed to be one more
privilegeto add to hislife, one more blessing to count before
the axe of destiny findly fell upon his scrawny neck.

He could not see what it was that had snatched him up from
the battlefield, because its starshadow was too vast, but he
knew what it was, and the only question it occurred to him to
ask was. Why?



Why not? was the only answer he received - or thought he

had received. He had no taent, and could not connect his con-
sciousness to Sathorael, but he had been touched by the
daemon, and there was a secret part of him that was connected
more securely than he could imagine.

Without Gavaon to channel the daemon's nascent intelli-

gence into speech there was no way Dathan could hear
Sathoradl's words, but the part of its sensationsthat was
beyond and benesth words overflowed directly into that part of
Dathan'sinner being which was compounded out of the basest
ingtincts and emotions.

With this advantage, Dathan knew well enough where he was
and what he was becoming, even though the conscious part of
himsdlf - the part that he thought of as his essentia sdif -
remained distinct: amere spectator.

That spectator watched the battle from on high. Although he
waslost in shadow he could still see much of what was hap-
pening on the ground, abeit fitfully. He saw it by the light of
those searchlightsthat till shone, the lightning-flashes of
Imperid wegpons, and the eerieillumination that had acti-
vated the banners and standards that were his own side's most
powerful weapons. He saw much that he had been unableto
see while he rode to the battle on his coloured steed. He saw
the stolen trucks used as battering-rams, smashing suicidaly
into Imperia tanks. He saw cloaked assassns worming their
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way through the dark ranks of the Imperia vehicles, evading
the attention of the massed troops. He saw the scavengers mov-
ing in to seize the wegpons dropped by Imperia victims of

brutal magic, then carrying them back to supply Gavaon's
reserves. He saw the surviving horses using their horns as
weapons to lacerate the faces of enemy soldiersor to disem-
bowel falen men.

He saw confusion: avast and hectic vortex of violence and
hatred, which would have been pure unadulterated chaos had
it not been for the discipline and order of the Imperia army -
which now seemed not merely a possessor of machinesbut a
machineinitsown right: amegamachine of whedswithin

whed swithin whedls, whose invisible cogs and levers were the
produce of organization and the gtrict divisions of labour and
authority.

The magicians againgt which that megamachine was arrayed
wereinfinitely more colourful, but from the height a which



Dathan was now able to observe they were like maggots
swarming in acarcase, randomly and sdlf-obsessvely, moved
by ablind determination to survive: mere atoms of greed.

Now, Dathan was able to see Cavalon the Gresat for what he
redlly was, a the full extension of asorcerer's cgpabilities. He
could seethe blagts of the withering eye asthey shrivelled the
flesh on the bones of Gavaon's attackers, sweeping in magestic
arcs across one forefront after another. He could see the effects
of the horn of agony too - athough he could not hear the note
it sounded - far more clearly than he had had the opportunity
to do at the farmhouse. He saw theway in which it reduced
men to pain-racked puppets, usurping control of the nerves
which transmitted sgnasfrom their brainsto their limbsand
flooding those nerves with blasts of pure hell.

With wegpons like these at his disposa, Cavalon might have
been reckoned invincible, but Dathan saw that the matter was
not so smple. The great mgority of men, hefdt sure, would
have been petrified by horror and fear at the prospect of fadng
such devices. Whole armies, thus threstened, might have turned
tail and runin panic - but the Imperia army, no matter how
many generations removed it was from its authentic origind,
wastheinheritor of traditionsthat informed and convinced its
individua soldiersthat thiskind of hectic destruction must be
opposed at al costs, checked and obliterated.
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The Imperid soldierswerewell trained, but there was some-
thing more than meretraining in their refusa to be

intimidated and their refusal to be panic-stricken. These were
men who knew what kind of weakness panic was, and who
were determined not to giveinto it. Men died in drovestrying
to reach Gavaon, who seemed for awhile to be untouchable
by any firethey dispatched in hisdirection, but those who
came behind the men who died did not stop trying, and they
did not stop firing.

Dathan understood, while he watched the Imperial forceslay
siegeto Gavaon's position, what the sorcerer had meant - or,
to be more precise, what the daemon using Gavaon's voice
had meant - when it had said that the Imperial soldierswere
the true heroes. They were heroes because they could maintain
discipline even in the face of the forces of Chaos;, they were
heroes because they would go to any lengths to hold back
those forces. They did not choose to do it, because they did not
choose; they did what they did out of necessity. And inthe end,
their necessity was enough to put astay to al Cavaon'swit and
trickery and raw formless power.



Dathan saw Gavalon hit by bullets, again and again. He saw
the sorcerer racing thisway and that, hacking with hismassive
blade, using dl his powers of deception to avoid reprisal.
Dathan could not count the number of men Gavaon killed by
means of hisvarious dloys of magic and brute strength, but he
could and did measure the phases of Cavaon's gradud exhaus-
tion as the sorcerer used up his resources...

And hisenemies kept coming at him.

Dathan redised, eventually, that the reason he could see dll
this s clearly was that the daemon was interested - because
their partly-magicd perceptions were shared even though their
thoughts and conscious responses were not. The daemon was
interested in Cavalon - but the daemon did not intend to help
him. The daemon and its maker had always intended that
Gavaon should die. Sathoragl and its maker did not intend
that the defender of Gulzacandra should die easlly, but it had
no interest at al inthe possibility of hissdvation.

The only person Sathorael had plucked from the battlefield
was Dathan. It had not done so, Dathan presumed, in order to
save him, but merely asamatter of reflex: acasud result of
their chance connection. Doubtless there had been something
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of that in theway his mother had snatched him from the bath-
tub so many years before, but his mother had acted in order to
save him, because hismother loved him.

For Sathoradl, love was not an issue.

Dathan had been close enough to Gavaon and Cavaon's
thrall-wizards, dbeit briefly, to have agood idea of what
Gava on had expected of the daemon for whose advent he had
so carefully prepared the way. Gavalon had expected the dae-
mon to deliver Gulzacandrafrom the Imperid threet and to
save the worshippers of Gulzacandras god from annihilation
by the empire. Gavalon had expected help in hisown struggle,
hisown war against adversity. Perhaps he had aways known
that the god whose favour he sought was not amotherly god -
not aloving god, perhaps not even an honest god - but he had
believed nevertheless that he was entitled to ask for helpin his
hour of need, and that he had some right to expect that help
would come.

Dathan understood now that this expectation had been an

utter illusion. Sathoradl was here about its own business. It had
cometo cast its vast shadow over the battlefield not to render
assistance but to obtain it. The daughter on the ground was



helping to empower Sathorael, and to aid its further metamor-
phoss, far more effectively than dl the bizarre foodstuffs that
Nimian had consumed.

From the viewpoint of Sathoradl - the viewpoint Dathan

now shared, although he had never asked for any such favour
- dl the deaths that were suffered down below were sacrifices,
and it did not matter in the least within the scheme of which
Sathoragl was a part, which side the dying men were on.

‘Sacrificeswill come/ Nimian had said, while hewas ill more
vessdl than possessor. 'Sacrificeswill come. | will bring ships:!

Gavalon had wanted to be Gavalon the Grest. He had dared
to aspire to akind of daemonhood himself. He had chosen to
become a champion of Chaos - but all that the god he wor-
shipped had wanted of him was sacrifice: the sacrifice of his
own flesh; and of hisown life; and, in the process, the sacrifice
of thousands of other lives.

That Gavaon's god had proved to be a treacherous god
would not have surprised Gavalon, so it did not surprise
Dathan - but what did surprise Dathan was the sheer hunger
of Gavalon'sgod for fervent destruction.
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Thiswaswhat Sathoradl was, he realised: an instrument of
destruction. Any distinction it made between its own cre-
ator's worshippers and their implacable enemieswas purely
tactical. Gavalon's god had such a powerful appetite for
destruction that even worlds were of merely tactical sgnifi-
cance. Cavadon's god had a hunger that would not be
appeased even if the whole universe were to be consumed.

And the only thing that stood in the way of that con-
sumption was the Imperium of Mankind.

Dathan saw Cavaon die, and understood the meaning of
his desth. He saw and understood it because the daemon of
which he had unwittingly become a part was interested in
both the fact and the significance of Cavalon's degth - not
because that particular desth was of any unique importance,
but merely because the daemon, in becoming incarnatein
the materid world, had acquired the ability to beinterested,
and had been ddlighted to occupy sometiny fraction of
itsdlf in the exercise of that ability.

In dying, Gavaon the Great became merdly Gavaon the
Hideous. With dl his sorcerous power exhausted, the bullets
embedded in histransformed flesh began to take their toll.



He must have been bleeding interndly and externdly from
adozen different wounds, but still he kept himsdlf erect and
gill he dashed to the right and left with his awesome blade,
Now, though, histhrusts were cleaving empty air, unable to
find targets that had somehow usurped histaent for eva-
son.

His horrible eyes were aflame with rage and hate, but there
was no longer anything withering in hisgaze. If anything,
the opposite was true: the sight of his monstrous face, now
agonized in its own turn, gave heart to his attackers and
made them al the more determined to shoot or cut him
down.

Intheend, it actually cameto cutting. The Imperia sol-
dier who killed him had run out of ammunition for his
rifle, but that had not forced him to fall back or quail
before apparently superior strength - and the cry of tri-
umph that he let out as he dammed his own blade deep
into Gavalon's breast, skewering the sorcerer's heart, told
everyone within earshot that he knew exactly what he had
done.
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But till the shadow of the daemon lay upon them both,
accounting the sacrificesthat might make the soldier'slittle
victory worsethan irrelevant.

Dathan had aready reconciled himsdf, so far ashe could, to
the knowledge that he would be unlikely to survive the clash
of Imperid and Gulzacandran forces. His mother was proba-
bly dead dreedy, hisvillage effectively destroyed, hislife
comprehensvely blighted. He owed his own continued sur-
viva entirely to the whim of fate that had introduced him to
the Vessdl of Sathoradl. He knew that Hycillahad beenright to
judge that every moment of life they enjoyed after their cap-
ture at the pool was profit. Now, though, he began to doubt
that reconciliation and recalculate that profit.

If theworld isonly what | see, Dathan thought, then it dies
with me. | need not care about what happensto it when| am
gone. If it has dready lost everything | care about, that isall
the more reason for disregarding itsfate. Even Hycillaisno
longer the person | once loved; sheisapart of the daemon
now, moreintimately bound to it than |. But ahuman being
isnot merdy hisown life. Heisthe product of hisfamily, his
village, hisworld and the entire history of the human race. He
ishertodl that legacy, and if heisto count himsdf truly
human he must accept arespongbility to al the helrsthat are
yet to come. If amanisredly aman, he cannot take the view



that it does not matter what happens after he is dead. He can-
not cease to care, merely because he is doomed.

| am within the daemon and the daemon iswithin me, and

| would be dead were that not the case, but if | am aman my
concern is mankind, not the daemon - and | anaman. | am
not an infant in danger of drowning, nor aboy excluded from
the secrets of hispeople. | an aman. All the menwho are
dying down below are heirsto the heritage that made mea
man, and their sacrificeis my sacrifice, no matter what uncon-
scious impulse made the shadow snatch meintoitsdf. The
daemon's hunger is not my hunger, and never should be any
man's hunger, becauseit isahunger intent on devouring
humanity itself, which every man who isaman isbound to
ress.

It was afine speech, Dathan thought, even if it had to be
issued glently, with not a human ear to hear it. But what did
it matter, given that it could have no consegquence or sequel?
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What was it but so much wasted thought, so much wasted
anguish?

What, given his paradoxica nature and Situation, could he
possibly do?

AN

TWENTY-SX

EVEN THOUGH IT would be a grave tactical mistake for the enemy
to attack the positions he had chosen to hold until Melcarth's

arcraft arrived, lerius Fulbrahad taken every rationa precau-

tion againg the possibility of being taken by surprise. When

the enemy did come a him, his men were adequately fore-

warned and they took up their positions without delay. Asthe

enemy force swept forward, therefore, they ran into a veritable
hurricane of gunfire: gunfire far more devagtating than any-

thing the members of Gavalon'sragged army could ever have
imagined, let done experienced.

At first, when Fulbratook up hisown position in the belly of
atal-turreted tank, he assumed that the charge was agrave tac-
tical mistake, bom of afailure of imagination. Hewas able to
observe the attack through a periscope, which he had only to
move through thirty degreesin either direction in order to

obtain apanoramic scan of the entire front. By the searchlights
of hisfirst defensveline of armoured vehicles he could seethe
effectsthat hisinitia barrages had on the enemy, and found



them mogt satisfactory.

The enemy's absurd cavary proved asurprisngly mercuria
target, riding through the blizzard of shellswith astonishing
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luck, but the infantrymen following in their wake absorbed a
full measure of shock and shrapnel. They dropped likeflies,
and thefirst two hundred yards of ground they crossed after
the guns opened up cost them casudties so heavy that Fulbra
amog cameto believe that victory would be hiswithin
minutes. It was not until hisline of sight was blocked by his
own heavy metdl, asthe remaining attackers came close
enough to be eclipsed by the ranks of armour drawn up
before them like awall, that the balance of the battle began
totilt.

The three radio operators manning the vox apparatus at the
front of the narrow cabin were silent to begin with, having ne-
ther new ordersto transmit nor urgent reportsto receive, but as
so0n asthe pre-set defensive plan was stretched to itslimit
reports of casuaties begantotricklein - and it did not take
long for the trickle to become aflood.

Fulbra's two colonels-in-chief had arough-and-ready sketch-
map of the Imperia positions. It had been made purdly asa
matter of routine, but the fact that the attack had begun was
ample proof that the insstence of routine was avery valugble
asseL.

Fulbra tapped the map three times, saying: Ther cavdry
seemsto be split into three main contingents. These will bethe
sress-pointsif their luck continuesto hold. Strengthen the sec-
ond lines at dl three positions, and be sure that we can plug
the gaps twice over if any develop.’

Hamera and Diambor had no experience of large-scale
defensve manoeuvres, dl of ther relatively vast experience was
of atacks, sSegesand chases, with nothing more by way of
reprisal than hasty and ineffective ambushes. They had, how-
ever, carried out many exercises, inthefield aswell asonthe
gaming table, and they knew how to put their learning into
practice. The vox operators began chattering away to thefield
commanders, concentrating the Imperium'sforcesin support
of the positions that seemed most vulnerable. It was now that
information began to come back about casudtiesinflicted by
enemy sorcery.



"They have some kind of fire-generating apparatus;’
Diambor's operator said, 'and there's something that can dry
the flesh on aman's bones, sucking dl the moisture and life
out of him.'
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'How are they generating the effects? Fulbrawanted to know.

'It's something to do with illuminated flags,' Hameras man
sad. 'Maybetheflags arejust sgnas or markers, but they seem
to be closdly associated with the sources of destruction.'

'Order the snipersto take out the banner-carriers,’ Hamera
sad, ingantly. 'Get flame-throwers trained on the banners
themsalves. I've seen such devices used in Zendamora, though
never more than one at atime. They'relimited in range.’

Fulbra had been briefed on the banners, not merely by his
own men and those who had goneinto thefield before them
but by Ragan Ba berith's drug-assisted psykers. He knew that
the banners could be countered - but the last message that had
been received from the party sent out to search for relics of
Operation Probe had not mentioned banners at all.

They have other devices,' he was quick to say. 'Don't let the
gunners concentrate too closaly - we need to respond to the
unexpected as and when it arises.’

The heaviest casudlties seam to be in the centre, here,' said
Diambor's radio man.

Fulbrareturned immediately to his periscope, directing it to
the place Diambor had indicated. For amoment, he caught
sght of two banners himself, one carrying an image of agrest
taloned hand with an eyeinits pdm, the other bearing only
the image of avast and furious eye. The brightly-embroidered
cloth of each banner shone with an eerielight, and each of the
eyes seemed to be emitting aray sharper than any searchlight.

The lenses of the periscope, over which many prayers had

been said while they were being polished, should have pro-
tected Fulbrafrom the effects of such magic, given that the
glimpse he caught was so brief, but he felt a strange shockwave
move through hismind, threatening the fabric of hisbeing

with laceration or breakage. Discipline cameto hisaid, though:

discipline and faith in the necessity of his cause. Fulbracould
see well enough that the soldierswho looked directly upon the
banner - especiadly those who were closest to it - were quite
unable to put up the same resistance.



Some of them stood stock till, asif immobilised by horror,
while others collapsed gibbering, asif inthegrip of irresstible
terror. None, the general thought, were actually struck dead,
but he was not certain that very many would recover sufficient
composure to take up their wegpons again - and while the

276 Brian Craig

harlequinade of magicd cavdry ill swirled around them like
smoke, the helpless victims were being cut and dashed.

The gunfirein that sector of the front was the most intense of
al, and it seemed impossible that the banners were il raised,
or that the homed horses should till be prancing around

them, but Fulbra could see that their ranks were now being
swelled by those infantrymen who had contrived to make their
way acrossthefield of death. Only afew had guns, and most of
the gunsthey had were common rifles, but even those who
only had blades were close enough to do considerable damage
now, and they were moving between and behind the armoured
vehiclesthat formed thefirg line of the Imperia defence.

‘Strengthen the centre," Fulbra ordered. They can't possibly
have men enough to be trying to outflank us, but keep reserves
to ether sdein casethey have held anything back.'

Afterwards he had to step away from the instrument, dightly
dizzied by hisfirst encounter with Gulzacandran magic. Like
Hamera, he had served in Zendamora and had encountered
magic there, but only in small-scae encounters, and never with
S0 much at stake.

'Have you looked at the sky, sir? Diambor asked.

The one thing the periscope could not look at was the sky,

and Fulbrawas tempted to issue an irritably abrupt reply - but
Diambor was not Hamera, and if Diambor wanted to draw his
attention to something, there had to be areason. The hatch at
the top of the turret had been thrown back in order to let alit-
tlefresh air into the belly of the machine, and therewasa
circular patch of sky visible through it. No more than a dozen
sarswere visble to the naked eye, but adozen were enough to
let Fulbraknow what Diambor meant.

The starswere not moving, and their light waswhite.

‘Balberith wasright," he murmured. The warpstorm has
abated - but for how long?

That may bewhy they attacked, sir,’ Diambor said. They



must dread the gtillness of the Sky as much aswe dread itstur-
moil. Evenif they know nothing of warpstormsthey must
know that the stars stood till when the Imperium first cameto
Kaazendra To them, it must be aterribleill omen.’

At that moment, the dozen stars were abruptly eclipsed. They
were obscured for severa seconds. It wasimpossible to judge
the shape and size of the eclipsing object from this narrow
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vantage, but the duration of the event convinced Fulbrathat

the entity must be very large - and could not, therefore, be the
arcraft whose arrival he had expected, and which seemed to
have been delayed some time after making contact. But if it was
not an aircraft, what could it possibly be?

There's something above the battlefield,’ he said to hisvox
operator. 'Ask the men in the rearmost position to try to catch
aglimpseof it, and tell mewhat it lookslike.'

The vox operator passed on the order, and waited. They can't
tell, sr," he reported back, eventualy. 'Some think it's shaped
likeabird, otherslike aflying spider - but it'sdamn big. Even
if it'sonly afew hundred feet up, it'sbigger than anything that
could possibly get airborne using wings. If it'sfurther away -
some of the men think it's out among the stars, although that
seemsimplaushble’

'Could it be aship? Fulbrademanded, urgently. ‘Could it be
an Imperia starship? He knew, even as he asked, that it
couldn't possibly be a ship like those whose empty shellswere
gtill proudly displayed in Sostenuto. It would haveto be aship
of avery different kind. But who here on Sigmatus, knew how
many kinds of starshipsthere were within the Imperia Feet?

Any eation to be obtained from that thought, Fulbra

realised, had to be countered with the doubt that sprung
from another: who, on Sigmatus knew how many kinds of
darshipsthere werein fleets other than the Imperia one?
The lore handed down through the last two centuries spoke
of the eldar, and oftyranid Hive Fleets, but no man now dive
on Sigmatus had any clear ideaasto what those names might
actudly sgnify, or how many smilar names might have been
forgotten.

At any rate, there had to be a possibility that the shadow was
the shadow of an enemy.

'Isit firing down at us? Fulbrawanted to know. 'Or isits
presence having any magica effect? The possibility occurred to



him then that it might be the vastest and most powerful ban-
ner of them all, needing only the glare of Imperid searchlights
to exposeitsawful malignity.

'Not so far asthey cantell, dr,' the vox operator reported. 'It's
just circling the battlefield... asif it were interested... except
that...

"Except that what?
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The tech-priests have reported that their psykers are getting
very agitated.’

'Of coursethey are - werein the middle of the biggest
battle against the heretic forces of Chaosthisworld has ever
seen. More magic has been unleashed againg usin the past
half hour than the previous haf-century. I'm surprised they
aren't having fits'

'Oh, they are, St - but the tech-priests can't make any sense
of what they'retrying to say. No sense at dl. They think some-
thing'swrong.'

They're tech-priests!’ Hamera broke in exdtedly. 'Of course
they think something'swrong. It iswrong - but we're winning.
All praiseto the Emperor Magnificent, were winning!'

Fulbrareturned to the periscope, while Diambor offered

sober support to Hamera's judgment. There was no sign of
ether of the two banners with the eye maotifs, nor of the exotic
cavalry that had enjoyed such astonishing good fortunein
reaching itsfirg target. He could till see enemies standing, but
each was a one and each was surrounded. One by one, they
were being cut down.

They werefighting back, of course - he could still see hisown
soldiersfaling back here and there, some wounded and some
dead - but no ground was being given up, and for every man
that fell another pressed forward. Theline had held, and was
solid again. The enemy forces had wasted their entire strength
inawhirlwind attack, but the whirlwind had blown itsalf out,
and there was nothing left of the gale now but afew near-
exhausted gudts.

'It'sadmost over, Sr,' Diambor said. They committed suicide.”
From Hamerait would have been afigure of speech, but

Fulbraknew that Diambor meant it literaly. The attack had
been suicidd: to charge againgt so much armour, so carefully



arrayed, had been an act of totd fally. It would have made far
more sensg, tactically and srategicdly, for the enemy tofight a
campaign of atrition, tempting fragmentary contingents of the
Imperid forces onto ground of their choosing, sriking swiftly
and fading away into the dien forests.

Had Gavaon the dlegedly Great dected to fight aguerilla
war, he might have extended the business of conquest and
suppression for years. In the end, of course, he could not have
won - once supply-routes were established, the Imperia strike
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force could be reinforced, and increased by degreesto
impregnability - but he could have made thingsfar more
difficult.

Instead, he had committed suicide.

Why?

For amoment or two, Fulbrawondered whether it even

made sense to ask questions like why when dealing with sor-
cerers, but that was too easy adismissal. There must be a sense,
however twisted, in which what Cavalon had done had been
worthwhile. Why had he acted so recklesdy - dmost asif there
were no tomorrow to worry about?

Fulbra had no aternative but to return to the hypothesis that

it was because the stars had stood till in the Sky. Whatever the
shape above the battlefield might be, the way was clear for the
Imperia Feet to cometo thead of thelittle Imperium of
Sigmatus - and if the way was clear, Baberith's psyker must
have got through.

How delighted the Imperid commander will be, when he

finds out what | have done thisday, Fulbrathought. That vain
fool Mdcarth fancies himsdlf the future ruler of aworld, but
when the Imperium returns, they will not be interested in him.

| shall most surely be the one to reap the best rewards ofrecon-
tact. Even Baberith has only shown hisloyaty in petty ways,
but I have won avictory of exactly the kind that the Imperium
loves best. | might yet have the opportunity to serve asagen-
eral on astage of sard!

The sound of gunfire was beginning to die away now, fading
gradudly into Slence.

‘Suicide,’ Diambor repeated. 'What a debt we owe them, in
spite of dl the casudties we have sustained. We might have lost
three or five times as many men had they made uswork harder



for their annihilation.’

Their foolishness has aways been our grestest strength,’
Hamera observed. They do not have our discipline, our faith,
or our purity of purpose.’

'Isthe shadow till visblein the sky? Fulbra asked hisvox
operator. He was looking up at the circular patch of frail
garlight, but he knew that the sky was amuch vaster expanse
than that.

'No, sir,' the other replied. ‘It seemsto have gone.'
'Good,' said Fulbra.
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Immediately, the dozen stars visible through the hatchway
were eclipsed again. Fulbracould hardly help thinking that the
shadow had returned, or that the observers who had declared
it gone must be foals, but he had military reflexes, which were
aready responding to his danger before he was conscioudy
awareof it.

Asthe Gulzacandran n dropped through the turret,
poised to land on his dippered feet, with his blade ready to
grike out at any target within arm's reach, Fulbras right hand
snatched the pistol from the holster at his belt.

Asthe assassn landed, Fulbrafired.

The man-shaped shadow crumpled and fell, asif it were
indeed no more than awisp of darkness strayed from the infi-
nite dark beyond the sun. The knife clattered harmlesdy to the
floor.

| am ahero! Fulbrathought.

Therewas, of course, asense in which he had been ahero
before, to whom the credit for an epoch-making victory was
due, but there was something about adirect kill so cleanly exe-
cuted which had aspecid heroism of its own - something, he
felt sure, that even men who commanded starships and fought
whole worlds would understand.

"Well, he said, with pretentious calmness, ‘we have plenty of
work to do before dawn. We'd better make ready to move on as
soon as that damned aircraft arrives, before the stink of the

dead makes our positions unbearable. Soon, the real business

of exterminaion will begin.'



TWENTY-SEVEN

WHEN THE BATTLE was effectively over and the forces of
Gulzacandra had been dl but annihilated, the shadow that

had lain upon the battlefield passed on, with Dathan il
clutched inits claw. Sathoradl's wings were now so vast that a
single beat was dl that was necessary to send its huge form
soaring high into the ky. Dathan felt himsalf growing colder.
Theair that he sucked into hislungs seemed asweak and
unfulfilling asit was sharp and chilly - but the stars grew no
larger; they weretoo far away.

No sooner had it soared away from the battlefield than
Sathoradl whedled about, and began along gliding descent.

Dathan could hear the rush of air in the daemon's huge
feathered wings, and knew that his sensation of weightless-
nesswas mereilluson. Sathoragl was far from weightless; its
mass was tremendous. Had it fallen from the zenith it had
briefly attained it would have hit the ground like ameteor,
blasting an enormous crater. While it had wings, though, it
was agraceful creature, and Dathan's eyes had adjusted well
enough to the starlight to let him see the gleam of itsbrazen
plumage and the glint of itsyellow eyes.
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Sathoragl might have been beautiful but for its huge bald
head and its monstrous beak, but the gleam in its eye made it
seem limitlesdy cruel and infinitely arrogant. There was noth-
ing of its Vessd left now; Nimian had been utterly devoured,
body and soul dike.

The dive became steeper for alittlewhile. Therewereno
lights below them now to indicate the lie of theland, so it
seemed to Dathan that they were diving into avast well of
darkness - but as Sathoragl's course began to level out again
Dathan caught aglimpse of alight on the horizon, faint and
flickering but undoubtedly man-made.

It was agroup of fires, and as Sathoragl homed inonit,
seeming now to be skimming the ground, Dathan was ableto
count them. There werefivein number.

Dathan redlised belatedly that Sethorael intended to set
him down, in order that he might carry out some small task
on the daemon's behdf. He could not flatter himself with the



illusion thet this was the reason why Sathoragl had snatched
him up from the battlefield. The daemon certainly did not
need himin order to complete this part of its plan, but since
it had him, it condescended to use him, for reasons of Sm-
plicity and aesthetic elegance.

Y ou love her, the daemon whispered, without needing to
pronounce the words aoud. | give her to you, for amoment. She
isyoursto save and savour.

But the daemon knew perfectly well that Dathan under-
stood that Hycillawas no longer the person he had loved, and
that whatever he did he would do for other reasons.

Dathan knew this because it was only the subconscious

part of hismind that had fused with the daemon, leaving the
conscious part free. Because of this, he had the power to dis-
obey if he were so minded. He was till the commander of
hisown limbs, ill the master of his own movements - but

he had no intention of asserting hisindividuaity now.
Whether or not she was il the person he had loved, Hycilla
was Hycilla If she needed him, he had to go to her. If she
needed to be saved, and he had been granted the chance,
then hewould do it.

He was even prepared to be grateful for the opportunity,
knowing that Sathoradl could have done as much itsdlf, with
casud and contemptuous ease.
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| am till aman, Dathan reminded himsdif. | am il
Dathan, son of Ora, pupil of Pater Sdtanaand friend of
Hydlla. I anamanand | have my pride.

He did not even stumble when Sathorael set him down,
athough he had to run full tilt for adozen strides before he
could begin to dow himsalf down. He managed to avoid run-
ning into athorny thicket, and had the presence of mind to
skinit very carefully, using itsbulk to shidld him from the
makeshift arenamarked out by thefivefires.

When he was able to compose himsalf and creep closer, he
obtained further cover from the wreckage of some kind of big
machine, which was scattered al around.

There were four people within the pentagram described by
thefires, but one of them was badly hurt. He had a gunshot
wound in hisbely.

Dathan had never seen any kind of morta wound until the



skirmish at the farmhouse, but he had been told blood-cur-
dling storieswhich aleged that belly-wounds were the worst
of al, because they caused adow and agonising deeth. The
wounded man seemed to be of much the same opinion;

athough he had been propped up in asitting position, with
his back to a squat cactus, he did not seem to be taking any
notice of histhree companions. His eyes were closed, and he
seemed utterly lost in the depths of his own predicament.
Dathan could see that the white-faced man did not want to
die, and was utterly determined to cling to what life he had
left but Dathan understood - perhaps because Sathorael
understood - that he knew full well how dear the cost of his
obstinacy would be.

It was hardly surprising that the wounded man had not
noticed the shadow of Sathoradl or felt thewind of itswings
upon hisfevered face, but Dathan was astonished that the
other two men did not seem to understand what had passed
them by.

One of these other two men was clearly the orchestrator of
whatever ritual was being enacted. He wastdl and spare, and
he carried agun in amanner which suggested that he was
more than ready to use it. He was pacing back and forth impa
tiently, keeping a close watch on dl three of his companions.
He must have looked up when Sathorael passed, and must
have fdt the downdraft of the mighty wings, but he had
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aready put puzzlement behind him in order to focus on the
private matter in hand: the matter of hisown intention, his
own ambition and his own obsession.

It did not seem to Dathan that Hycillaand the third man
required watching any more than the wounded man did. They
too were Sitting down, back to back, apparently quite meekly.
They did not appear to beinjured, but they did seem weak
and digtant. Their arms hung loosely by their Sides, and their
eyeswere hdf-closed and inattentive. If they had been
drugged - and Dathan was certain that they had, presumably
because Sathorael was certain - they had consented to their
condition. Both of them had been aware of Sathoradl's pas-
sage, but neither had reacted visibly or audibly, one out of
paralysing terror and one out of satisfied relief.

They too were waiting - and Dathan had hardly taken up
hisfina hiding place, sometwelve or fifteen paces awvay, than
thefirst Sgnsthat their waiting was nearly a an end became
obvious.



Thefivefires had been burning steadily, their flames cosly
yelow, but now they began to change colour. The onewhich
remained yellow became more sulphurous and vivid; the oth-
ersglowed red, blue, green and violet. Their flames crackled
and danced, asif their dry fuel were being vigoroudly stirred
and excited by invisible bellows.

The night had been tolerably warm, but asudden cold
descended like a blanket; it was almost asif the entire scene
had been plucked up into that thinner air which Sathorael
had briefly tasted before bringing Dathan down to this
peculiar rendezvous. There was a sound of shattering glass,
athough Dathan could not see what it was that had been
broken.

‘Now!" said the man with the gun. The moment isat hand

a last. Share her power, Deir. Draw it into you. Thedose | gave
her will numb her brain and kill her within the hour, but

while shelives her power isyoursfor the seding. Takeit! Use
it! Bend the power of evil to the cause of good! The Fleet is
there; you have only to cry out to be heard. Cry out, Deir!

Send forth a shout that will be heard acrossthe light-years.

Bring the ships, Deir! Bring them at al possible speed. Tl

them that we have dire need of their power of destruction:

that thereis corruption here that needs rooting out."
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As hefinished this speech, the tall man knelt down by the
man with the belly-wound, and struck him sharply acrossthe
face. The blow was adap intended to force the other to pay
attention, but the stricken man only screwed his eyes more
tightly shut. The man with the gun struck him again, just as
inggently.

'Don't be afraid, Orloc,' the tall man hissed. 'Everything will
come out right. Everything. Fulbrawill win his battle, and

Der Ajao will summon the Fleet to capitalise on hisvictory.
The Chief Inquigitor of Sigmatuswill never again haveto run
therisk of being struck down by an assassin'sbullet. All iswell
- praise be to the Emperor Magnificent! Everythingisin place,
including that lump of lead shot in your intestines.

'l know why you suddenly decided to come here, Orloc. You
cameto clam thevictory for yoursdf, to establish yoursdf in
the eyes of al your anxious followers as aman of power, a
man of authority, aman of destiny. And | know why you gave
me a place on the aircraft: because you intended to have me
killed, far from my friendsin Kaazendra And you intended



that Deir should die too, to make sure that you would never
have to surrender the power you had won to any higher
authority. But everything has come out right. Everything.

'Y ou may closeyour eyes, Orloc Mdcarth, if you will, but
you cannot shut out the knowledge of what is happening
here. Can you not fed it in the air? Can you not fed the edge:

the power to cleave through the awful density of space and
time? Can you not hear the voice of the infant world scream-
ing for its protective parent? Can you not see, even within the
darkness of your own mind, the ruination of al your dreams
and ambitions - dl your corrupted dreams and ambitions? |
know that you can, Orloc. | know that you can.’

Whilethetal man wasraving in this manner Dathan fixed

his own eyes on the two wise-dreamers - for he did not need
the subtle influence of Sathoradl'sintelligence to know that
the man with whom Hycilla sat back to back must be one of
the Imperium's wise-dreamers.

Hycillagtill ssemed stupefied, but quite relaxed. The man,

by contrast, was as straight as aramrod now, and hisarms
were no longer hanging loose by hissides. Instead, they were
possessed by what must have been apainful rigidity - and
the rack-intensfied tautness that had taken possession of his
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body was obvioudy interna aswell as externa, because his
nose had begun to bleed and his face was aglow with alight
S0 violet asamost to condtitute anew colour normally invis-
ible to human eyes. His eyes, which glowed brightest of dl,
had begun to curdle; they were dl white now, having lost
every vestige of irisand pupil. Dathan had to suppose that
the Imperia dreamer - Deir Ajao, asthe ranting man had
named him - must have gone blind, and would never see

again.

When the blind dreamer began to mutter, thetall man
immediately broke off histaunting and scuttled back to place
his ear close to the other man'slips.

Theway isclear,' the blind man was saying. Theway isclear
and the need is great. Hereisaworld that cries out for
redemption. Hereisaworld that requires reunion with the
community of mankind. Hereisaworld in need of Imperid
wegponry and Imperid discipline. Hereisaworld of soulsin
need of savation, aworld of soulswhich yearn to servethe
Emperor in every way possible and in every way conceivable,
aworld of soulswhich pleadsfor succour in theface of ater-



rible threet, aworld which cries mayday, mayday, mayday,
mayd...

Presumably, the world for which Deir Ajao dared to speak
would have continued crying out the same unfamiliar word
for sometimelonger had not something invisible clutched at
the wise-dreamer'sthroat, choking back the syllables and
causing hiseyesto bulge out of hishead. Foam flecked the
corners of hismouth.

Thetall man put the stubgun to Hycillal's head, saying:

'Don't fight him, witch! He's about the Emperor's business.

Let him leech your power, and don't even try to subvert hiscry
for help, or I'll blow your brains out now. There's nothing you
can do. The message isthrough, and the shipswill come.
There's nothing you can do.'

Dathan knew that the tall man was badly mistaken. He

knew what was redlly happening here. He had seen more of
the game than anyone el se - more even than Sathorad, for all
that Sathorael had the power to eavesdrop on the thoughts of
any man or woman in the world.

Dathan had seen more because he had lived, and Sathorag!
had not. Dathan had not had the power of thought thrust
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upon him, asabrief and fascinating gift; he had grown into
thought asits natural heir. No matter what powers of intelli-
gence Sathoragl might have, the daemon had nothing to guide
them but momentary whim and casud reflex. Dathan knew
how ignorant he was by comparison with this Imperia mad-
man, and how limited his powers of reasoning were, but he
was aman, and he understood the enduring reality of mind -
of hope, of endurance, of desire, of commitment, of fury, of
tranquillity, of sdlf-sustenance and sdf-fulfilment - far better
than any daemon ever could.

For thisreason, it was Dathan, not the sharer in hismore
primitive being, who understood the way in which the game
was now being played - and what was at stake.

Dathan aso understood that the tall man was very likely to
carry out histhreat, and blow Hycillas brains out, before she
could collect hersdf and make use of the gift that he had
unwittingly offered her. Dathan was prepared to assume that
Hycillamight no longer be human enough to be destroyed by
the caculated overdose of the drug that she had been fed, but
he knew that she was till human enough to bekilled by a



bulletinthebran.

Dathan had no weapon, but he had the advantage of sur-
prise.

When Dathan sprinted forward, the man with the gun nei-
ther saw nor heard him. Surprisingly, the wounded man did -
indeed, he opened hiseyes asif on cue, focusng them imme-
diately on the running figure - but Orloc Me carth never even
congdered the possibility of calling out awarning to the rant-
ing man. He was perfectly content to watch.

Dathan cannoned into the tall man with dl the momentum

he could muster, meeting him shoulder to shoulder. His
opponent was far tdler than he, and considerably heavier in
spite of hisleanness but the crucial factor wasthat his oppo-
nent was unready and off-baance. Theimpact sent him
sprawling, and the stubgun flew out of hishand, skidding

away intheloose dug; it did not cometo hat until it wasfive
or six yards away, nearer to the wounded man's extended foot
than hisown convulsively clenching fig.

What the tall man should have done was to dive for the gun
immediately, while Dathan was till redling from the &fter-
effects of theimpact. He could not have reached it
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unchalenged, but he had by far the longer reach and he might
have held Dathan at bay for afew precious seconds while he
picked up the weapon. What he did instead, betrayed by his
reflexes or his bad judgment, wasto hurl himself at Dathan,
confident that a man as strong as he could master and over-
power any mere boy.

The ranting man could not help but think of Dathan asa

mere boy, in spite of al that had happened in thelast two
days. He could not know what strength Dathan now had - but
Dathan only needed one more backward step and ahaf-turn
to balance himsdlf again and make himsdif reedy for awar of
figsand feet. When thetall man tried to smash him down
with ablow to the head he ducked under it, and he rammed
hisown fist into the other man's midriff with al the power

that wrath could give him.

Dathan did not have mass enough in hisarm and shoulder
to put his opponent down, but he certainly hurt him and put
himdirdy ill a ease. Although thetall man promptly lashed
out again, hisblow waswild and easily avoided - but when
Dathan launched hisfoot into thetall man's groin the kick
was perfectly measured.



Dathan had regretted two missed opportunitiesto replace
his crude boots with loot of Imperia quality, but he did not
regret in the least that it was the village cobbler's work which
ripped the tall man's frame with pure agony, and lad him
helpless on the ground. Nor did he regret that it wasthe
same poor man's craftsmanship that stamped its crude
authority on thetall man'sface, breaking his nose and bruis-

ing hiseyes.

Therewas plenty of time after that for Dathan to walk to the
place where the gun had fallen and pick it up.

Thewounded man was till watching him.
'Who are you? Dathan asked the wounded man.

'I'm Orloc Me carth/ the other replied, his voice exceedingly
ragged. 'Planetary Governor. Emperor of thisworld.' It must
have cost him atremendous effort to add the final phrase, but
hedidit. Hedid it with the air of aman who was determined

to say the words aoud, even if they were the last words he ever
spoke - and even if they were utterly, absurdly false.

'Y ou gave the orders, then," Dathan said, colourlesdy. 'Y ou
ordered the destruction of thevillage.'
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He could read the other man's mind, perhaps because
Sathorael could, and he understood immediately that the
answer was both 'yes and 'no’.

No, Orloc Mée carth had never given adirect order to lerius
Fulbrato the effect that he should send men acrossthe
Amber Waste to attack the village he called Odienne. If any
one person were ultimately respongblefor that decison,
the blame might more obvioudy be attached to Ragan
Baberith the ranting man or Deir Ajao the unwise-dreamer,
both of whom were here, availableto justice.

But yes, Orloc Mée carth wasindeed the governor of thistiny
fragment of the Imperium of Mankind that had gone astray,
without knowing or reglising quite how far it had gone astray,
and therewas asensein which all the ordersin the world
were Orloc Melcarth's ordersto give or withhold, to sanction
or revoke.

Dathan shot Orloc Mél carth between the eyes, knowing as
hedid it that it might be reckoned asamercy killing by any-
one but Orloc Mée carth himsdif.



Then he shot Deir Ajao in the head, knowing ashe did it
that the blind man might well have reckoned it amercy
killing, had he been in any condition to reckon anything at
dl.

Then he went to shoot the tall man.

'It'stoo late,' the tall man mumbled, athough the effort of
gpeaking seemed to cost him as much asthe amilar effort had
cost Mecarth. The message got through, and the stars are
gtanding ill in the Sky. The shipsare coming, and they'll
scour... this planet clean of your kind, heretic filth. You've
logt... and I've won.'

He did not ask Dathan's name, because he did not care who
Dathan was. He did not care about the name of anyonein
Culzacandra; to him, al men other than his own narrow kind
were mere vermin, who had no need of names. He had avery
different opinion asto the necessity of hisown name, which
was Ragan Bdberith.

The shot that killed Ragan Baberith, when Dathan fired it,
was as clean asthe others: an efficient and perfunctory com-
pletion of the business of murder. First, however, he took the
timetotel him: 'It'satrick, you poor fool. It dwayswasa
trick. Thetrap waslaid long before you were born, before
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your ancestorsfirst set foot in Kalazendra. Now it's set, and
you have st it. The daemon iswaiting, your shipsare
doomed, and you did it, Ragan Balberith. You didit al.’

He wished that the other had the power to read hismind,
so that he might know beyond a shadow of adoubt that it
wasal true, but the ranting man was as desf to histhoughts
asto hisname.

Finaly, Dathan went to help Hycilla That, after dl, was
what he had cometo do.

TWENTY-EIGHT

To BEGIN WITH, when the wise-dream unfolded like asun-loving
flower in the furnace of her inner being, Hycilla concentrated
on making hersdf seem amall.



She knew, of course, that she was lending Ragan Balberith's
not-very-wise-dreamer the power he needed to blast his mes-
sage across space to the Imperid Fleet, but she did not want to
run therisk that the psykers receiving the message might redlise
that its sender was not in control. She knew that they might be
ableto detect the influence of the native drug with which his
master had dosed him, but she dared to hope that the fact
might work to her advantage in hel ping to obscure the redl
peculiarity of Deir Ajao'scry for help.

S0 she had to make hersalf seem small. She had grown as
largein her inner being as she had in the flesh since the touch
of Sathorael had infected her with greatness, but she till hed
the power to seem smdll, and the kill to useit.

While Ajao did manage to establish atdepathic link with the
Fleet's psykers, therefore, Hycillamade a cunning effort to
remain perfectly passive, dlowing the avareness she shared to
flow through her without response. That was not essy, for
much of what she learned during her brief communion was
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Although Ragan Baberith had thought of himsdf asan
authentic inquisitor and his associate priests as genuindy
learned men, and moreover had fervently desired that his psyk-
ers might become true astropaths, two hundred years of
isolation by the warpstorm had made it impossible to com-
plete Deir Ajao'straining, let done bind his soul to that of the
Emperor. Deir Ajao was aflawed instrument, who had needed
the amplification of his powers by native drugsto alow himto
catch the merest glimpses of Imperid shipsin hisdreams. He
could never have made himsalf heard by the Fleet's astropaths
by that means a one, because the drug was too wayward, too
fundamentally chaotic - but Deir Ajao did not know that.

Nor did Ragan Balberith.

Nor, it seemed, did the astropaths who received his cry for
help.

The only way that Deir Ajao had been able to get amessage
through to the Imperia Fleet wasto borrow the power of
someone whose soul was very firmly bound - but not neces-
sarily to the Emperor. Even now, Ragan Baberith thought that
he had found and provided that last advantage, but he was
quite wrong. Even Gavaon the Great's part had been very
minor. What was happening now was the culmination of a
game whose first moves had been made centuries before.



Thiswasitsfind flourish, itskey deception. And the decep-
tion, it seemed, had worked. The shipswere coming. They were
responding to Ragan Baberith's plea.

Or werethey?

Der Ajao'slink wasto the astropaths of the Fleet, not to the
captains of theindividua ships or the ultimate commander.
Hycillasaw the Stuation asthe Imperid psykerssaw it - but
they too were essentialy passve, mere instruments of commu-
nication.

Perhaps the ships were coming to lend materid assistance to
Kaazendra's cause: to refresh the echo of the Imperium that
perssted herein pite of al adversity, and to welcome it back
into the greater Imperia fold. And perhaps not.

Perhaps their commander could not tolerate the least risk of
being cut off as hisluckless predecessors had been, and
thought those predecessors such fool s that their descendants
could not be worth saving. Perhapstheir priests and ministers
had decided that whatever fragment of Imperid force and
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purpose remained on the world was already too degenerate to
be worth the effort of redemption.

Perhaps, in fact, the ships were coming to scour the planet
cean of lifeof any kind.

Sathorael, Hycillaredised, would not care either way. The
only thing that mattered to the daemon was that the ships
should come, because the daemon's one overriding purpose
was to be a destroyer of Imperia ships.

The daemon would not be here - 'here’ meaning not merely
the world but aso the universe of space and time - for more
than amoment, and it did not care at all what became of the
world, or of the entire universe of space and time. It wasinter-
ested in such matters, to be sure, even fascinated by them, but
itsinterest was a mere aesthetic whim, whose endswould be
aswdl served by annihilation as by preservation, and perhaps
all the better served, given that Sathoradl itsalf had been made
for annihilation and not for preservation.

What fate, Hycillawondered, had the god of Gulzacandra
planned for her world? Had the god even bothered to figure the
world into any further cdculationshe - or it - might have

made?



Shedid not know.

No matter how tightly her soul was bound, she did not
know.

And that was why, when Dathan shot Deir Ajao in the head,
abruptly cutting her line of communication to the Imperid
Fleet, Hycilladid not know whether to rejoice or mourn. She
felt the heat of Dathan's anger - and dso fdlt, in spite of its
lesser intengity, the residua warmth of hislove - but shedid
not know whether to be grateful for hisfurious arrival or not.
She knew, when Dathan had completed his methodical
vengeance, that when he cameto help her he was dso acting,
asatrue hero had to act, on behdf of Culzacandra, and on
behalf of the world of which Gulzacandrawas atiny fragment.
But she did not know whether he had wrought salvation or dis-
aster. Had she been able to speak coherently, she would not
have known what to say to him. Had she had timeto tell him
the story of what she had learned, she would not have known
whether to tell it as epic, tragedy or farce.

She kept silent, in the end, because she did not want to
scream, but she fdt utterly and terribly aone with the burden
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of her new knowledge, and with the margin of ignorance that
dill remained.

Bound as she was to Sathoradl the Destroyer, she could not
help but share its purpose and its destiny, but there was enough
of the human left in Hycillato wonder what would happen

after that purpose had been fulfilled and that destiny conclu-
svely met - and not merely to wonder, but to care.

AN

TWENTY-NINE

WHEN DATHAN TURNED back to Hydllashe was till sitting bolt
upright, back-to-back with the equaly rigid corpse of Deir

Ajao. Hewent to stand in front of her, but she did not seem to

be capable of reacting to his presence. Although her eyes ill

had vivid green irises and pinpoint pupils he was anxious that

they might be as sghtless as Ajao's. He knelt down and took

both her handsin his, hoping that the contact would reassure

her.

The actud effect was the opposite of what he had intended.
Instead of reassuring Hycilla, the contact immediately unset-



tled him, and the disturbance was profound.

He had been moving like an automaton while he shot the

three representatives of the Imperium, his mind seemingly

clear and histhoughts seemingly in perfect order - but that had
been abrief illuson. The moment he touched Hycillals mutat-
ing flesh the strength of his connection to the daemon became
obviousagain. It was still amatter of feding and not of intel-
lect, but the raw power of aroused emotion made the authority
of his conscious reason seem very weak indeed.

Had the flood of emotion been entirely his own Dathan
might soon have regained ameasure of equilibrium, but he
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and Hycillaweretoo intimately involved with Sathorael for his
fedingsto be sdlf-contained. His most dementary impulses
and appetites merged with hers, and its, and became confused

- and the dream in which Hycillawas ot burst into hismind
like acataract.

Dathan knew that hisbody was till on the surface of his
world, released by the claw in which Sathoragl had previoudy
borne him up into the sky, but the dream he shared with
Hycillaand the daemon took some lesstangible part of him far
higher than before.

Sathoradl was moving upwards at an astonishing speed.
Dathan saw the world whose surface he inhabited becometiny,
contracting into aminiscule haf-disc no bigger than the discs
that its moons displayed asthey careered through the night sky.

He knew that it was the shadow of night that obscured the
remainder of the circle. He knew, too, that he was somewhere
in that shadowed part, hidden from his own supernatura

Sgnt.

He saw the sun fade into amere star and fall into a back-
ground that had thousands - perhaps hundreds of thousands

- more sarsin it than he had ever been ableto see from the
surface of hisown world.

Dathan had never imagined that the sky could be so glori-
ous, or sofull of sublimelight.

For amoment, the image was clear, but then it began to blur



and smear. The austere whiteness of the pinpoint stars was
stained with colour, and their light flowed and merged - in
exactly the same manner, he thought, that hisinner being and
Hycillas had flowed and merged.

He and she and it, Dathan felt, should have been distinct
points of intelligence and enlightenment, clear and white, but
they were not. They had become something very different:

something blurred and tinted, smeared and unsteady... and
the cause of that was exactly the same asthe cause of the stars
uncertainty.

Two dimensions of redity, which should have been digtinct,
were overlgpping and interfering with one another...

And the confusion was the turbulence stirred up by the besat-
ing of daemonic wings.

Sathorael wastoo large now to bevisible, and perhaps too
attenuated to be tangible, but it was there. What had begun as

Pawns of Chaos 299

aseed within ahuman Vessdl was reaching the climax of its
brief existence, and the product of itsfinal metamorphosiswas
now obvious.

The grub that had begun as Nimian and had transformed

itself by reckless consumption into aLord of Change was now
in the process of becoming awarpstorm: awarpstorm that
would form amonstrous net in which to ensnare a fleet of
Imperid Sarships.

Dathan till had consciousness enough to count the star-
ships, afeat of which even Hycillahad been incapable.

Thereweretweve.

Dathan did not have consciousness enough to count the
garsinto whose bed the sun that lit hisworld had falen, but
he knew that there must be thousands of millions, perhaps
hundreds of thousands of millions.

If the Imperium of Mankind spanned the whole of that
garfled, hethought, how many starships must the Imperium
have? Of what red significance could twelve ships possibly
be?

Once, when Dathan was very young, his mother had scolded
him for being wasteful because he had broken one of the nails



that she had given him to repair the wooden fence of their
chicken run.

It'sonly anail, he had said. The smith has abucket full of
them.’

'Aye,' Orahad replied. 'And now we shall need another, and
hewill have oneless. Our extranall might have secured a
horse's hoof, for lack of which the horse might cast his shoe,
and gtrand itsrider in the wasteland. And were that man to be
logt, hischildren might go hungry, and dl the children thet

they might have fathered and mothered might not comeinto
exigence a dl - including the one that might have becomethe
wisest dreamer Gulzacandra ever produced, the liberator of his
people, and the scourge of Kalazendra.'

What his mother had been trying to explain wasthat every-
thing great and wonderful that happened in theworld

depended for itsfulfilment on ahost of prior events, each of
them part of acomplex pattern of causes and effects, and that
there was no way of knowing whether atiny loss here and now
might eventualy be magnified into afar grester lossesawhere
and esawhen.
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Where had those twel ve ships been going, when they were
interrupted by Deir Ajao'stelepathic criesfor hep? What dif-
ference would it make if they never arrived? Perhaps none, or
very little - but perhaps not. For lack of one ship, a battle might
belost, or aworld. For lack of twelve... Who could possibly
know what was at stake here? Not Dathan, not Hycilla, not
Sathoradl - but perhaps the devious Chaos god that had made
Sathorael knew, and cared.

The twelve ships were steering a course through warp-space
for Dathan'sworld. Their Navigators had the sacred
Astronomican to guide them. Dathan knew this because
Hycillaknew it, and understood it to the extent that she under-
stood it.

As soon asthe ships re-entered what their commanders
expected to be normal space they would be caught upina
warpstorm. Their find trangtion would, in effect, be suffi-
ciently complicated and confused to make it impossiblefor
them to reclam their proper relationship with space and time.
They would be destroyed - not merely ripped apart, in the way
that the aircraft that had brought Deir Ajao to Sathorael had
been ripped apart on landing, but turned inside out and sub-
jected to even more peculiar contortions.



Dathan knew this not so much because Sathoragl knew it -
because Sathoradl's capacity for knowing was rapidly dissolv-
ing - but rather because Sathoragl was the warpstorm that
would wreak such exotic havoc, and because a substantial part
of him would a so become the warpstorm, aswould an even
greater part of Hycilla

Dathan and Hycillaand Sathoradl would be torn gpart dong
with the ships - but of the three, only Dathan would be able to
reserve enough of himsdlf to think about what was happening
to them. Hycilla, like Sathorael, would be content to fed it.

But content was the wrong word, Dathan realised. She and
the daemon would be far more than content. They would be
ebullient, exultant and ecdtatic. For them, the fedling would be
everything: not merdly the culmination of their existence but
itsjudtification and its glory. Thefire of ther liveswould burn
hotter and brighter than any other life - human or daemon -
could ever achieve, and the two of them really would experi-
encethat blast asthe ultimate bliss, asif nothing ese could
ever matter to any being except the manner of its burning.
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But | am aman, Dathan thought, and | cannot do that. | am
aman, and must ask mysdlf what will come after me. | ana
man, and must care about the answer. | am aman, and must
serve the cause of mankind, no matter how many individua
men have been my enemies and would-be murderers. The
Imperium ismy enemy now asit has always been, but because
| amaman | must ask the more difficult question of whether

it isaso the enemy of another and even greater enemy - and,

if so, which of those enemies| ought to hate the more.

The Imperium had destroyed everything Dathan held dear,
except Hycilla. It deserved his hatred. But Dathan was aman,
and he had to ask why. Had he only been aman, he could
never have found the answer, but for the moment he was not,
and he thought that he could see why. He thought that he
could see the necessity of the Imperium, It was abitter neces-
Sity, to be sure, but it was a necessity.

In auniverse where peace was impossible, the cost of exis-
tence was war, and that was what the Imperium was. awar
machine that spanned the stars, which dared to turn the
wegpons of the warp against the malign inhabitants of the
warp.

The twelve ships attempted to come out of the warp then, in
order to re-establish meaningful contact with space and time.



Instead, they were engulfed by the warpstorm that had been
the daemon Sathorad!.

Sathorael had found intelligence and imagination intriguing,
and the business of thought quite fascinating, but it was no
longer abeing capable of calculation, vison or thought.
Neither was Hycilla, whose subconscious self had been fully
liberated by the power of the drug that made wise-dreaming

possible.

'Wise' was the wrong word, Dathan realised. The drug helped
psychically-gifted dreamers to see what they would never oth-
erwise have been able to see, and to know what they would
never otherwise have been able to know, but it waswrong to
reckon that arcane insight as a species of wisdom. Wisdom was
another kind of intelligence, which had far morereasoniniit

than sight and knowledge.

| am the wise one here, Dathan thought, because | am the
only onewho ill has any capacity for thought. They arefire,
and can only bum. | amaman, and | can plan.
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In the meantime, the Imperia ships were being torn gpart.

One by one, asthey fell into the net that had been Sathorad!,
they were turned inside out. It was a surprisingly dow process
- but Dathan remembered that the warp was atimeless place,
whose dy interference with the world of space and timewas as
likely to distort duration asit was to distort distance.

The people insde the ships were turned insde out too, sO
that they wore their lights on the outside and their skin on the
ingde. Their blood remained confined to their veinsfor asur-
prisingly long time, but their complex contours were stained
and polluted by agtinking warpaint of foodstuffsin various
stages of digestion.

Oddly enough, they hardly noticed their inversion. It was as
if, from their own points of view, they seemed to be perfectly
normd - except, perhaps, for being dightly more self-
absorbed than usud. But that was while they were il
intimately bound to their ships, and to thetiny life-bearing
worlds that those ships had contained. One by one, the
inverted ships exposed their crewsto the hungry void of deep
gpace: the furious vacuum which sucked the blood from its
fragile vessdls, curdled their brains and burst their eyeslike so
many trodden grapes.

Had the soldiers on the starships not been wearing such
regtrictive armour they might have been more comfortablein



their everyday work, but they did not seem to Dathan to be
the kind of men who placed ahigh vaue on comfort. Their
mindswere entirely given over to discipline and calcul&tion,

to reverence and faith, to duty and purpose. The soldiers
hardly knew what was happening to them as they were pecled
and pulped, shredded and scathed. They died as bravely and
as sanctimonioudy asthey had lived, praising their God-
Emperor.

Their Navigators, on the other hand, redised quickly enough
what was happening to them, because their inversion had
wrenched their particular connection with the Astronomican
out of true. They knew immediately that they were steering a
new course, and that its destination was damnation - but they
could not say s0. Any words they might have spoken, like any
screams they might have loosed, were lost and crushed inside
themsdves.

And theinverson was, of course, only the beginning.
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Already, Dathan saw, the newly-metamorphosed beings were
beginning to change again, to lose what little integrity they had
|eft. They were becoming blurred, turning into smears of
colour on the gaudy face of eternity.

This, Dathan understood, was when the rea torment would
begin. Thiswas not aquick way to die, given the warpstorm's
lascivious play with duration, and it was abad one. The storm
that had been Sathoradl was sucking them in and digesting
them, making nutrient of these new sacrificesjust asit had
made nutrient of the more ordinary deaths that had paved its
darway to the stars.

Dathan had no idea whether or not he could stop the

process, but he knew that he had to try. He did not haveto for-
give hislifelong enemy the Imperium of Mankind, but he did
have to deal with it as a human being, and not as some crea
ture of the warp for whom thought was a disposable luxury

and appetite was everything.

| am the only conscious mind that the storm has. he thought.

| never surrendered my consciousness to Sathorael, nor could
the daemon take it from mewhile it was so dull and firdess. |
am the only conscious mind here, and | need only exert that
consciousness to take control of what the storm hasin place of
limbs

Alas, it wasn't that easy.



Dathan did reach out, mustering al hiswillpower, and he
did indeed discover that he had the ability to influence the
storm - but he was only aman, and the storm was not only
bigger than aworld but bigger than a solar system.

For amoment or two, Dathan felt that he might aswell have
been atiny worm, dmost invisible to the naked eye, which had
burrowed into the brain of agiant, entertaining ridiculous
delusons of grandeur asto the possibility of replacing the
giant'sown guiding inteligence. In truth, though, hewas no
mereinvading parasite. The daemon had used him, and made
him apart of itsfast-evolving sdf. He did have power, if only
he had will enough to use it and fortitude enough to bear the
consequences of itsuse.

When hetried to hold back the storm, he felt the fury of the
gorm, and hefdt it asfire.

It might have been preferable, he thought, to have been
turned insde out. He fdt the fire course through him, burning
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him aive - except that it did not consume him by turning him
to smoke and ashes. It burned him and it continued to bum
him, asif it might yet burn him for dl eternity.

Hefdt hisskin catch fire; hefdt hisheart and lungsroast; he
fet theblood in hisveinsboil; hefet hisbrain met - but dl

of thiswas mere fedling, and could not become actuad unless
helet it. All he had to do to prevent his body from burningin
actuality wasto cling stubbornly to consciousness, to refuse to
become amere bundle of emotions.

That was far more easily thought than done, but the mere
fact that it could be thought was proof enough that it could
also be done.

So Dathan burned while he fought the storm, and lived with
the agony. Hewould not surrender the privilege of being a
thinking being. No threat was adequate to make him do that,
and no temptation. He was aman, and he had the power of
choice, and he knew where hisduty lay in the exercise of that
choice.

Dathan understood now what a petty fool he had been to
think himsdlf ahero merdly because he had shot aman with a
gtolenrifle. He understood now what ared hero was, and why
the Imperium redlly did have heroeswhile their enemieshad
only victims of casud choice and corrupting temptation.



He could not quiet the storm, of course, or make it into any-
thing other than it was, but he could disrupt the process by
which it wastearing the Imperia ships gpart, and everything
within them. He could not even do that for long, but he did
not haveto.

He only had to win timefor afew of the shipsto maketheir
escape.

Winning time from timelessness was difficult, but binding
time was one thing that human consciousness was good &t, one
thing on which the human mind had a reasonably secure grasp.

Dathan reached out with the hands that still clasped
Hyadillds, and won time.

Men who had been turned insde out were turned outside in
again, awakening with agtart from their moments of dreamlike
self-absorption. They leagpt to work, knowing that they were on
the edge of destruction but aso knowing what to do about it.

They implemented the proceduresin which they had been
trained. They prayed.
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They contrived order in the face of Chaos.

Three ships escaped the trap. Not everyone aboard them sur-
vived, but their casudtieswererdatively light.

The survivors had not the dightest idea, of course, that they
had been saved, |et done that they had been saved by Dathan.
Had anyone told them what he had done, they would not have
believed it - but even if they had, it would have made no dif-
ference to what they did next.

Thethree surviving shipsfell upon the world that they knew
as Sigmatus, and asthey fdl they rained indiscriminate destruc-
tion uponitsface.

They sowed their bombsin bright daylight first, devastating
every city in Kalazendra. They reduced Sostenuto to blasted
rubble and melted the empty hulls of the shipsthat had
brought their cousinsto Sigmatus. Then they moved to devas
tate Culzacandra, which ill lay hidden in the darkness - until
the long lines of explosionstore highways of light acrossits
languid deserts and patchwork fields.

The time that Dathan had won for the three shipswas aprize
their masters were avid to use - and could have used far better



had the warpstorm not followed them to the surface.

Had Sathoradl not been such a short-lived entity, it might

have repaired the damage that Dathan had done to its scheme,
but the storm was becoming increasingly tenuous with every
moment that passed. Its remnant had the power to make the
gars swim in the world's multicoloured sky, and to prevent the
shipsfrom rising out of the atmaosphere, but it did not havethe
power to turn them inside out or to shatter them into so many
glowing shards.

So the ships landed.

Having destroyed alost fragment of the Imperium, they
became alost fragment of the Imperium. Having brought acli-
max to one perverse adventure, they became the prologue of
another.

And so theworld went on: battered, blighted, burned and
bruised but by no means unfit for human habitation, of ard-
atively primitive but admirably ingenious sort.

And so the world went on, and on, and on.
Until the nexttime.
PAWNS OF CHAOS

THIS SPELL WAS not only the most intricate that Gavalon
had ever attempted, but the most intricate that any sor-
cerer had attempted since humansfirst arrived on the

world that the Imperium's star-maps had called Sigmatus.

The beastmen took their places. Gavalon held adagger
with awavy bladein hisright hand and alighted torch in
his left, both of which would have to be introduced to his
flesh at the appointed moments. He was no stranger to
congtructive self-muitilation, and it would not be thefirst
time that he had put out an eye or cut off a designated

appendage.

When the appropriate points of theritua arrived, there-
fore, Gavalon the Great did not hesitate or tremble. Nor
did he begrudge the god he was proud to serve the last
and least of the many sacrifices he had offered in pursuit
of thisparticular end.

OhtobealLord of Change! he thought. Oh to be a master

of metamorphosis, defiant of common decay! What blissitisto
serve the true god, and to be free!

The vegetation of the wasteland had been bleak and ugly



even before the aircraft had come down, bringing further
ruinaion initsfiery train asit ripped through thicketsand
scattered hot shrapnel. The bushes had been dry and thorny,
their randomly-twisted branches rigid. The bulbous cacti had
been even drier and whitdly hirsute. The leaves ofe-".ery plant
in sght had been thin and spiky or squat and lumpy. There
had been purples and greysin abundance, ochreous yellows,
dark reds and scabrous pinks, and only fugitive hints of emer-
ad green. The soil inwhich they grew had been desiccated,
coarse and lustreless.

Things were different now.

While Dathan dept, the entire landscape had undergone a
profound metamorphosis. The soil on which he sood wasa
black and glutinous|oam, over which dime-moulds siretched
in agtonishing profusion. There were flowers everywhere, dl in
glorious bloom. There were lemon ydlows and creamy whites,
bold scarlets and pae blues. The leaves on every bush were
huge and palmate, tailored into all manner of strange tem-
plates. The bushesweretwice astall astheir predecessors,
explosons of sraight but supple semswhich stirredinthe
warm wind. The basal spheres of the cacti had budded dozens
of smaller spheres, many of which bore eruptions of even
smaller spheres, and the mgjority had deek coloured fur
ingteed of white hairs.

The broken sections of the aircraft were till scattered all
around, but they had aready been colonised by hectic
vinous growths, their fabric pitted by al manner of purple
lichens

The dead bodies of Orloc Méd earth, Ragan Baberith and Deir
Ajao had logt every vestige of flesh, athough the yellowed
bones remained. Their skulls and rib-cages provided frames for
lesser vines, whose pale flowers projected from the eye-holes
and lodged between the front ribs.

Hycillawas till there, quite dead but aso quite untouched

by the processes of decay and reclamation. She wasthe last
physicd relic of the sorm: the last repository of its energy and
its power. Thusfar, her body had retained itsintegrity, but she
was dead flesh neverthdess, and in time she too would melt
and fade into the new landscape, dispersing her body and her
soul into the wilderness.

Dathan looked back, at last, into Hycillas dead eyes,
expecting to meet the ghost of her gaze. He had not yet released
hisgrip on her cold hands.

She was dead, but she spoke to him nevertheless.



Thank you, Dathan,' she said.

'For what? he asked. It shouldn't have been easy to meet the
accusing dare of those dead eyes, but Dathan didn't have to
look away. Hewasn't in the least intimidated.

'For betraying me!’

Who's"me"? And how could anyone give thanksfor a
betraya ? It doesn't make sense.’

Y ou know who | am, Dathan,’ Hycillareplied - dthough he
noticed now that her lips weren't moving. Who else could give
thanks for a betraya ? Who e se could entertain such a para-
doxica need?

'l didn't do anything for you," Dathan said, figuring that it
didn't really matter who 'you' might be. 'l did what | did for my
own reasons, because | am aman.’

'So you were,' Hycillareplied, placing no particular stresson
that last word. '‘But ask yoursdlf, Dathan: how do you fed? And
then: what will you become?

I don't fed anything,’ Dathan said. It wastrue. He didn't fed
anything at al. It was asthough thefeding part of him hed
been stolen: cut out, ripped up and thrown away.

It was, of course, the feding part of him that had been bound
to Sathoradl, merging with the daemon of the sorm. What had
remained unbound, separate and capable of independent
action had been his conscious mind - but without the emo-
tiond part of him, his conscious mind could never have done
what he did, because it would have had no motive forceto
driveit: no fear and no ambition; no pride and no lust; no
sense of duty to the vast star-strewn family of humankind.

So what was he now - and what might he become?

T'll get it dl back,’ Dathan said, uncertain asto how he knew.
'l live, and the practice of living will bring back desire, and
hope, and anxiety, and-'

Y OU might become a great sorcerer,’ said dead Hycilla, ‘with
the right guidance.’

'l never had an atom of talent,’ Dathan reminded her. That's
why I'm till dive, and you're not." He should have said, and
Hycillaisn't, but he couldn't care about such niceties.

There are exceptionsto every rule,' dead Hycillasaid. 'l adore



exceptions - and you could learn to love them too, with just a
little more practice. Y ou don't have to be bound by rulesif you
don't want to be, Dathan. Think about that, when you become
capable of wanting again. Ask yourself what a wise-dreamer
might sensibly want, in aworld such asthis. Y ou'll never know
another.’

'I'll never serve your cause,’ Dathan said. 'Never. I'll dways
betray you, because I'm aman. Mankind isal that stands
between things like you and the ultimate annihilation of every-

thing.

'Nothing sandsin theway of the ultimate annihilation of
everything,' the god of Culzacandratold him through

Hycilla. 'In the end, everything possessed of life returnsto

ar and ash and dust, and everything possessed of energy
returnsto listlessness. All that mattersis how things burn.

Not how quickly, but how. How could one delight in taking
the side of Chaos, in being Chaos, if there were no Order to
make agame of it? Where isthe spicein easy victory? Where
isthe pride, thejoy, the sense of achievement, the triumph?

| need enemies, Dathan, even morethan | need dlies. There
is nothing quite so preciousto me asatraitor. But it doesn't
work the other way around. Remember that, Dathan, when
you begin to fed again. Order cannot tolerate traitors, or
wesaklings, or maadjustment, or crestivity. Order needs
nothing but order, and calm of mind. Y ou can havethat if
that's what you decide to want, when you become capable of
wanting anything at al, but you might do better to choose
otherwise. If you choose wisdly, you might become a grester
sorcerer than Gavaon.'

‘Never,' Dathan said. That's not what | am. | am aman, no
meatter what | might have logt in the defence of my kind. | can't
and shan't become anything other than aman - and if | can't
fed, then at least I'm free from all temptation. | am no longer
corruptible.’

That's good, very good,' the being that was not Hycillasaid.
The only thing more vauable to the Ruinous Powersthan a
corruptible soul isan incorruptible one. | would wish you long
lifeif you were cgpable of it, and good luck if there were any
such thing. However, 1 do beieve you'l find that you stand a
better chance of survival if you start walking westwards.'

Dathan let go of Hydllas soft and leprous hands, and she
toppled sdeways.

No sooner had her body hit the ground than the flesh began
to melt from her bones, flowing into the rich dark soil asif it
were avid to fertilise the renewed world, eager to take part in its



forthcoming adventure in evolution.

Dathan knew that he had not been dreaming. It would take
time, he thought, to learn to dream again - and when he did,
there would be not an atom of so-called wisdom in his
dreams.

Heraised himsdf to hisfeet, and lifted hisface so that the
warm red wind could stroke his feverless cheeks. The sunwas
arteridly scarlet now that it had climbed alittle higher inthe
blood-stained sky, and it was not in the least inviting.

Even so, when Dathan set out in search of aplaceto be, he
headed eastwards rather than westwards, because he knew now
that only afool would take the word of agod. If he had been
capable of wanting anything, he reasoned, he would surely

have wanted to discover exactly what had become of the home
that he had shared with his mother - who might, if fate had

been unusudly generous, be dill dive.

There, if anywhere, would bethelogicd placeto sart hislife
over, inan orderly way.

EPILOGUE

DATHAN WOKE IIP, not having dreamed at al. He turned away
from the cryptic stare of Hycilla's Sghtless eyesto watch adawn
the colour of blood.

The disc of the haf-risen sun was crimson. In order to reach
the surface of the planet its rays had to pass through the vell
of the revitalised warpstorm aswell asthe curtain of smoke
and ash that the Imperium's bombs had thrown up. These
two tranducent barriers had mingled and merged, like two
happy children larking about together, and the gamesthey
played with the light surely should have been awonder to
behold. The whole sky was red and orange, pink and violet,
streaked with exotic rainbows and host to dancing storms -
but Dathan observed it dispassonatdly, without the least
trace of wonder.

When Dathan saw what the trailing edge of the warpstorm
Sathoragl had done to the native vegetation he toyed with the
question of whether it might not have been more interesting to
wake up alittle earlier, but he seemed to be quite incapable of
remorse or regret - or, indeed, any other emotion. The ques-
tion passed him by unanswered, as unengaging as any other
whim of theimagination.
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