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J13.M36

Terra! Holy Terra, Mother World, Terra Most High! Cradle and Throne
of Man! The Emperor’s Warchrower, the Orh of His Majesty, the Eve of
the Hewavens! Sacred Earth Herself!

So the chanson-serfs had sung as the Glory had first come into sight
of Terra, a sphere of clouded gunmetal inlaid with the silver of orbital
docks. So they had sung as the Thunderhawk gunships, their paths
latticed with laser fire, had descended through the grey veil of eloud
and glimpsed unobscured the glories of the Ecclesiarchal Palace. TTun-
dreds of verses they had sung, their minds wired together through the
commni-nets of the dozen Thunderhawks, extolling the magnificence of
this storicd and beautiful place.

By any moral standards, the Ecelesiarchal Palace was an ill-starred
place that day. It was infested with hereries and served as the lair for
a madman. But it also possessed a sacred beavty more profound than
perty concerns like moralicy, Tt was eternal, It would stand forever.,
Many believed ic had already stood there, straddling a whole continent
of ancient Terra, since the beginning of time - for the human race to
exist was unthinkable without the mocher of all cathedrals to venerate
the undving Emperor,

The Ecelesiarchal Palace stretehed from one horizon to the other.
Only the Imperial Palace, on the other side of the planet, was bigger.
Huge swathes of Terra’s surface were taken up by the two edifices. The
Cathedral of the Emperor Deified was a titanic dome, as high as a
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mountain and as broad as a city, rising far into the distance. Endless
warrens of naves, cloisters and gilded fortresses surrounded it in an or-
nate cityscape, It had canals and spaceports, mavsoleums and
crematoria, slums and mansions, It mighe as well have gone on for
ever.

The serfs” chanson continued as the Thunderhawks left long burning
contrails across the sky over the palace’s eastern sectors. The song
rurned from the magnificence of Terra and the Ecclesiarchal Palace. as
it always did, to the many glories of the men the Thunderhawks car
ried. They were not properly men in many respects, although they had
once been, long ago. The Chaprer serfs were men, but while they were
less than they had once been — subservient, with body parts removed
to make them more suitable for their tasks — the warriors aboard the
Thunderhawks were more than human. It was their livery that could
be glimpsed adorning the gunships from the battlements of the palace
as they descended, vertical engines roaring eolumns of flame, towards
the body-strewn courtyard marked out as their landing zone. A thon-
sand men lay dead in the courtvard and the eloisters surrounding ic.
Columns had been toppled to clear the zone.

Anti-aireraft fire spactered up from somewhere to the west. The sert-
pilots, hard-wired into the controls of the Thunderhawks, wrestled
their eraft between the streaks of fire. The pilots were good. The Chap-
ter had made them that way.

Twelve Thunderhawk gunships descended., one at a time, hovering
two metres above the courtyvard. Their rear ramps opened and ar-
moured figures far taller than a man leapt down, ready to fight the
instant they landed. Each gunship’s complement was an army in minia-
ture — ten warriors, cach one capable of any fight the enemy might
throw at them, as willing to hammer the enemy from afar as they were
to tear them apart face to face. Thunderhawks dropped their passen-
gers, then roared up again to bank through the tracer fire amd lend
support from the air,

Fach Thunderhawk bore the svmbaol of a golden chalice against its
purple hull. The armour of the warriors was purple, too, trimmed with

bone-white, and they all hore the chalice on one shoulder pad. They
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were Astartes, Space Marines, Angels of Death, and they were warriors
as feared as Terra was holy.

They were from the Soul Drinkers Chapter, and they had come to
free Terra.

CUNFIRE TAMMERED LOUD enough to deafen a man. Brother-Sergeant
Daenvathos backed against a ruined gargovle, a hunk of carved stone
the size of a tank, that had fallen from the eliff-high w: alls alongside.
‘Cover!” he velled into his squad’s comm-net. His fire-team, four =
more Astartes under his command, ran across the processional * &
through a rain of explosive fire and <lid into the lee of the gargoyvle. %
‘Press on!’ came Captain Garn’s voice on the all-squads channel. %
‘Cover and move! Onwards! Onwards!’ “u
The gate up ahead had been attacked before, Six times the Imperial 5
Guard of the 914th Sevayin Reavers had pushed along the 2
processional, a wide avenue flanked by monumental statues, and six ™
times they had been heaten back. The solid walls of the processional ;" ,4:
formed a valley that had funnelled them into the firing zones of the ‘
gate's defenders, and the road was strewn with bodies. The earliest
attack had been long enough ago for bones to be poking through the
rot-hlackened skin and torn khaki fatisues. The newest bodies were
atill fresh. blond wet and glistening. skin vet to bloat.
The Imperial Guard had failed. They had failed because they were
men. Men ran away, men faltered, men fell back, Astartes did not, That
was the difference, A man might have put on power armour — he might
even have hefted the boltgun or the chainsword an Astartes wielded.
But he would still be 2 man. He would still lose this battle. An Astartes
would win.
Daenyathos checked the positions of his fire-team. They were well-
drilled - he had seen to that himself. Daeny: athos did not have to give
them the order to follow him as he ducked under a hroken stone elaw
and into the open.
Fire spraved down in reply. Laser fire, mostly. Some heavy weapons,
mounted up around the cnormous gate LOWers and among the statues
crowding on the gate's lintel, Daeny: athos put his head down, holter
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clutched to his chest, and sprinted through the fire, Shots impacted
against his shoulder guards. one ringing against the side of his power
armour’s helmet, is autosenses swirled with static.

Brothers Kalvnos, Torlo, Yelt and Daggeran were behind him. They
wore the Astartes of his fire-team, his command. Each one had a
human side — a personality. quirks and habits, things that would make
them angry and things that would slide off them when other battle-
brothers would spark to anger. But in battle, they were only Astartes.
There was no room for human failings, They had a trust only an As-
cartes could have, Dacnyathos knew Daggeran would be compensating
for the bulk of his heavy bolter, barrelling along on Daenyathos’s heels.
Torlo and Yelt were joined at the hip, covering their rear and flanks.
The fire streaking back up into the murder-holes studding the gate
tower ahead was coming from Kalynos, Dacnyathos’s best shot.

Dacnvathos slid into hard cover at the base of the gate tower. The
sheer surface was impossible to seale, even to the first level of murder
holes from which smouldering gun barrels protruded. The only way
the Soul Drinkers would take the gate was to get inside, and the only
way inside was through the front door.

The rest of the Soul Drinkers force was advancing, too. Heavy
weapons squads were set up among fallen statues and chunks of ma-
sonry, swapping fire with the Frateris in the pate towers. Astartes
fire-teams were using their covering fire to converge on the various
barricaded entrances to the gate towers. Demolition chardes crupted
in crmping explasions of black carth and flame as the first squads to
reach their targets blew up the fortified doorways.

The doorway closest to Dacnyathos’s team was his target. Ie was ill-
defended compared to most, It had been used as a sally port in carlier
hattles. when the Frateris had emerged to cut down the [mperial
Guard, Tts plastee] surface was scored with las-fire.

‘In position,’ voxed Daenyathos to Garn. He received an acknowl-
edgement rune in reply, flickering against the back of his retina.
Dacnvathos looked back along the path they had come and saw Garn'’s
command pinned down, sheltering in a series of massive craters in

front of the sates as fire stitched through the road around them,
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Daenvathos would get no help
from that quarter. With the anti-
aireraft fire on the top of the
gate towers, the Thunderhawls
could not support them this
close in, cither,

‘Wo  wonder  this was  not

breached,” said Brother Torlo,
looking up at the streteh of gun-studded tower above them. ‘The
enemy has burrowed in deep.’

‘Is that desperation I hear, my brother®' said Daenvathos. “You think
we cannot enter this burrow?’

‘Nothing could be less true, brothersergeant!” snapped Torlo, a little
too quickly,

‘Then lend your words the strength of vour arm!” said Daenvathos.

Torlo took his combart knife from its sheath, holding his hul-rur SHTe
handed like a pistol. He backed a pace away from the door and rammed
a foot into the spot beneath the lock of the plasteel door. Torlo was
strong - not as strong as Daggderan, but it was enough, The door
boomed open.

Torlo velled a wordless war ery and sprayed fire from his bolter on
full-auto. Gunfire lic the inside like bursts of lightning. Torlo dived in.
knife held blade-down — an Astartes habit, to make it easier to stab
down at an enemy who did not share his great stature.

Daenyathos followed Torlo in. The fire-team did the same, Daggeran
last. covering their rear with his heavy bolter, Images came to Daeny-
athos in a flash - the tangled confines were indeed like the inside ui'lzl
burrow, narrow corridors choked with rubble and lengths of structural
girders torn from upper floors. Crude spikes sprouted from the walls,
Rolls of razor wire garlanded evervthing. The enemy wanted to make
this a ditficult place to fight through,

Torlo simply kicked his way through it, Wire snapped against the ce-
ramite of his greaves and rubble erunched under his feet. He put his
shoulder down and put his whole bulk against a wall up ahead, erashing
through it and sending its stone blocks tumbling into the room bevond.
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Daenyathos sized up all this in a moment. He saw the enemy, too, in
the levels above, crouched among the stripped-out halls where onee an
army of seribes had kept the names of those who passed through this
gate. Piles of serolls were everywhere, illuminated parchments spilling
through the holes in the floor opened up to turn the ground level into
a kill-zone.

‘Daggeran!’ velled Dacnyathos. Above us!’

The enemy opened fire. Daggeran did the same. Laser fire fell as
thick as rain and Brother Yelt fell under its weight, his armou red form
slumping against one wall. Daggeran’s heavy bolter slammed shot after
shot into the floor above and what remained of the floor disintegrated,
the explosive bolts ripping chunlks from the walls and ceiling beyond.
One enemy, already shredded by boleer fire bevond recognition, tum-
bled down in a wet red mess.

One of the Frateris sereamed. 1t was a signal. They leapt down, afraid
of Daggeran’s fire, hoping they could save themselves by fighting up

close,

Rarely. thought Daenyathos, had a sentient creature heen more

Al this Dacnyvathos saw and comprehended in the tme it took cthe

wrong. Frateris to fall to the ground level. Time slowed, as if the violence itself

weighed it down, Dacnvathos brought his bolter up and parried the

first blow from the blade as it curved dovwn towards him.

The man that leapt down at him was naked to the waist, his torso
ornate with intricate searification in the shape of the Imperial cagle,

and the haloed skull that represented the Emperor Himself. He had The Frateris's teeth were each illuminated, carved with tiny devo-
a powerful, muscular build, built for athleticism r1.'lt|1c1' ”“E” o tional images which flashed as he opened his mouth to vell another
strength. His head was shaved and the lettering of a High Gothic war-cry. His tongue was tattooed with a praver, His evelids, too. Letter
praver had been carved into his face and scalp. Around !]iﬁ wilst wias ing spiralled up the inside of his nostrils and into his ears. ITe was a
4 hali-robe of silk and velvet, embroidered with gold, On one hand walking praver boolk,
was mounted a lashlaster, a rapid-firing, short-ranged laser e Daenyathos stamped down with his front foot. It was a deliberately
In the other he held a sword with a gilded hile and a blade of inclegant move, made against an enemy that did not deserve to die a
haematite, ) handsome death, The Frateris's leg shattered below the knee and he
His image was shimmering as il through a heat haze. Daenvathos L T o T —

e this was the effect of the energy shield that surrounded him, : o
knew this was the effect of the energ hauled him off the ground.

st b a device srafted onto his spite. i _ ; 1 ‘ B ity
generated by a deviee gratte 'i| i S ” Mhe energy shicld was powerful protection against ranged fire, That
was one of the Fraceris, the army of the Eeclesiarchy, The lmperiai ’ : s |
He was one of the Frateri ; : : i was why the gate towers had continued to erawl with Frateris no mat-
emblems inscribed into his skin were works of heresy, for he fought tor

ter how much fire the Imperial Guard had poured inco chem, Bue onee
a corrupt church.
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an enemy got inside the shicld, got face o face, it was useless, A
Frateris had to rely on speed and skill at elose quarters, He could not
match an Astartes in either,

aenvathos drove the Frateris down into the floor, dropping to one
knee as he slammed the man's head into the rock. The back of his
skull caved in and blood spurted from berween his illustrated teeth.
Dacnyvathos hauled the body up again, dangling from its broken spine,
and it jerked as laser fire sizzled into it from the other Frateris leaping
down to engage.

Yelt was on his feet again and plunged a combat knife into the back
of another Frateris. The monomaolecular blade's tip appeared in the
centre of the Frateris's chest, sawing through his sternum.

The gunfire halted. Half a dozen Frateris had died in a few moments.
A bady fell from two floors up, one arm blown clean off by Daggeran’s
heavy bolter.

Yelt pulled off his helmet, one side of which had been blown apart by
laser fire, He had a grin on his seorched face.

More commaortion came from above. More Frateris moving to engage,

‘Climb,” said Daenvathos, ‘Push on. Push forwards,’

The Frateris were fanaties, Their purpose was to die for the Emperor —
they were grosshv misguided, pledged to a maniac, and they had to die.
Al of them, They would not give up.

S0 that, thought Dacnyathos, is how it is going to be,

The gunfire began onee more,

THE AT FELL four hours after the
Soul Drinkers had landed. Daceny-
athos had linked up with the other
squads that had forced their way
into [!'IL: western tower ﬂ[]d 1
they reached the top and silenced
the anti-aireraft guns, the Thunder-
hawks had swooped in and riddled

the east tower with more fire than

evient the Frateris could cope with,
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The gare was open shortly afterwards and the Sevavin Reavers marched
through the vast doors before which their friends had fallen in their
hundreds.

A short distance away, a similarly sized foree of Astartes had fought
an action of their own in capturing an arena in which passion plays
and devotional choirs had been performed for audicnces of cardinals,
These Astartes were not Soul Drinkers but Fire Hawks, from one of
the other Chapters chat had comce to Terea to end what some called the
Wars of Apostasy,

A man named Goge Vandire lived in the Eeclesiarchal Palace. Quite
where no one was sure, because the palace was too huge to be prop-
erly mapped and much of it had fallen into ruins. But he was
definitely in there. Every dav, often every couple of hours, his words
would shrick from vox-casters all over the palace as he ranted about
the corruption of the Imperinvm and how only a man of his vision
could guide it on the right path. The Guardsmen pulled down the
vox-casters whenever they found them. They had plenov of nicknames
tor Goge Vandire, but his proper title was Ecelesiarch Goge 1, 3615t
Master of the Administratum, Lord Protector Spiritual of the Tm-
perinm of Man,

Cioge Vandire had usurped the role of Ecclesiarch, and used it as the
hasis from which to become dictacor over the Imperium, The Imperial
Creed itself had huge military and naval power buailt up by previous
Ecclesiarchs, and Vandire, for all that he was demonstrably insane, had
a great skill for finding malleable commanders in the Imperial Guard
and Navv, As a result, any whim that had come to him had been exe-
cuted and there was no one to stop him, Vandire's ambition had grown
within him until it surpassed the bounds of human logic and became
insanity. [t was that insanity he wene on toinflict on the Imperium, The
random exceutions, enslavements and orbital bombings he ordercd
had sparked such religious mania that more had died to self-enforeed
pogroms and apocalyptic suicides than Vandire could have inflicted
with all the troops at his command.

He was the propagator of a moral discasc. He was an arch-heretic, an

icon of sin. He had to be destroved.
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The Adeprus Astartes, the Space Marines, had stood aloof from
Vandire's reign. They cared nothing for temporal power. They had no
interest in ruling the Imperium themselves, But enough was cnough,

The Fabricator General of Mars had sent Titan Legions and tech-
guard to bring Vandire to task. Regiments of Imperial Guard, those
not loval to Vandire, had rallied to their banner. Then the Astartes had

joined them, and Vandire's destiny was decided.

SERGEANT DAENYATIIOS ook off the helmet of his power armour and let
nut a deep breath.

Holy Terra,” he announced, “smells of gun smoke and sweat. A hint
of incense! A tang of spilt fuel! That is the stink of sacredness, hroth-
ers! Was there ever a stench so holv?’

“What need have we of chansons and seribes,” said Brother Torlo,
‘when we have such a poet for g sergeant

Daenvathos’s fire-team had mustered with the rest of Captain Garn's
command in the rear areas set up by the Imperial Guard just beyond
the gates. Here the palace was in the form of enormous cloisters with
ceilings so high it sometimes rained inside. Ancient censers, long dry
of incense, hung from shadowed, vaulted ceilings supported by enor-
mous colummns. The Imperial Guard had set up tents and ammunition
dumps., an engineer station to receive the tanks and a medical station
with a hundred bloodstained beds.
The commanders had selected a
side chapel to serve as their do-
[‘E]El‘lﬂ.. \'k'ill] Mnests [1f VOX-CAasler
- wires trailing through the gilded
doors.

The Astartes staved apart from

the Imperial Guard, The Guard

them had never seen an Astartes
in the flesh before this hactle and
cven  the scasoncd and  grim

amongst them could do little but

were in awe of them — most of
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stare at the Space Marines, To chem, an Astartes was an aberration,
sight that could barely fit in their minds. They were human in form,
but not human = too tall, too muscolar, too deadly in every aspect and
maorion,

The Soul Drinkers gathered and praved. They made their wargear
rites, cleaning cheir guns and armour, reciting baccle-drills to keep
their minds honed, This was not rest — it was preparcdness, A Space
Marine did not rest.

A few of them, those who had made notable kills in the battle, were
permitted to erack open the skulls of their vietims and take the brain
material from inside, A quirk of the Soul Drinkers' gene-seed had ren-
dered the organ in their stomachs, the omophagaca, unusually
sensitive, and as a result the genetic memories they could absorb had
powerful emaotional and spiritual resonances. It was a religious obscr-
vance, then, for a Soul Drinker to swallow a gobber of that bloody pink
mass, and to experience the memories and sensations that streamed
from it.

Pains were taken to ensure the Imperial Guard did not witness this
ritual. A Guardsman was morally simplistic, and could not be trusced
to see the blood rites of the Adeptus Astartes and not come to o wiy-
ward conclusion,

Vandire had surrounded himself with men as insane as himself, After
recruitment, the Frateris were first broken down, their humanicy and
personality stripped avway, and then they were built back up again wich
the Imperial Creed the whole of their consciousness, When they closed
their eves, they saw Goge Vandire, When they opened them, they saw
enemics that Vandire desired dead.

Sothelin, Daenvathos’s novice, found him through the erowds and ac-
tiviey of the cloister, *My brother,” said the novice, "Have vou deeds to
record?’

The novice wore the semi-armour that other Chaprers gave to their
seouts, In che Soul Drinkers, novices did not serve as scouts in the
ficld. Instead. they carned cheir understanding of war through atrend-
ing on their more senior brothers, and learning from them the

example of what it meant to be an Astartes. Socheling wich his sharp
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eves and quick hands, was easy to reach. Perhaps he would be judged
fit to become a full braother. Perhaps not,

‘None of any note,” replied Dacnvathos, “It is not the deeds we ac-
complish, novice, that make us what we are, It is what we learn. If vou
wish to pen another line in the chanson of Dacnyathos's deeds. note
that he came to understand our foe a lictle more.”

I shall, rothersergeant,” said Sothelin, And what, pray, did yvou
learn?’

“That we shall be trivmphant,” said Daenvathos. “What greater truth
is there than this?”

Sothelin wrote with a quill on the data-slate he held, glowing green
words in Low Gothie streaming across the screen.

Kalynos clapped Daenvathos on one shoulder pad. “The brothers wish
vou to lead their rites,” he said. *Our aim was good this day. We would

preserve ic’
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“Take the rites, Brother Kalvnos, said Dacnvachos, ‘I is not your aim
vou wish to attend to, There is nothing wrong with how you shoot,
Rather, vour spiritual understanding is lacking. The hours vou spent
running bolter drills should have been shared with meditation and
study of the Chapter seriprures. The rites shall be your responsibilicy
from now on'

Serv well, brother,” said Kalvnos,

Kalymos took the other three bactle-brothers of Daenvathos's fire-
team and knelt with them. They laid their bolters and Daggeran's
heavy bolter on the ground and commended the machine-spiric of cach
gun for its service, offering it acknowledgement and the spilling of
encmy blood in recurn for further service. So much of the Chapter's
life was tied up in such things, in the minutiae of ritual, [t was what
held the Soul Drinkers together. Without them, the Soul Drinkers
would just be mere soldiers,

Across the cloisters, Daenyvathos saw Captain Garn and Colonel
Racalar of the Sevavins heading for the chapel. They were in conver-
sation, probably coordinating the next stages of the attack. This pause
would not last more than a few hours, only enough for the rearward
area to be properly set up before the Guard and the Astartes were on
the move,

Ahead of the cloisters lay the Tomb of Maleador, Maleador the Sig-
illite was not buried there, of course, but somehow this part of the
palace had acquired his name and was now treated as if Maleador in-
deed lay there in state. The tomb was a warren. and by all acecounts the
Frateris and Vandire's own bodvguard, the Brides of che Emperor, had
fortified it at every junction and bottleneek, It would be brutal, Many
Imperial Guard would die. A few Soul Drinkers, too, The Fire Hawks
were already pushing forwards to flank the tomb and cut off reinforee-
ments from reaching its defenders. The thud of distant explosions
sounded every now and again through the stone of the walls and floor,

Something else caught Daenvachos's attention. A group of Sevavin
soldiers were sicting and singing, as drunk soldiers would exeept no
drink seemed to be flowing, They were toasting one of their number -

which one, Daenyathos could not be sure,
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‘He does not fear!” eried one. *This man, this more than a man! He
looked the Grand Gorebeleher of Charadon in the face and he did not
talter!”

‘He was made a prisoner of Lord Druvan the Foul,” exclaimed an-
other. ‘and when he returned he was carrving the Foul One’s hide!”

AWe cannot fail while he still lives!” came another voice in agreement.
‘Not when he who fought from Chiros to Janna is with us! He rode
twenty thousand kilometres to slit the throat of the Desert King! He
beat a bloody tune on the skull of Cardinal Borean!”

Thev cheered as one, and Daenyathos understood this was their rit-
ual, a erude approximation of an Astartes’s devotions which helped
re-order their minds after battle.

Daenyachos approached them. The first to notice him seemed to grow
smaller as Dacnyathos eame near. The others stopped their celebrations
and just turned to wateh him. Daenyvathos was head and shoulders taller
than the biggest of them, and twice as broad in his armour. His shaven
head, though still relatively vouthful for an Astartes, had enough scars
of war to mark him out as a veteran experienced bevond any of them.

*Of which man,’ said Daenvathos, ‘do you speak?’

They were silent for a long moment. Thev looked Daenvathos up and
down, at the gilded chalice on his shoulder pad. and the cagle wronght

into the ceramite of his breastplate and the triangular campaign mark-
ing o1 one greave,

Tidelion,” said one of them,

‘Fidelion!” said another. *The greatest soldier that ever lived! Every-
one on Sevavin knows his name,’

‘Is he here now?’ asked Daenvathos.

‘He is! He killed four Frateris with as many blows. He even has the
head of a Bride.”

Where is he?’

One of the Sevavins turned and pointed towards one of the pillars.
There a small camp had been set up — a bivouae, a fire, a few tins of
supplies and ammunition.

Dacnyathos left the soldiers and headed for the pillar, A single Guards-

man sat there on an ammo erate by the fire, heating a tray of corpse
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rations. His lasgun leaned against the pillar behind him. The soldier
wore a fatigue vest and trousers, his arms bare, They were covered in
tattoos forming tally marks, which went under his vest across his torso
and back. His face was long and thin, his hair pale, He had evidently run
out of space on his chest for all his medals — instead. he had threaded
them onto his dog tags or pinned them to the helt of his fatigues. Some
commendations hung from the stock and barrel of his lasgun.

“You are Fidelion, said Daenvathos,

The man looked up. He only had one eve. The other was a bionic -
not a fine device such as Kalynos had been fitted with in the Chapter
forges, Instead, the soldier’s was a relatively crude hinnic fitted to a
steel plate that took up half his forchead,

1am,” he said.

Fidelion was the first man Dacnyachos had ever met who could mee
the gaze of an Astartes. He did not falter, just as the soldiers had said.
He regarded Daenyvathos as he might any other soldier.

‘T have heard vou are a hero.’

‘I have been called chat,” said Fidelion. ‘1 am fortunate my brother

soldiers have named me such,”
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‘There is no fortune in a soldier's fate,” replied Dacnyarhos, “He
malies it for himself.

“Then | have made for myself quite a fate.” said Fidelion, *1 have
earned myself the chance to die on Holy Terra. How many Guardsmen
can say that? Hardly any since the Heresy, I'd wager.”

“You have come here to die?’

| have come here to fight. Because [was ordered to)” Fidelion poked
at his rations, which were starting to sizele on the fire, "The same as
vou and all the rest of these men, We are all soldiers here, Ultimately,
wie are all the same.”

‘1 do noe think yvou are the same as the rest of these Guardsmen,’
said Dacnvathos, waving a gauntlet at the other Sevavins resting or
cleaning their weapons. “They all but worship vou,’

You scem unusually interested, Astartes, in the affairs of 4 mere
man,” replied Fidelion. He said it without malice, as he stirred the
corpse rations. They were a grim stew of protein and nutrients. The
Cuardsmen took delight in propagating the story that they really were
made of corpscs,

T am interesced in the gualities of someone others call a hero,” said
Daenyathos. *“The men say vou killed Lord Drouvan, and wore his skin.’

Fidelion shrugged. Tt was cold,” he said.

“Why do they sav the things they do®? What is it that makes vou stand
apart® Dacnyathos knelt so he towered only a shore distance over Fi-
delion. e was more carnest now. The looks in the Guardsmen’s eves
as they spoke of Fidelion had ignited a curiosity in him he did not fully
understand.

1 am not scared,” said Fidelion. ‘1 am not gripped by the fear that
malies men do stupid things, Fven when the enemy is great, Ido not
forget that fleeing from them is usually more dangerous than standing

to fight, And T remember why | am fighting. There are powers greater
than | who have sent me to kill in the Emperor's wars. | have faith my

fighting will do His will. T take comfort in praver and in the fact that
my lasgun hasn't burned out on me vet. | suppose that is all.’

Aond normal men are not like this?

Alas,” said Fidelion, ‘they are not.
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Tue Fige 1hweks, Soul Drinkers and Sevavin Reavers were part of the
thrust into the southern regions of the Eeclesiarchal Palace. This was
primarily a diversion, as was the capture and fortification of the
Greigorian Basilica by the Imperial Fists. The killing blows, the com-
manders of the assault believed, would come either from the wesowards
attack by the tech-guard and Titans of the Adeprus Mechanicus, or
the drop-pod attack the Black Templars Chapter would soon launch on
the Cathedral of the Emperor Deified,

The Fabricator General of the Mechanicus, Gascaph Hedriacix,
believed he had been promised the honour of taking Vandire's
head, as did Marshal Kephalon of the Black Templars. The diver-
sions were intended to draw the palace defenders awayv from the
cathedral and the Ecclesiareh’s audience chamber, thought the
most likely locations of Vandire himself. The Imperial Guard were
essential in this, for while an Astartes was valuable, a Guardsman
who fell would rarely be missed. They were perfect for the suicidal
charges against fortifications which kept the Frateris and Brides
occupicd until the Astarces could brealk chem., The Guardsmen died
in their thousands, Iving riddled with las-fire and bullets in orna-
mental gardens and the naves of grand chapels, or floating in
red-tinged reflecting pools. It was a bloody fight, but then that was
half the point.

=, THE BATTLE AROUND Dacnyathos
. J 3 " unfolded, ohserved with the
A dispassionate side of his mind.
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possessed another side — the same side that had wanted o disseet the
heroism of Fidelion, the side that now saw the battle for the Tomb of
Maleador as o pattern of probabilitics,

The tomby itself was a massive slab of veined and multicoloured mar-
ble housed in a vast vault, shafts of filmy light falling from its
stained-glass ceiling. It was a baroque horror, covered in stone seroll-
work and golden statues, a hundred clashing stvles and competing
additions piled on top of one another so the tomb looked encrousted
with gilded barnacles, Groups of statues covered the ground around it
too — bishops of onyx and jade entreating the tomb for blessings, pros-
trate nobles in garb of porphyry and agate.

The tomb had been fortified by the Brides of the Emperor, Barricades
strung between statues were hung with razor wire. Chunks of rock-
crete blocked the few pathwayvs large enough for a tank. The Brides,
half-glimpsed in their blond-red armour, fired from the cover of the
tomh's decoration. Had it not been for the streals of bolter fire and
missile contrails shricking from their hiding places, they would have
been invisible among the gilt and sculpture.

The Imperial Guard went in first. They ran across the tomb's hinter
land, through the rains of fire. Thev died in great numbers. The place
might not have housed the body of Malcador, but it served as the maua-
soleum of thousands of Guardsmen in the first fow minutes of the
assanlt,

Daenyvathos, his fire-team erouched in the cover of a jade eardinal,
watched each wave foreing their way closer to the tomb, Thev serab-
hled over razor wire and dived behind fallen statues, each pace
thinning them out until they were cowering among the rubble in ones
and twos. Some risked their lives dragging wounded comrades into
cover. Others lav in whimpering heaps, oblivious to anything around
them,

Another wave went forwards, officers velling orders to foree the men
om, Thev died. too, bue in fractionally fower numbers, the carpet of
hodies becoming cover in its own right. An officer drew his sword and
pointed to the tomb, erving out a desperate praver. He was shot down,

but the men around him advanced.
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The purpose of this carnage was noc to Kill any Brides of the Emperor.
In cover, heavily armoured as they were, the las-fire that fell amongse
them would be lucky to fell a handful. Inscead. the Guardsmen were
there as a diversion within a diversion, While the Brides were shooting
at them, they were not shooting at the Astartes. Bloody mathematics
ran through Dkenvathos's mind, and he saw it would work.

Astartes! Onwards!” came Captain Garn's voice over the vox,

Follow, brothers!” ordered Daenvathos to his fire-team, and ran.

The Soul Drinkers followed the thinning line of Guardsmen, Daeny-
athos led his team between fallen statues and bullet-ridden shrines. He
saw fields of fire overlapping and ducked into the gaps between them,
He had picked out a route for himself already and followed it closely,
ignoring the barricades and their razor wire which he and his squad-
mates erashed through with case.

Dving Guardsmen eried to them for help as they passed. Bodices were
crushed beneath their armoured weight. The Soul Drinkers ran on,

Ay
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and Iw the time the Brides of the Emperor turned their fire on the As-
tartes they were already too close.

Daenyathos passed into the shadow of the tomb, He could see the
Brides now — they wore power armour, too, but they were not aug-
mented like an Astartes and they were physically smaller. Their armour
was painted red, with the symbols of the Ecelesiarchy picked out in
gold. They went barcheaded and Dacnvathos noted the unfamiliar fea-
turcs of a4 woman on cach of them. They carried holeers, hlazing
full-auto, and Dacnvathos could hear the sound of chainblades churn-
ing.

The Soul Drinkers made it to the tomb, The assault squads, with
their jump packs, hurtled up on columns of fierv exhaust o land
among the structures of the tomb's upper surface. Dacnyathos and
his fellow fire-teams hit the lower edge of the tomb, elambering up
among the statwary to get behind the Brides’ cover and fight them
toe to o,

Dacnyathos swung himself up onto a gilded chariot, its horses
sculpted in full gallop, A Bride was crouched behind it, her eves nar-
rowing as she saw the Astartes reaching the tomb. She raised her
bolter but Daenyvathos vaulted over the chariot and erashed into her,
knocking her hack. She batted his bolter aside wicth her own hefore
he could shoot and reached out a hand to grab his throat.

Daenyathos caught her wrist in his hand and twisted. The shoulder
joint of her armour popped, the red shoulder pad with its golden rosc
symbol slipping down, The Bride grimaced. Daenyathos forced a knee
up into her midriff, his weight on her knocking her to the floor under
neath him.

He slammed her head against the surface of the tomb, blood from
her scalp spattering across the marhle,

e will not break,” she hissed through bloody teeth, “We will not
run., This is the Emperor’s will'

Dacoyathos forced his gun out of her grip, pushed the barrel up
against her chin, and fired.

So that, he thought, was the wav it was going to be,
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ARCHANGELSK, BEING A gas giant, was a difficult world to kill,

The principles behind its descruction were well theorised, but had
never been tested, 1o was rarcly feasible to spend the resourees of the
Exterminatus in a mere experiment, to see if it would work, The Ingui-
sition had been compelled to wait until a suitably forlorn world came
to light before this form of the Exterminatus could receive its firse de-
ployvment.

The doom of Archangelsk took the form of several enormous
spheres, loaded up into the belly of an Astartes strike cruiser like cggs
in the belly of a spacebound monscer. Each one contained two parts of
an antimateer compound that, the tech-prieses insisted, when com-
bined would annihilate one another to ereate a complete void in which
neither space nor time existed. These voids would exist only for a tiny

fraction of a sceond, too small for all but the most ancient cogitators

to measure. Almost instantly, realicy would collapse around each void,
and it was this collapse, this shocking implosion, that would sound
the death knell for Archangelsk,

The implosion, when triggered near the centre of Archangelsk's
miass ner its rocky core, would send shockwaves through the gas giant
strong enough to throw off the outer lavers of gas. These lavers were
commposed of toxie gases locked in endless electrical storms, in which
were suspended billions of chunks of rock. ice, captured space debris
and other detritus. The outer lavers would roar outwards in a terrible

A
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toxic storm which would then engult
the nineteen moons of Archangelsk. : Y
Seven of these moons were inhabited, frresy afier the invalvement of the
three of them heavily, and among  Sew Drinderes.

their populations had taken roor che
heresy thar was the Frernal Coil, {*

The Eternal Coil had begun as a
watchword for enlightenment, and
ended as a curse. Its first members
were the scholars of Archangelsk’s uni-
versities who, without the oversight of
i permanent  Adeptus Mechanicus
prescence. had began experimenting in
matters thev should have shunned.
One of them - nome now claimed to
linow whio — discovered a grave secret,
a hidden truch about beings chat lived
in the winds of the gas giant. This, it
turned out, was a metaphor o de-
seribe the beings that lived in the
wirp, separated from reality just as the storms of Archangelsh sepa-
rated the interior of the gas giant from human exploration.

The Eternal Coil was founded to communicate with hbeings bevond
reality. They thought they would find glorics and seerers bevond
human understanding. Tragically, they were right.

The members of the Eternal Coil had to die before their heresy was
exported from Archangelsk to pollute the ITmperinm at large, And die
they would, their bodies stripped to the bone by the razorsharp wind
that would strealk through their cities, their home eroded to searred
stumps where once-mighey hives had stood. Archangelsk had been g
centre of great wisdom and learning. The population would learn, in
the moments before their deaths, thar they should have remained ig-
norant.

Before the Exterminatus could be launched, the orbical defence

platforms in Archangelsk’s upper armosphere had to be caprured
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from the hercties of the Frernal Coil. That was where the Soul

Drinkers came in.

Tk FirsT st Dacnyathos had of Archangelsk was the peach-coloured
mass boiling through the platform’s viewports as he shouldered npen
the side of the drop-pod and shot his first heretic of the dav.

‘Move!” velled Dacnvathos, and the nine brothers of his squad vauleed
from the pod around him, chainblades ready and whirring. Each As-
tartes worce the mark of Daenvathos’s squad on one knee pad — a book
pierced by a lightning bolt, Daenvathos’s personal heraldry.

Brother Yelt, Dacnvathos’s sergeant. ler the newer battle-brochers
wet their swords first. They fell among the cultists, who had been com-
pletely caught by surprise by the drop-pod smashing in through the
roof of their makeshift termple, Each cultist was a work of art, mijestic
in flowing red sillis that wavered in the minimal gravioe like the fronds
of sea ereatures. Daenyathos saw the one he had just shot being bi-
sected by a chainblade, another being beheaded with a flick of the
wrist. Cultists leapt out of the way, sailing up towards the ceiling of the
enormous dimly-lit room. or serabbling like spiders up the handholds
maounted on the walls,

Yelt ran in and despatched another cultist with his power fist, the
foree slamming the man clean across the room to impaet againse the
far wall in a vermilion burst,

Daenvathos took stock of their location. Intelligence on the platform
had been slight — the Soul Drinkers had known only that the Eternal
Coil held it in great numbers and that the gravity was harely present,
hence the magnetic clamps anchoring every Soul Drinker's feet to the
floor, The area his squad had breached had once been a cargo hold, he
guessed, a chamber of chasmic proportions and poor lighting. The
Eternal Coil had turned it into a cathedral of death. The handholds he
had glimpsed on the walls were not handholds at all but naked human
bodies bolted to the walls = hundreds of them, covering the walls and
ceiling. their arms free to wave in the low gravity as if a vast dead-eved
crowd were applauding. A cairn of severed heads was tied down to the

top of a stepped pyramid erected at the far end of the chamber.
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Twenty or so cultists were reduced to fifteen in the first seconds of
the assault. The survivors returned fire, their mouths opening
grotesquely wide and gun barrels emerging like metal tongues, Gun-
fire hammered across the temple, the Soul Drinkers” bolt pistols
blasting cultists against the walls or sending them cartwheeling
through the air. Yelt grabbed one as he tried o leap up the ceiling,
hauling him down by one ankle and crunching his power fist through
the cultist's ribcage. Blood drops spraved from the ruptured torso, a
thin mist of it billowing as if through water.

Daenvathos jumped out of the drop-pod and ran for cthe cairn atop
the pyramid. He knew. without having to think about it, that the
cultists were not the danger here. They were chattel, vermin, They
were less than nothing. Yelt and the battle-brothers could handle
them,

Daenvathos focused on a rune projected against his retina, and che

magnetic plates on the soles of his feet deactivated. He leapt towards
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the pyramid, twisting his bodv to adjust his path as he arced up to-
wards the cairn, His power sword leapt to life in his hands, the energy
field around its obsidian blade flickering angrily.

The thing in the cairn reacted before Daenvachos could land. The
eyves of the severed heads opened and turned to focus on the Astartes
falling towards them. They shifted. and suddenly thev were not a
random heap of trophies but a hundred heads clustered around the
shoulders of 2 brute higger than any Space Marine. It clambered out
of the pyramid, revealing o massive chest branded with a stylised
skull. Its arms ended in claws, like those of a giant erab but plated in
bronze and studded with gemstones, The lower half of its body was
that of a muscular worm, thousands of writhing legs protruding from
a maggat-like abhdomen.

The mouths opened and sereamed. Two hundred eves wept blood, A
claw swept up to meet Dacnyathos,

Daenvathos twisted aside and the elaw slammed shut beside him. He
was tumbling now, uncontrolled, and he fell against an upper step of
the pyramid. The claw arrowed down at him and Dacnvathos swatted
at it with his power blade, using the force of the discharging power
field to shunt himself aside. The beast reared up and vomited a torrent
of burning gore over him.

Daenvathos rolled away. but the blood showered him. He could hear
it hissing against his armour, eating away at che ceramice of his breast-
plate and right arm. The foul smell of it burning came in waves from
the steaming blade of his power sword. It spactered against the eve-
picces of his helmet, turning evervthing red.

He fired off half a magazine from his bole pistol, certain he could
sce craniums bursting through the haze, But it had so many heads. He
couldn’t shoot them all.

Another shape fell cowards the beast — Brother Sothelin, who had only
recently left novicehood behind to pursue the Doctrines of Assault as a
full hattle-hrother. The claw caughe him in the midriff and the other
snapped shut on Sothelin's leg. The Soul Drinker was hauled into che
beast's many mouths and Sothelin half-disappeared into the mass of

heads, his armour coming apart as the mouths chewed through him,
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[t was a daemon, this monster. A thing from bevond reality - from
the dimension of the warp. The Eternal Coil had sacrificed millions
on the moons of Archangelsk. They had mutilated and burtchered. They
had commanded citizens to murder cheir families, and talen the most
tranmatised to their cathedrals and corture gardens to transtorm them
into more cultists. And through all the suffering and shedding of
blood, they had summoned this thing into reality.

Dacnyathos powered off the step towards the daemon’s heads. He
kicked one head off its stubby neck as he erashed into the dacmon. He
holstered his bolt pistol and grabbed Sothelin's arm, vanking him out
of the mess. Sothelin had left a fleshy erater where he had carved
about with his chainsword even as he was being torn apart. His ruined
body tumbled away,

Dacnyathos rammed his power sword into the hole left by Sothelin.
Blood hissed and sizzled. He felt muscle and hone parting.

Sothelin retained just enough consciousness to understand how they
would Kill this thing, Wich his remaining arm, he unhooked o melta-
bomb from the clip on his waist and flicked it towards Daenyathos.

Dacnyathos caught the melta-bomb, a hefty evlinder covered in mag-
netie elamps for affixing it to enemy vehicles. He twisced his blade and
opened up a hole in the daemon. Daenvathos could see green-black
tendons splitting across bones covered in tiny gnashing mouths,

He rammed the melta-bomb into the hole and twisted the handle,
arming it. He powered off the daemon again. the pulpy mass of the
ruined heads tryving to suck his feet back in.

A claw reached up. Daenyathos held up his blade and rammed it be-
tween the two sides of the claw, forcing it open before it could close
across his torso. The daemon was strong, The power field of the sword
tflashed as it discharged againse cthe claw, ripping out chunks of bronze
and revealing the bones beneath,

The melta-bomb detonated. A sphere of intense heat swelled inside
the daemon’s throats, Bone scorched and flesh bubhbled. Flaming
heads fell like burning fruit from a tree. The claw's grip slackened
and Dacnvathos wrenched ic open, dropping back towards the pyra-
mid.
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The dacmon’s remaining heads bellowed, and in that sound Daeny-
athos could hear the angnish of all those who had died to summeon it
here. The rest of the squad were upon it now, leaping through the haze
of blood and charred bone. Their chainblades ripped through a neck at
every stroke and the heads were falling again, still sereeching, their faces
torn with hate as they tumbled across the cathedral, Daenvathos leapt
up and joined them, slicing about him with abandon. Dacmon flesh
camc apart beneath him. Sundered faces loomed through the red gloom,

Picce by picce the daemon was torn apart and after what fele like
hours of butchery, its body fell dead across the upper steps of the pyra-
mid. It was Yele who probably dealt the killing blow, forcing open its
chest and tearing out its heart with his power fist,

The only sound now in the chamber was the faint hiss of blood
droplets spattering against the wall and breaking into ever-smaller

ruby spheres.
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‘Sothelin®' said Daeovathos,

‘He's alivie, captain,” came Yelt's reply. He stood over Sochelin, who had
come to rest where one wall met the floor. Sothelin was tangled among
the limbs of the bodies fastened to the wall = he looked like he was one
of them, dead and pinned there long ago by the Erernal Coil. One arm
was withered away to nothing, just a stump of bone poking from pitted
ceramite. Half his helmet was gone and there was gory pulp inside,

Make him secure. Our orders are to link up with Garn’s foree in the
engine complex. Apothecary Corallis can tend to him there,”

The assault squad gathered around Sothelin, making sure his bleed-
ing was stemmed and reading off the vital signs from his armour. A

man would have died. Sothelin was not a man. He would live.

Carn’s poRcE Hab made similarly swilt headway against the Eternal Coil
members holding the engine complex, the largest scetion of the or-
hital station. There they had found coult sorcerers, wielding
emerald-studded skulls that vomited waves of green magic at the Soul
Drinkers. They had been shot down, their witcheraft countered by the
presence of Librarian Askelon who had scorched their minds with his
own psyehic powers,

The Soul Drinkers mustered around Garn's position, among the
great plasma turbines that kept the station aloft. Sceam escaped from
the ill-maintained pipes, ereating a warm, humid mist that bathed the
whole scetion, and cawsing a steady oily rain to fall as it condensed.
The Eternal Coil dead had been gathered into heaps by the time
Dacnyvathos and his assault squad arrived. carrving Sothelin, Apothe-
ary Corallis set to tending to him immediacely, injeeting metabolic
stabilisers and ordering the Chapter serfs with him to apply trauma
packs to Sochelin’s wounds.

‘He was my noviee,” said Daenvathos as he watched Corallis working,
Years ago. On Terra)”

‘I have read yvour chanson,’ replied Corallis, not lnoking up as he re-
moved Sothelin's breaseplate. Talf Sothelin's chest was pockmarked as
it by acid, the marks of hundreds of mouchs. "He was a privileged
brother to have witnessed such things.”
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Not much of a lvricist, though,” said Dacnyvachos, Sothelin's chanson
had been dry and tedious, even for Daenyathos whose exploits it
recorded, He was a fine Astartes, in his way, He never questioned. He
never doubeed.”

‘Blessed is the mind,” said Corallis, The saving was so familiar he
didn’t need to finish it Blessed is the mind oo sl for doube,

Wil he fight again®” asked Daenvathos.

It is possible,” replied Corallis, ‘but not likely, This arm is too far
dgone for regular hionics. The shoulder, this half of the ribeage, prob-
ably this side of the pelvis, too, It will all have to be replaced. The
Chapter artificers may be able to do something with him, If they do so,
and there proves to be no brain damage from the head wounds, then
Brother Sothelin will take the field again, Otherwise, ..’

Adain, Corallis did not need to finish the sentence. It was rare
that a Soul Drinker was permanently maimed rather than killed,
and to a degree thae could not be remedied with bionies, Some-
times, if such an Astartes was a valued hero of the Chapeer, he would
be interred in one of the Dreadnought bodies the Chapter pos-
sessed, half life-support svstem, half machine of war. Otherwise they
would be relegated to life as a Master of Serfs, monitoring and com-
manding the Chapter’s unaugmented servanes, It was a grim end,
Nooone relished being denied bactle, or being compelled to spend
lifc among those who could never match up to the standards of an
Astartes,

‘1 doube, then, anvone will write a chanson for Brother Sothelin
here,” said Dacnyathos.

Terhaps,” said Corallis, ‘this is where his chanson will begin,” There
was not enough convietion in his words to suggest the chances were
very good. One of the Chapter serfs began to remove the dead flesh
around the stump of Sothelin’s arm with a medi-las, and Daenyvathos
turned to rejoin his assault squad,

‘Captain Daenvathos,” came an unfamiliar voice, Dacnvathos saw a
figure approaching = no taller than a normal man, he was far shoreer
than an Astartes, but he carricd with him enough presence to make

himsell noticed among the giants. He wore a suit of bespolc
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carapace armour, resembling the ornate place armour that might be
found on a backwards world, but with a personal field generator built
into the chest in the form of a stvlised T A cloak of red velvet
trimmed with ermine fell from his shoulders and he carried an ivory-
headed walking cane Daenvathos guessed concealed a power blade,
He had a long, dark, learned face with jet-black eyves and a prominent
nose. The shoulder-mounted bolt pistol built into his armour tracled
for targets constantly.

Inguisitor,” said Daenyathos,

Inquisitor Kaveda bowed slightlv *TF T may? He gestured towards the
back of the engine seetion, where blast doors led into a command
ro.

Dacnyathos followed Kaveda through the doors, away from the other
Soul Drinkers. It was Kaveda who had requested the Soul Drinkers ac-
company him to Archangelsk - he technically had authority here,
although Dacnvachos knew he would not be in a hurry to challenge
Captain Garn.

‘The day has been a fine one for war, | understand,’ said Kaveda as
the pair entered the command room. Cne side of the room was taken
up with windows affording a wonderful view of Archangelsk, its strati-
fied gas lavers giving way to black space. Light reflected from the
svstem’'s sun bathed the room in a peach-coloured light.

‘One of my brothers was lost,” said Dacnyvathos. ‘He was avenged, but
the anger remains.’

‘1 am sorry to hear of it,” replied Kaveda smoothly: ‘I am led to believe
that-'

Te was a daemon,’ said Daenvathos. ‘We are not superstitious hivers,
inguisitor. We can speak of such things.”

‘Cood, Then vou will understand my interest. An inguisitor must be
a scholar upon the subject of his foes. The Erernal Coil certainly has
the capacity to summaon such foul things from the warp but I had not
uncovered any evidence they had done so.”

It was a beast with many heads,” said Dacnvachos, "Huge, and
clawed. It was brought forch from beneath a pile of human heads in a

chamber lined with corpses.’
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Ad” Kaveda nodded in understanding. *The Two Hundred Eves. [t
has been mendioned in the texts the Coil’s pricss dictaced. An abom-
ination indeed.”

These davs are dark ones.” replicd Dacnvathos.

‘S0 dark ome wonders whenee the light shall shine. It was onlv after
Vandire's fall that T and my colleagues understood what corruptions
had been left unchecked during his reign. There shall be many more
Eternal Coils, many more Archangelsks, before the threar of the Great
Enemy subsides.’

Daenvathos regarded Kaveda for i moment. Inquisitors were more
often spoken of than actually scen and though the Chapter had en-
countered them during Daenvathos’s service as a Soul Drinker, he had
never been face to face with one of these mythical men. He had ex-
pected a4 man much given to oratory, and he had not been

disappointed. but Kayeda seemed sincere enough in what he said,
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The Soul Drinkers had come to Archangelsk because Kaveda had
begged them. He had not thrown himself prostrate before the Chaprer
Master, not elasped his knees and sobbed. He had. instead, signed a re-
guest with a drop of his own blood and knelt briefly as he presented it
to Chapter Master Argurath. For an inquisitor, it was a spectacular
abasement.

“The Great Enemy will never subside,” said Daenvathos, recalling the
words of the Chaplains who had lectured him as a noviee, *[t will never

be defeated. To fight it is not to seek victory, but to seck battle. This

=1 s its own reward when it comes to fighting the Dark Powers. To fight
L them is vietory in itself.’
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You speak of Chaos.” said Kaveda, There was a shv, sideways look 1o
him now,

Of eourse,’

T do noc.”

“Then what enemy is it vou Hght? asked Daenvathos, He tensed in-
wirdly. Though Kaveda was a servant of the Emperor, as were the Soul
Dirinkers, he was still an outsider and Daenvathos did not crulv know
the man.

‘Think on this, brother,” said Kaveda, “What if there were a foe that
surrounded us, that was evervwhere that the Tmperium reaches® One
who knew our every secret and all our weaknesses. One who had infil-
trated every world, every ship of the Navye and every regiment of the
Guard, One that would only stop hounding us when we hecame ex.
rinet.’

Daenyathos looked at Kaveda for a moment. He noticed for the first
time the deep lines of age around Raveda’s eves and che tubes that
snaked up from his armour under the skin of his neck - juvenat treat-
ment, he thought, There was no sayving how old Raveda actually was,
As an inquisitor, he could demand the best and rarest medical treat-
ments to extend his life, Was he a hundred® Three hundred? Older®

“You speak,” said Daenvathos, ‘of the human race.”

“The human race!” said Kaveda with a smile. *There is no greater
threat to the Imperium than the humans ic rules. You and T stand apart
from them. Captain Daenvathos. We are their shepherds, their protec-
tors, But think about the risk they pose! There are more of them than
of us. Trillions more! And they are evervwhere! If vermin like the Erer
nal Coil can proliferace, the Tmperium will lose control of the human
race as those ignorant citizens begin to realise the possibilities that lic
bevond! They will be seduced by power and pleasure. They will fall to
fear, and turn to madness and anarchy, They will tear down the Tme
perium if we let them!

‘But the Soul Drinkers do not fight the people of the Imperiam.”
said Daenvathos. *Only when they rebel, or when they turn to some
dark power, do we fight, And we fight against the xenos, too, These

are the foes that threaten the Imperivm, surelvy’
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b, bur caprain, thae is just my point! Why do we fight the alien®
Ofren it is 50 he will not poison our people against us, But even when
the xenos is just interested in killing, does not the ultimate threat
stem from the Imperium’s own people? It is not the predations of the
xenos that will do us the most harm, but the madness and secession
caused by the fear of the xenos! Far more damage will be done in this
way than the alien could do on his own. So even when we fight the
alien, it is to stave off the threat from the Imperium’'s citizens.'

And things like the Two Hundred Eves? Enemics from bevond?’

You are too clever an individual to spealk so obtusely, Captain Daeny-
athos,” said Kaveda, *The Two Hundred Eves would not have even been in
this universe if the Eternal Coil had not summoned it — the Coil, whose
members were nothing more than oxvgen firmers or hive workers until
thev chose to turn to the Dark Powers. And the horror and fear surround-
ing a dacmon unleashed are far greacer than the devastation even the Tao
Hundred Eyves could wreak.”

‘Bo we ourselves are the enemy?’ said Daenvathos, anger tinting his
words.

‘Wo,  brother,”  said
Kayeda. “We are not mere
men. You are an Astartes
and [ am an inguisitor. We
have strengeth of mind
that the masses do not.
That allows us to under-
stand who the true enemy
is, and to fight it. That is
why it must fall to us to
rule and defend the Im-
perium, because if i fell
to the citdzens of its

worlds the enemy would

have won and the Tm-
perium would tear icself

apare.’

|
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‘Uitizens like Vandire, said Dacnyvathos.

A better example,” said Kaveda, *T could not have made myself.”

Iaenvathos leaned against the wnmand console, his face close to the
windows. The storms of Archangelsk were arrowing through che upper at-
mosphere, sending long plumes of reddish gases swirling in their wake.
Fire streaked where debris dropped out of orbit into the planet’s body.
Deep in the planet’s core the gases became denser and hotter. sometimes
sending billows of glowing vellow gas into the upper lavers. Those were
the fires the Exterminatus would ignite to kill the planet.

‘I am coming to understand how an inguisitor can demand the
deaths of a billion men,” said Daenyathos.

Indeed,’ said Kayeda, ‘But it is not a decision even an inquisitor can
take lightly. For mankind is a strange kind of enemy. We cannot kill it
simply hecause it threatens us, for mankind is also what we protect. 1
subseribe to a philosophy that states the Imperium is the image of the
Emperor's will and must be preserved. To do wanton violence to it
would be to defv the Emperor’s will. So we must carcfully excise those
who must be killed, so the greater body of the human race will be pre-
served. Such is our burden, we who stand apart. The decisions we make
are the most difficult that can be imagined.”

“Then who are we®' said Daenyathos. ‘The shepherds of humanity?”
The watchdogs?’

Al these,” replied Kayeda. “We number among us the Inguisition, the
Adeptus Astartes — though not every Chapter, | fear. A few others among
the astropaths, perhaps the Adeptus Arbites. Very few indeed. A mere
trace clement among the masses of humanity. Shepherds of the human
race, indeed. except it is among the flock that the wolves lie.”

T see. said Daenvathos. ‘But then, these are the words of a single in-
quisitor. I am not so foolish as to believe you are all of the same mind.’

‘0f eourse. But every one of us is convinced he is right, as am L
When one stands apart as vou and I do, one must make one’s own de-
cisions.’

The arbital station shuddered as the plasma reactors under the tur
bine deck were re-routed, Across the command consoles, warning

lights flickerod.
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' said Kaveda, with the air of 2 man introdocing the next course
at a banguet, “The Exterminatus,”

Slivers of light, the Exterminatus warheads, streaked from che sta-
tion's weapons ports. They seemed to catch fire as they entered the
denser layers of the atmosphere, the heat of their speed igniting the
gases, There were six of them, and they left a teail like the marks of a
clawed hand as they hurtled towards the planet’s interior

All squads,” came Captain Garn’s voice over the vox. Prepare for ex-
traction, Thunderhawlks inbound.”

‘In fifteen minutes this place will be bathed in nuclear fire,” said Kaveda
with a smile. "Our cue to leave.”

Dacnvathos warched Archangelsk’s death on the bridge monitors on

the Cundog, the swrike cruiser from which the assault had been
launched. The cruiser sat in interplancrary space, between the
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svstem's fourth and fitth planets, watching for cultist spacecraft
escaping Archangelsk, There were none, If the hereties had warning
of what was going to happen to them, it had not been nearly enough
for them to escape, The Astartes workied swiftlv, No one on the moons
of Archangelsk had ever had a chance.
The fires in the planet’s core reached a eritical mass and roared out-
wards, blasting off che outer lavers of che atmosphere, Dacnvathos
watched a closc-up of one moon as the razor-sharp winds swept across
it, burning and lechal, The lighe-speckled darkness of a ciry was turned
dgrov and formless, like diseased shin flaking away, eroded to nothing
in minutes, The brown oceans boiled away, Teaving dark scars, The
crust of the moon croded and bright erackles spread across the surface
as the magma bencath broke through. Molten rivers burst up where
millions had lived a few minutes before. Chunks of the erust lifted
away, thrown spinning on the scorching gales. The moon's shape dis-
torted as it spun off irs axis and began to break apare,

The picture was repeated across the moons of Archangelsk. The pop-
ulation was reduced to zero, the last few survivors perhaps perishing
as underground bunkers collapsed or were breached by magma,

Daenvathos imagined the suffering. Not just of the Exterminatus -
though the terror and pain would have been horrific for the few mo-
ments they lasted. The heretics of Archangelsk had inflicted horrors
on the people of the moons. The Exterminatus had been in no small
part i merey-killing.

The suffering had brought the Inguisition and Astartes, The suffering

had sparked the excision of the hereties,
Mankind was the enemy, Ferhaps suffering was the weapon.
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Tre Sarrearive Dearn was as old, they said. as the Chapter itself. It
had been the ship the Soul Drinkers had been granted when they were
founded from among the fasc-attack units of the Imperial Fists. That
had been shortly after the Second Founding, at the dawn of the Tm-
perium’s current age.

It had not worn the vears well,
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The Seintillaring Deach had been built in the forges of Mars, in a stvle
both vast and clanstrophobic. From some angles it represented a
prison, cvery surface and corner merciless and crushing, From others
it seemed the throne room of a giant, with huge buttresses rescmbling
evelopean thrones. Tt was also dark. Pitch-dark. Even Daenvathos’s en-
haneed vision struggled to penetrate the decpest shadows as he
advanced down the wide thoroughfare running along the spine of the
ship.

He was not carrving his holter or his power sword, He had no need
of them here.

The first voice drifted quictly, as if on a wind, though the air was
still, Daenyvachos noticed spots of frost on his armour, glinting silver

in the darkness.

Cloward,” said the voice.

B8 this the rons of the
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A pale face shimmered across one wall, just caught in Dacnvathos's
peripheral vision. e had an impression of eyves set so deep they were
black pits, a mouth bent down ar the corners with anger.

More of them were gathering. He had known they would be here,
but he had no knowledge of how they would appear or what they would
do. Tt was forbidden to speak of them, The Scintillating Deceh had 1o
be kept a mystery.

More faces shimmered, Huoman forms coaleseed from silvery light -
armoured forms, impossibly tall, striding through the ship's structure
trailing long cloaks of ghoses, Dacnyathos loolked around him, making
sure none of them could get behind him unseen, as he headed for the
doors in the mid-ship bulkhead leading to the throne room.,

The Seintillring Death had disappeared on a warp jump two thousand
vears before, e had returned five vears later, haunted by the Soul
Dirinkers who had gone down with the ship, Now those ghosts guarded
their domain, jealous of anvthing living.

The doors to the throne room hung open, one almost fallen off its
hinges. Dacnyvathos stepped over the fallen metal and looked upon the
throne room, the massive throne itself merely the centrepiece of the
vast room. It was the court of a spacebound king, with viewing gallerics
jutting from the walls ten storevs high and the wide steps leading up
to the throne carved with the names of petitioners to the Soul
Dirinkers commanders who had held audiences there. Adepts and en-
vovs from Imperial worlds had spoken here. Alien eaptives and
repentant heretics had been foreed to kneel before this throne, held
by chains and manacles still glinting on the steps. The room had once
shone with gold and purple but now evervthing was a murky black-
grey, the glow-globes dark and the gold tarnished to black.

Upon the throne sat a ghost, Tt still wore an Astartes’s armour, inlaid
with gilded images of battle and surrounded by the voluminous robes
of a king, The golden chalice covered one shoulder pad. the rubies
around its rim red eves winking in the dark. The face was a brutal knot
of muscle and scar, the jaw and brow distorted, the eves points of light.

‘Who claims andience?” bellowed the ghost. his gauntlets gripping
the armrests of the throne, s finger bones could be scen chrough

[]'IL: TFANSPArent armoir.
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aenyathos of the Soul Drinkers,” replied Daenyvathos. Aspirant to
the Reclusiam,”

What wretehed child® What gutless cur® What vermin approaches’
You dare appear before this court, vou are less than nothing, vou cow-
cring whelp?’

You are Commander Macellis,” replied Daenvathos. “You died upon
this ship.’

"What do vou know of me?” Macellis stood, and flakes of ghostly armour
fell away from him. Ribs glimmered between the rents in his breastplate.
Une eve socket loomed through the flesh, the eve a glowing orb.

‘1 know vou had pledged to rid the Chachinnus stars of the green-
skins,” said Daenyathos, “You were lost before vou reached them. And
s0 the greenskins remain there seill)!

Macellis’s shape hillowed into a silvery mass, a vaguely winged cloud of
bright rage which roared across the throne room. “You dare!” he velled.

Dacovathos crouched low to keep his footing as ice-cold wind raged
past him. Shards of ice battered him. Knives of silver light lashed past
and he could see more ghostly Soul Drinkers gathering in the galleries
and at the feasting-tables. Like the jurors ac a trial they watched as
Dacnyathos fought to keep on his fect.

Macellis reformed in front of Dacnvathos. ITis angered shade was
three times Daenyathos's height. Macellis drew a sword and put the
spectral blade against Dacnvathos’s throat.

‘I come here to understand,” said Dacnyathos. Iis voice did not
waver, for he had been here many times in his mind. Each time he had
imagined something different awaiting him. Each time, he had known
what he must do. Like any battle, the possibilities and outcomes were
slotting together. ‘For the soul of the Chapter is here. You shared our
strengths in life. But those strengths [ understand well. T come to un-
derstand whae makes us wealk,’

The assembled ghosts howled in anger. Lips were drawn back to reveal
sharpened teeth and lashing tongues, the marks of rage that distorted
the spirits in death. They drew weapons and bellowed threats and
insults. Some vaulted onto the steps before the throne, advancing on
Daenyathos as if weighing up whether to execute this intruder or not,

And what.” asked Macellis, "makes us weaks
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Daenvathos looked around at the Astartes ghosts. “You." he said,
pointing to one with the jump pack and markings of an assault squad.
Aou are Assault-Captain Testias. A thousand heads vou promised o take
from hereties in revenge for the Chaprer's losses ar Magnacarum. You
tool eight hundred and nine when vou died on this ship.” Daenyvathos
addressed another, this one still tinted rust-coloured in the red armour
of a Techmarine. “nd vou are Forde Master Aronden, You sought to
commune with the machine-spirit of the Scintillacing Deadh, to master it
and bring its intellect into the Emperor’s service. But yvou died, and the
ship with vou, before yvou could suceeed, You ask me what makes.yvou
weak, [t is the same thing that makes me weak — the same as any Soul
Dirinker, as any Astartes! It is fear!”

The din that erupted at these words was worse than any thunder-
storm, Dacnvathos was chrown off his feet, carricd by ghostly hands,
and hurled against one wall, Assault-Capain Hestias loomed through
a surging mass of silvery forms, chainblade arcing down, 1t cleaved
through Dacnyathos and he felt a terrible cold run through him. a
spiritual wound that seemed to clutch both his hearts and immerse
them in the cold. The power fist of Macellis followed up and slammed
into Daenvathos's chest. He was lifeed off che ground with enough
power to ram him into the ceiling far above. His world turned black
for o moment and he was sure he had fallen into an ocean of black ice,
there to be trapped and frozen with the rest of these ghosts.

His landing woke him up. He had come to rest at the foot of the throne,
his weight splintering the marble. He fought up onto one hand and looked
behind him as Macellis
strode up the steps to-
wards him.

“We shall know no
fear!” bellowed Macel-
lis amid the howling
din. ‘The Emperor
Himself decreed it!”

‘No  mortal  fear,
gasped  Dacnvathos,
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W fear of man, Ours is a fear that goes bevond what a mere man can
thinlk.’

The claw on Arunden's servo-arm snapped as he followed Macellis up
the steps. Hestias was with them, and others — an Apothecary with half
his head Blown away, a charred skull staring chrough an cmpty socker
at Daenvathos. A Librarian with his psyehic hood burning in silver fire,
as if in his final moments the power he contained in his mind had
boiled over and immolated him. Dozens more battle-brothers, their
hodies showing the wounds death had put on their soul,

It is the fear of dving with our work undone!” velled Daenvathos,
pulling himself onto his feet, ‘For a Soul Drinker takes all the ills of the
dalaxy upon his shoulders, and as long as they remain he cannot rest!
s is o fighe chat never ends, and so when we die, it is with battles
still to be won, This is the fear we feel. This is the terror that drives us
on. The terror of deach, for we all die with our duty not vet done!’

Macellis slowed, along with the Astartes around him. His sceps came
in slow motion, the power fist swinging as slowly as a cathedral bell,

o lnow this fear,” said Dacnyathos, *for you have died and scen it
come to pass. [t is not the petty dread of 2 homan. It is a terror chat
makes us strong, for we fight to stave it off, but it makes us weals, for
we will all be wretched in death with our fear having come to pass,
This is the understanding | scek. This is what vou have proven to me,”

Macellis was transparent now. The throne room became maore threat-
cning than its ghosts, the walls and bowing ceiling looming through
their outlines. The Astartes were an indistinet mass, the sound of their
anger distant, as if the storm was raging at the other end of the ship.

Dacnvathos straightened up. The ghosts were gone,

They had returned to the drave of the Scineillaring Deadh, to relive the
terror that had assailed them when they died,

ac aseneant.” sain Reclusiareh Gorosios, ‘must submit himself oo the
trial of the Scineillacing Decadh. Tt has been thus ever sinee the Death re-
turned to us, and the Chaplains ventured in to learn of the Chapter's
very soul.”

The Chapel of Dorn was empty aside from the two Astarces. The
chapel was the most sacred place among the Soul Drinkers fleer, built
deep in the heart of the Chapter's flagship, the Glory, 1es pillars were
carved with the names of Soul Drinkers who had fallen in conturies
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past, and the altarpicec depicted the Chapter’s primarch. Rogal Dorn,
rescuing the stricken Emperor at the climax of the Horus Heresy.
Often it was erovwded and deafening when used for the bloodicr of the
Chapter rites. but now it was a quict and contemplative place.
Gorosius stood just in front of the pulpit from which he lectured che
novices who were cloistered nearby. His armour was jec-black, tyvpical
of an Astartes Chaplain, with the Chapter colours restricted o one
shoulder pad. He did not wear the skull-mask chat was also a badge of
his office. and the fact Daenvathos was addressing the Reclusiarch to
his face was significant in itsell. Gorosius's skin was the colour of burnt
wond, his eves small and darke, his jaw full and brutal, A metal panel set

into one side of his forehead was inseribed with the name of every en-

gagement in which the Reclusiarch had fought, Soon, there would be
no more room far the flowing seript,
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‘Not all chose who submit to this trial succced,’ continued Gorosius,
‘Home are even lost, This is the price we must pay for enlightenment,
Yo were not lost. And vou did not return to us in failure. And so the
Reclusiam accepts a new student, Scholar Dacnyvathos.”

Daenyathos closed his eves and let out a long breath, 1 have waited
long for this moment,” he said, *It was at Terea that 1 truly understood
the path [ muost take. The Chaplain’s path.”

Hour captainey will be rescinded,” said Gorosius, “You must stand
apart from yvour battle-brothers. Your rank shall be dependent purely
on your serviee as a Chaplain from hereon in. And vour studies shall
consuine vou as completely as batele,”

Tunderstand,” said Dacnvathos. “The will of the Emperor Himself is
woven into the fates we all suffer, and it is His will that has brought me
here. | must stand apart to obey that fate.’

Gorosius put @ hand on Daenvathos’s shoulder pad. “Weleome,
brother,” he said, his face softening a lictle if such a thing was possible.
‘I feel your trial aboard the Death was as harsh as any, and vet vour
success was complete,’

Thank vou, Reclusiarch.”

Your duties begin immediately. Before you take up the crozius and
return to the battlefield, vou must study and meditate long on cthe Chap-
ter's soul. What form will vour devotions take, Scholar Dacnvathos?

Daenvathos looked up at the Reclusiarch, Somewhere behind those
eves lay a level of understanding Dacnvathos desired. He wanted, more
than anything else, to understand, Some time around the Battle of
the Ecelesiarchal Palace, he had realised that inflicting deach and de-
struction on the Emperor’s foes was only half his duce. e had o
understand, too. He had to fight his battles on a spiritual level as well
as physical.

‘1 shall write.” he said.

Write? replied Gorosins,

I have... 1 have many thoughts,” said Daenvathos. ‘And they make a
petttern in my mind, But I wish to straighten them out and put them
in a form my brochers can understand, [ shall write them all down, and
from them eraft a means to inspire and illuminate my brethren.”

o
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A laudable aim,” said the Beclusiareh. "Burt a challenging one. Many
times have scholars attempred to pue the spirit of the Soul Drinkers
on parchment, and many times they have failed. Those who came clos.
est should be the focus of your studies. You should read che Cireles
af...

“The Circles of the Hatetid Mined®' replied Daenvathos. 1 have read it
My commentarics sit on the shelves of the Chapter archive, The Thir
teenth Sphere, Commentaries Spivioual Upon The Mognocorum
Cempaign. | lknow of them well, and many more. They speak most elo-
quently of an Astartes's conduct, and of the philosophies of war, But
[ am ready to contribute my own visions, Reclusiarch, Cly by adding
to the Chapter's body of understanding can T consider myself fit to

join the ranks of the Chaplains.’

You will not be a Chaplain for a long time, Scholar Daenvathos.”

| know, Reclusiarch. Tam glad of it. T have much o write)”

Ciorosius stood back and regarded Daenyathos for o moment. As an
Astartes he was a veteran, but as a Chaplain Daenvathos was again a
novice learning his are,

‘If this is vour fate,” said Gorosins at length, “then it is vour path vou
must take to reach it A scholar’s will is his own, as an Astartes’s can-
not be”

“Thank vou, Reclusiarch,” said
Dacnvathos, saluting Gorosius, '
miale an oath o vou that [ shall
walk this path until the end.’

‘1 hear vour oath, and T shall
cnforee i, replied Gorosius, 1t
was a ritual form that o Soul
Drinker considered hinding.
There was no punishment for
breaking such an oath, hecause
to the best of the Chaprer's
knowledge no one had ever

done so,
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DRMAERYATHOS'S CELL Was onee again that of a novice. A stone loor to sleep
oty an deon of Rogal Dorn on che wall, a stand for wargear and a case for
scrolls and books. Nothing else.

Diaenvathos, his armour stripped away, sat on the floor with sheets of
parchment spread out before him, The marks and bruises from his bat-
tering on the Scintiflaring Death were livid against his skin., They were
healing slowly, as if wounds inflicted by the dead were resistant to the ef-
forts of life.

Daenvathos dipped a quill in the pot of ink. He pulled the first sheet of
parchment in frone of him.

Cotechisms Marticd, he wrote.

Howe can we learn the qualities of the human, from whom we were cre-
ared

By regerding, e brather, the greacest of them,

The warvior Fidelion was the finest soldier to ever rake up o lasgun, Ar
the gates of Terra Herself he foughe, and through the tides of death he never
Sell nor fadtered. The men wwho wwimessed him marvelled thae such proacess
cned cadour cowdd be corntained within one man,

Let us comstler Fidelion, and wehor made lim stand apeart from his felloae
men. Though he understood fear, Te was never commanded by i, instead
ccepting it and setting it aside as unworthy, He wwas alzavs mindfud dhat
to flee invites death more readily than to stand and fighe. When faced wwith
Sell and monstrous foes he fought them not through terror of death bue
thregh a cadm detachment sehich oreated them as messles o he soleed. The
other men looked wupon him with aae, for these were the marks of someone
more than human, as alien to them as the very foes they faced.

Newe ler us rake Fidelion, aned stand him adeinst an Astartes.

Wheat cuecdiey died Fidelion possess that an Astartes does neoe? An Astares
knows no fear. He doubts no victory, Even when surrounded on all sides
fv foes wwithout mumber, he sees not fudlure i« task to be completed, o
cluty to be done even in the moments of deach. Whae woudd Fidelion be
comond Asrortes®

And sowe come to an ansicer, Howe con ave understooed the noare of ¢t
man® The answen, brother, is to vemember alicavs that the greacest of men
i the equed of the weakest Astartes, of the loweliese novice a the very best,
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Muore tilkely e ceonddd he formed weanting even as this, cond no Chapeer wouded
permit fiim oo darken its cloisters.,

Muarkined's hest are b chilelren compored o the might of the Astares.

The conclusion of ouwr first lessen natweally folloees from such o receloe
pione. An Astertes st stened apart from the huomen race. He is not human,
fle is something more,

So it ds we begin to see the rrue naeure of a Sowld Dvinker's ducy to his Im-
perium.

sy e
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44 .M30

Tug prack pawy of Khaal broke overhead, the radioactive mass of the
sun breaching the high horizon. The sunrise was in reverse, as the
corrupted nature of the sun caused it to drink in the light that
shone from its weaker twin and so dawn brought with it a supernat-
ural darkness. The dense lavers of the atmosphere distorted the
horizon such that it rose up, bowl-shaped towards the sky, so every-
where on the blighted planet seemed to exist at the bottom of a
ViST erater.

The darkness bled across the forests of strange fleshy trees crowned
with masses of brain-like foliage, over the rivers of greasy sludge and
the spongy bleeding carth. Life teemed everyvwhere, billions of inscets
flitting on their way through their minutes-long life eyele. Larger pred-
ators fell from seed pods on the trees. maturing in moments into
sabre-toothed lizards which lasted a few hours before the planet’s ac-
celerated life eveles claimed them, too, and they rotted away into the
mantle of decay. Few ereatures could live for long under the black
sun’s glare and so life had evolved to mature, grow old and die before
the radiation could Lill it.

Here and there were splintered trees, their brain matter erushed and
smeared across the earth in rotting stains, Footprints like meteor
eraters punctuated the paths of destruction, It seemed impossible thar
anvthing so large could have evolved on Khaal, but life was a cunning
and relentless thing, T always found a way,
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The tirst Thunderhawk gunship came down close to one of the few
buildings that broke the hold of the flesh forest, A series of simple domes
and stone buildings had been constructed along a forested ridge. Roors
had begun to break the lower walls apart but the domes still stood, They
were made of mud brick and shored up with brainwood pillars in a prim-
itive imitation of the Imperium’s great cathedrals,

A cluster of smaller buildings lay nearby, almost swallowed by the
trees, The place had been abandoned for a long time.

The rear ramp of the Thunderhawk opened and Chaplain Daenvathos
jumped out onto the surface, He looked up at the dark sun rising and the
Black stain creeping across the forest towards the abandoned sectlement.

Souad Yelr followed him, jump packs on their backs and chainblades
in their hands. The battle-brothers were voung and cager, most of
them not long out of novicchood. Yelo himself was a veteran, having
clected to stay with the vouthful assault troops rather than taking his
place among the tactical units that made up the bulk of the Chapter.
One such tactical unit, Squad Eristro, followed chem out of the Thun.
derhawk, followed by a handful of Chapter serfs lugging cquipment
and ammunition, A couple of novices were among them, ready to note
down the actions of their elder battle-brothers for the Chaprer
archives,

Chaplain Dacnyvathos carried the erozius arcanum, the power mace
that served as a Chaplain’s badge of office. His helmet was fronted by
a skull mask and his armour was black, inlaid with fragments of bone
that formed mosaics of skeletons populating battle scenes across his
shoulder pads and breastplate. On his backpack was mounted a banner
in the purple of the Soul Drinkers. depicting the Chapter’s chalice
held up by skeletal hands and overflowing with skulls,

Fighe Coled, read the seript beneath the chalice, Fighe Fose,

Daenvathos led the way into the settlement, Squad Yelt elose by him,
Squad Eristro’s guns trained on the trees. The littde the Chaprer knew
of Khaal suggested the danger on this world could come from anv di-
rection, including directly overhead.

Paenvathos shouldered open the bronze doors of the largest domed
huilding, the onlv metal in the settlement’s construction. Inside was
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asimple church with several pews lined up for a modest congregation.
The walls were hung with items left there as ifferings — spears, animal
bones, hides, shiclds, bundles of withered human heads.

The icon at the far end of the chapel was earved from veined green
stone. [t had been painted with an uneducated hand, so the Emperor
the sculprure depicted had chalky-white skin, red eves and armour
picked out in smears of ochre and blue, Hundreds of flint spearheads
were piled up around His feet.

The Emperor was not the only figure in the sculpture, The other was
a serpent with three heads. Tt had been carved from wood entwined
around the Emperor, but it had been inlaid with thousands of shell
fragments to give it iridescent scales. Its teeth were ivory and its eves
were uncut blue gemstones,

The fangs of one head were sunk into the stone Emperor’s neck,
where slashes of bright red paint showed the holv blood flowing, His
sword was broken, and the serpent was winning.

Dacnyathos regarded che icon for 4 moment.

“seenian was here,” he said.

Sergeant Yelt moved into the building behind Dacnyathos, stalking
through the pews. A few mouldering prayer serolls, the seript painted
onto rolls of bark, crumbled under his feet. The assault squad followed
him in. ‘Don’t touch anything, brothers,” said Yelt. He turned to the
Chaplain. *He's gone. No one has worshipped here for a long time.’

‘N, said Daenyathos. From the foor of the sculprure he picked up
an animal carcass. It was one of the lizardlike predators, its throat and
body slit open. Its entrails had been tied off and cured to keep them
from decayving at Khaal's accelerated rate. The corpse was fresh — an
offering. left here within a few hours, *He was here. And he still lives.”

THE AGE OF Apostasy wias not owver,

some said the Grear Crusade, when the Emperor had conquered the
galaxy to unite its human worlds as the Imperium, had never ended.
cither. and that it was still being fought by the Imperial Guard and
Navy every day. Some said the Horus Heresy was still going on, and

that every time one man turned a gun on another it was an echo of
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that great treachery. To sav the Apostasy was stll going on required
no such abstraction, The chaos of Vandire's reign had been too pro-
found to end wich his deach.

Whale swathes of the Imperium were still cut off, or without Imperial
presence. Some had rebelled by default when, with no aid or contact
from the Imperium, they had set up their own governments and
churches, A few had fallen prey to opportunistic aliens. Some, the
worst off of all, had been fodder for men like Croivas Ascenian.

With the Ecclesiarchy no lomger under Vandire's thumb, thousands
of Imperial missionaries had scatrered from the Imperium’s holier
worlds to refound the Imperial faith among those who had losc it
Plenty met gricvous ends. as had been the lor of missionaries since
the Great Crusade — boiled by natives, decapitated by the prieses of
heathen religions or picked off by the many dangers that aceompanied
any space travel, Buc a greacer chreat lay among chem. In the upheaval
of the Imperial Creed, some took up the eagle banner and rosarius of
the missionary without being properly examined for their purity of
faith, Some of these were charlatans hoping to acquire free passage on
a spacecraft, and whatever else they could grift from gullible pilgrims,
Bur some ool the opportunity to commit far worse crimes.

Ciroivas Ascenian had journeved with a shipload of pilgrims along 1
the galaxy's castern edge, where the Astronomican was dim and, cven
by the standards of Apostasy, few Imperial adepts could be spared to
monitor the countless worlds there. Laden with gifts from pilgrims
too poor to afford them, he had alighted on a forested world where a
few human kingdoms. reduced to a medieval existence by centuries

of isolation, warred with cach other from wood-walled forcresses on

the slopes of vast flinty peaks, He had come as a prophet, promising
them deliverance from their unenlighrencd wavs,

A Chartist trader had stopped off at the world four vears later, quite by
chance. Thev found one of the roval families imprisoned in their palace,

flaved of their skins and hooked up w an archeotech machine chae ran-
domly stimulated their nervous systems so they were trapped in an endless
dance of pain, The people of their cinestate were hooked up o the same

machine, their minds serubbed away so they could act only in response to

I
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the haphazard edicrs the machine divined from the agonised movements
of the king and his court. It was an experiment, with its goals lving some-
where in the understanding of power, but seen through a monstrously
distorting lens. The scientist in charge had butchered or tormented 2
planct’s worth of innocents, purely to see what would happen.

The hunt for Croivas Ascenian had begun.

By the time Ascenian had been tracked o Khaal, it had become clear his
cxperiments were becoming more and more dangerous. A whole city had
heen marched into a darkened valley to hear the words of the propher
Ascenian, and then had their minds torn away and crammed into the
skulls of half a dozen specially selected psyher children. The resulting crea-
tures were psvehic nightmares, their destructive powers vastly amplified
and unleashed at random by the thousands of conflicting minds boiling in-
side each one. On another world twenty thousand souls had been sewn
together into one immense fleshy thing in an attempt o forge from them
a single lifeform — the failed experiment had begun to decay in its pit by
the time an Arbites cruiser had reached the planet,

Anl so Ascenian flitted from planet to planct, keeping ahead of the few

Imperial authorities with the mobilicy to catch him. His movements, like
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his motivation, were random, and the only pattern among his experiments

A

wis their escalation in the lives destroved and ruined. He had become
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more than a heretie. He was a moral chreat now, a threat thar could cor
rupt others by his mere presence. He was the worst kind of human being

there was, And wherever he went, this brilliant charlatan, chis charismatic

madman, convineed the people he had come as a saviour,

Then the Imperial Tarot was read by a hundred astropaths, all con-
tacted in desperation by the subsector governors whose planets had
suffered at Ascenian’s hands. The readings were all the same. A place
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on the edge of the galaxy no one had ever heard of — Khaal, a benighted

world that barely registered om only the oldest stellar maps,
Word reached the Soul Drinkers. They possessed one of the fascest
fleets in the segmentum. They could reach Khaal before the mission-

ary was done with it The Soul Drinkers were promised the honour of

Aa record af b

taking the head of Croivas Ascenian,
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Erstre! Skt acoxa the creeline and flank icl Yele, stand wich me!
Here we fight it, brothers! Emperor’s shield be about your hearts!”

Daenvathos gave his orders from the edge of the abandoned village
as the first of the grear beases erashed up the slope through the trees
that choked the valley below. He had the impression of immense size,
The Soul Drinkers had heard the din of its footsteps from inside the
settlement’s church. Most normal soldiers would have simply run, but
Daenvathos lnew, like Fidelion, like any Astartes, that running was
more dangerous, He would face the beast here. Fate had put him in its
path, and he would not deny that fate,

The first part he saw of the beast were its tusks — enormous flat show-
els spreading forwards from a jaw as square and solid as a front-line
bunker. Above the jaw. taking up its whole head, were hundreds of

fleshy tubes cach as long as an Astartes was tall. trailing dribbles of
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grecnish spores. [ts shoulders were bigger still, reaching the heighr of
the tallest trees as it knocked them aside and trod chem flar under
feet the size of tanks. Dacnvathos caleulated the whole thing was
ninety metres long and perhaps fifty wide ar the shoulders, covered in
a combination of scales and shaggy hair. It had six legs and a tail al-
most as long as its body, tipped in a club covered with spiked scales
that knocked down whatever trees had survived its feet,

Its mouth opened, showing a tooth-studded tunnel of a throat that
shuddered as it roared a monstrous deep gale, Somewhere among the
spore-tubes, eves focused on the purple-armoured Astartes gathering
ahead of it.

Wounds along its flanks drooled spurts of purplish blood. It had been
goaded here, It was not just a natural predator of Khaal, Te was 2
weapon, deploved to kill the intruders,

Daenvathos dissceted its movements in his mind. [t could kill all of
the Soul Drinkers, casily, it they were but a eollection of statistics and
probabilities. Even the combined strength of Daenvathos and Squad
Yelt could not strile a killing blow, There were not enough chainblades
in the whole Chapter to carve it apart and reach some vital spot before
the beast killed them.

But they were not mere soldiers, to be moved around on a map and
dismissed as fodder for the beast, They were Astartes. Failure was nover
an option. Somewhere among the hurricane of muscle and sk lay
victory,

Four orders, Chaplain? voxed Yele,

Told,” said Daenyvathos. He could barely hear his own voice over the
thunderous tread of the beast's feet,

An outlying building disappeared beneath the beast’s forepaw, It
swept its head from side to side and the tusks tore a dozen brain trees
out by their bleeding ronts.

“This beast is not a cunning foc.” voxed Dacnvathos to Yelo's sqguad
‘Trs weakness is in its animal brain, See how its head hangs low, ready
to stampede, heedless of all else! What have we to fear from an enemy
so crude® What defeat can there be when the enemy knows not why it
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The beast braved, and the ground shuddered. A chunk of the tem-
ple’s roof fell in. Dacnyvathos took half a step back, bracing himself
against the ground. his crozius held ready to strike,

Here!” velled Daenvathos, ‘Here, heretie thing! Here is the flesh of
a human for vou to taste, seasoned with the will of an Astartes! A fine
thing for vour last meal!®

The beast dropped its head and hunched its shoulders so its tusks
tore along at ground level, Then it charged, its back legs powering it
forwards like a train. the ground cracking open underneath it

“To the sky. brothers!” velled Daenvathos, He barely heard over the
beast's bellowing the sound of Squad Yelt's jump packs roaring.

The bony blade of the tusk sliced towards him, Daenvathos dropped
lowr and swung his crozius with all the strength an Astartes could
muster,

The crozius was surrounded by an energy field which flashed in a
blue-white halo the moment before the impact. The tusk was good for
gouging through Khaal's soft carch and shredding its trees, but it had
never heen tested against the arm of an Astartes and the badge of the
Chaplain's office.

Bone shattered. Shards of ic flew. The tusk parted around Daeny

athos, the croxins carving through ic in a charred, arcing hlur. The
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titanic head was anchored into the carth, the stump of the tusk shear-
ing through the ground beneath Daenvathos,

Squad Yelt leapt over Daenvathos, the exhausts of their jump pacls
sending scalding air washing over him. They landed among the spore
tubes that gquivered all over the beast's head and shoulders, They
stabbed and slashed with chainblades, and chick purplish blood fell in
fist-sized clots. The beast forced its head up out of the earth and shook
it, throwing two Astarces off. It raised its head and snapped with its
jaws, perhaps chinking the Astartes were fhing insects it could swat
away, The rest elung to the spore tubes and clumps of hair to keep
themselves from being flung aside.

Teis at bav!” shouted Dacnyvathos into the vox. The beast’s gullet
vawned in front of him, thousands of teeth quivering. He could see the
plates of gnashing bone in its throat that would grind up even an As-
tartes’s power armour, "Open fire!’

Squad Eristro had made it through the forests to flank che bease.
They took aim from the cover of the trees and unleashed a salvo of
bolter fire that shredded the seales armouring its front leg. Chunks of
seale were blasted off and the muscle turned pulpy beneath, Blood
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flowed. The knee buekled. the beast lowing in pain. It shuddered in
agony and another Astarees fell from its mane of spore tubes.

Brother Carvos, who carried Eristro’s missile launcher, took aim,
The Soul Drinkers were not known for their use of heave weapons —
thev specialised in close assanlt and boarding actions, The few they
had were almost venerated weapons and the barrel of Carvos's
launcher was inseribed with pravers of accuracy and reliability. The
green crosshairs of the weapon's targeter fixed on the mass of oozing
wounds where the armoured scales had been blown away,

Carvos fired, and the missile roared into the beast’s knee. Tt passed
through the torn muscle and exploded inside the leg, blowing the
lower half of the leg clean off. The heast bellowed and sank to one side.
It fell slowly, like a ship capsizing, The Astartes clinging to what was
now the underside of its head were able to leap free before it came
crashing down onto one side.

Daenvathos clambered up its jaw to join Squad Yelt as they butchered
their way through the beast’s skull. Spore tubes were cut away and
Yelt punched through the cranium, grabbing a scetion of skull and lev-
ering it away, Frag grenades were dropped into the gory pit before the
Astartes jumped down off the beast, The explosion shredded half its
brain and covered the trees around with sticky purple matter

Along che beasc's hide were amall circular burn marks, They had
been made deliberately with long-handled implements, to goad ic for
wards into the Soul Drinkers’ position.

Daenvathos switched to the vox command channel, "Daenvathos
here,” he said. “The enemy is close by, He has sent his lackevs against
us. It is here he will be brought to battle.”

Minutes later the contrails of descending Thunderhawks appeared in
the sky. carrving reinforcements from the strike cruiser Unendingly
Just, Bringing Croivas Ascenian to battle was a goal that had eluded
cvery Imperial force sene after him. Now the Soul Drinkers would show

the Imperinm how it was done,

Recnrsiaren Gorosies semvEyED the ground ahead of him. Somewhere

in the tangle of forest. broken by outcerops of purple-black rock and
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scored with rivers of poison, was Croivas Ascenian. It was unlikely the
heretic could have made it past the mountains cireling the elose hori-
zom — they rose up so sharply they almost mer overhead. as if they
decorated the edge of a cauldron in which the forest lay, The sensors
of the Uneneingly Just were trained on the mountains and to move an
army through their unforested passes would alert the Soul Drinkers in-
stantly. No, Ascenian was there, among the brain trees and thickets of
manglegorse, hiding wich the predators of Khaal and the humans who
had the mistortune of living here.

It was night, which meant on Khaal the skv was a scorched white, the
brain trees edged in black, the mountains dark like a pictographic
negative.

Gorosius went to war in his Terminator armour, jei-black, with
dozens of books chained to the waist and chestplate. Gorosius had on
his person a praver for every eventuality, He valued them not for their
religious purpose — the Soul Drinkers, while a spiritual Chaprer, did
not eleave to the Imperial Creed, a faith which emphasised the servi-
tude of the commaon man to his betcers. Instead, he valued the insight
they could give into any situation, a view of a tactieal conundrum
through the lens of the Imperial devotee's blind faith and cagerness for
death.

Gorosius opened one such praver book. It was tiny in his power
glove’s gauntlet. He leafed through its gilt-edged pages and found a
priver to the Emperor in His capacity as the Unmerciful Taskmaster.

Demand af me, the praver besceched, the labour that seill end iy
divs, Unburden me of the merey that might see my work undone, thet
I meey never lay my head to sleep knowing it is undone, bt micht fery it
cogen in deceh knowing sy duty is fulfilled. Drive me on wwith great podn,
so in pain | shadl drive others before me. Bring unto me great suffering,
Unmerciful Emperor, seith the whip and the cudgel! Relinguish me from
gamily and friendshin! Carve away that sohich { need not, so all theat is
left can he devoted to Your swork!

Gorosius closed the book. A common soldier, an Imperial Guards-
man, wonld follow such a praver as he was sent along with wave after

winve of fellow soldiers to march slowly through the cauldron. Where
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men died, there was the enemy. Where they did not, there the enemy
was absent, Soon enough, with the expenditure of many lives, the lo-
eation of Croivas Ascenian could be determined.

The Soul Drinkers would execute a similar plan, but one that did not
relv on the meaninglessness of an individual soldier’s lite. Space
Marines were far too valuable to waste in such a way. Instead, they
would divide the area up into sections, each one to be scoured by a sin-
gle squad. This squad, once engaged by the enemy, would call upon the
assistance of all those in nearby scetions, until che Soul Drinkers were
engaged only in the areas ol enemy concentreation, Support, in the
form of orbital strikes from the Unendingly Juse and arcillery salvoes
from the guns being set up by the Techmarines, could then be de-
ploved precisely, only where it was needed, Soon Ascenian would be
dead, and the lives of few if any Space Marines would be lost.

Crorosius glanced behind him to the Soul Drinkers’ mustering area.
Seven Thunderhawk gunships had joined Chaplain Dacnyvathos’s expe-
ditionary foree from the (nendingly Juse, and the Soul Drinkers’

numbers had been swelled as the other expeditions on Khaal had been
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called in to abandon their own searches and join the main foree, The
whole process had taken less than two hours, in which time Ascenian
could hardly have moved his rabhle a single kilometre through che
torests. The Astartes moved fast, as no other Imperial foree ever could,

Among the abandoned settlement’s buildings were Thunderfire can-
non and Skvhammer mortars, erewed by Chaprer serfs under the
direction of the Techmarines. They were being loaded and ealibrated,
their stabilising feet already bolted to the soft earth with metal spikes.
The Soul Drinkers were gathered up by squad, each officer explaining
his squad’s location in the by-sections assault, and preparing their
souls for contact with the enemy. Ascenian was 4 moral threat. He
would attack their minds as his men would their bodies. He would fail,
of course, but no Astartes had ever failed in his duty by heing too pre-
pared.

The attack would take place in less than thiroy minutes. Thunder
hawks would drop off the tactical units. Assault squads could make
their own way, supported by the land speeders now being unloaded
and hombed-up by serf details. Cold and fast. as Daenvathos liked to
sy — they would strile cold and fast,
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Chaplain Dacnvathos was approaching now. His detail. Squads Yelt
and Eristro, had located Ascenian's tracks and slain the beast which
was sent against them — the beast's attack had served to contirm how
close they had got to Ascenian himself. He would be honoured for his
part in Ascenian’s death when it was over.

‘Chaplain,” said Gorosius, “What do vou say to this alien night being
Ascenian’s last®’

‘As good a night for him to die as any other,” said Daenyathos. ‘Per-
haps not quite soon enough.’

‘He would have fallen many nights ago had the Astartes been given
his seent from the start,” replied Gorosius,

‘In that vou shall have no argument from me, Reclusiarch,”

Gorosius took another book from his armour, this one chained to one
of the silver rings hanging from the lower edge of his breastplate. Tts cover
was stamped with the chalice of the Soul Drinkers, ‘It is good.” he said.
‘that you were the one to find Ascenian. It gives me the opportunity to
speal with vou before the battle on a matter that has been troubling me.”

“Then speak. Reclusiarch,” said Daenvathos. The cover of the book
was familiar to him, as it was to every Soul Drinker. It was the
Catechisms Martial, written by Dacnyathos himself. Copies of it,
illuminated by Chapter serfs, formed part of the wargear of many
hattle-brothers, and officers gave readings from it to their squads.

‘I havee been studving your writings,” said Gorosius, “in much depth.
Ever since vou undertook to write the Catechisms down T have followed
them with fascination. Never before have ©seen the soul of the Chaprer
illuminated with such eloguence. 1 feel our brothers now understand,
more than at any time in the past, the Soul Drinker way of war.”

‘Such was the form my ewn duty took,” replied Daenyathos. *It hon-
ours me greatly to hear vou say so, Reclusiarch. But presumably this
is not what concerns vou,’

‘Indeed not. There is a seetion. Chaplain Daenyathos, in which yvou
speak of a Soul Drinker’s place within the galaxy as a whole.”

‘It taxed me greatly in the writing." said Daenvathos, ‘and yet it counld
not have been left out, The questions of a Soul Drinker’s role in the

human race are as essential as the wav we fight.”
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In that T agree, What concerns me is the light in which the [m-
perinm’s other citizens are case,” said Gorosius. You deseribe them as
catrle.”

rwas not meant as an insult,” said Dacnvathos. Indeed. it illus-
trates the importance of the Imperium’s citizens. Without them the
Imperium is meaningless. Their role is to be herded and led by their
buetrers, so their exploitation may malke the existence of the Imperium
possible. That was the intention of the simile.”

“There is not much T would argue wich in that alone,” said Gorosius.
‘But what concerns me is the exceptions you malke. The Astartes are
included, as are a few of humanity's more exalted specimens. This is
as it should be. But there are some exceptions not made. The High
Lords of Terra, when they form the Senatorum Imperialis, are surely
above the common man® Yet vou do not mark them out as exalted.
and hence, what conelusion can be drawn other than that they are cat-
tler Those who rule in the Emperor’s name, the custodians of the
Golden Throne, are they but mere cattle, too?’

Ienyvachos was silent for a moment. Behind the skull of his helmet,
he was thinking, *I had not considered such an interpretation,”

‘That docs not mean it was not intended by vou,” said Gorosius.
‘Sometimes our purposes can be obscure even to ourselves.”

‘I shall think upon it,” said Dacnyvathos. “The Cuarechisms shall never
be truly finished while T sdll live. The document lives, as our Chapter
does,”

‘More conclusions must naturally follow from such a reading,” con-
tinued Gorosius, *If the lords of mankind are cattle, and cattle are to
be led, then whart can be said of those who are led by them? Do not we
answer, when the Lords of Terra eall forth a Grear Crusade, or declare
an ¢nemy of humanity to be eradicated® We may not heed every word
of the Adeptus Terra, but do our ohjectives and those of the Im-
perinm’s rulers not broadly coineide? And vet we cannot be cattle, too,
for we are Astartes, the shepherds of humanin

Aoparadox, then,” said Daenvathos. ‘An unfortunate conelusion in
such a work as mine. T shall write an addendum, 1 chink. to be included

in "l'l"liill'['.ll.: H[I COTTIeTIEIries, to :I_ddrl._:HS this :ih'.‘il,j.q_'_l
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‘But it is not a paradox.” continued Gorosius, it it is brought to its
conclusion. That conclusion is, the Soul Drinkers should not obey
Terra at all. They should exist outside ITmperial authority, Indeed, given
the roles ascribed to the Astartes and to the masses of the Imperium,
it would scem becoming renegades from the Imperium is o natural
and inevitable step for the Soul Drinkers, Would vou not say this avoids
the paradoxs™ And given how devoted many of vour battle-brothers are
to the Cuarechisms Meartial, if such an interpretation were to become
widespread the Chapter's split with the Imperium would surchy occur

in reality.”
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“This concerns me greatly,” said Daenvathos, ‘and T will of course re-
tire to the Reclusiam to reconsider these passages onee Ascenian is
apprehended. Now, if the matter is settled for now, [ have concerns |
wish to pass on to vou in turn.’

‘Then speak, brother-Chaplain.’

Daenvathos looked towards the forest that would, in less chan an
hour, become a battlefield. “The Chapter serfs have been surveving the
forest for the artillery. They have located a particular site, at the fork
where a river splits in two, A fortification stands there. T believe this
is the most likely site for Ascenian to have taken sheleer, for it is the
most defensible location in the forest.” Daenvathos pointed at where
the jagged line of the river split in two, just visible through the blanket
of trees. 1 suggest that while the by-scetions assaule be maintained,
special attention should be given to this location from the attack’s
outset. I Ascenian is there it would be best to confirm it as soon as
possible so he cannot prepare a defensive position to receive our at-
tachk,”

Giorosius thought about this for a moment. *This is important incel-
ligence, Chaplain, What measures would vou take regarding the foree
that reaches these defences firsty”

‘Ensure they are led by our best,” said Daenvathos. *“The head of
Ascenian should go to che officer in command.”

‘Then [ shall lead the assault on the river fork,” said Gorosius,
‘Should Ascenian be there, my presence will ensure our batele-brathers
do not lee him slip awa

As it should be, Reclusiarch,” said Daenvathos, ‘1 shall lead the
prayers before the battle, Our souls shall be steeled and nothing the
heretic can do will shake our devotion,”

Daenyathos saluted and walked back towards the Soul Drinkers po-
sition, Gorosius turned back to the bactlefield. The river fork would
indecd make for an excellent defensive position, covered on owo sides
by the river, with fordifications easilv made from the brain trees o
cover the third, Gorosius weighed his crozius arcanum in his hand — a
very old weapon, it contained a sliver of the sword once wielded by

Sigismund. the Imperial Fists commander who had become the first
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Black Templar and from whose personal guard the Soul Drinkers had
been ereated during the Third Founding. It had taken the lives of many
heretics in its long life. In the hands of Reclusiarch Gorosios, it would

take one more.

Tk kivEL, kxows by the natives of Khaal as the Bleed, carved a channel
from the foothills of the mountains right across the forest. Where it
split in two was indeed a structure, a very old place made of stones
guarried from far beneath the soggy loam ot the forests. This had been
an ancestral seat of power for generations long since dead, a place of
superstition and ill favour among the savages who now inhabited the
forests.

The southern fork of the Bleed ducked underground. and had dug a
complex svstem of caves and underground lakes through the layver of
stone which had furnished the materials for the fortress. At one point
it had met a seam of softer stone and had dutifully eroded it away, leav-
ing a long, wide, high cavern before diverting .'m':l}’.thmuﬂh a fissure
to comntinue its journev. The savages had found a use for this cavern,
It was where they kept their beasts,

These beasts. one of whom had been lost to the invadérs back at the
abandoned town, trumpeted their rage in response to the sound of en-
dines overhead. They needed no goading to force them out into cthe
sunlight, thundering their way across the river fords in the direetion

of the ancient fortress.
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The beasts were difficult to control. It normally cost lives to foree
even one of them out and aim it in the direction of the enemy. But
when they were angered. they needed no help, Something about the
engines of the eraft angered them. The eraft was blocky and studded
with guns, large enough for its hold o carry twenty of the armoured
warriors the forest scouts had glimpsed landing at the town. It hovered
over the vine-covered battlements, training its guns on the tumble-
down guard towers and the weed-choked courtvard, before its rear

ramp openad and che armoured warriors jumped down onto the walls.
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The seouts watched them from among the trees, They were a sUrange
breed even among Khaal's natives — their faces painted red and white,
their teeth pulled out and stitched to their hands and feer to give them
better grip, they lived among the trees and fed on the spongy brain-
lile marter, It drove them mad, some said. A troe scout never touched
the ground again after his first mouthful. They communicated in o
chirruping imitation of birdsong, telling the warriors in the caves of
the attackers' presence.

Thev need not have bothered. Minutes later the heasts stormed
through the trees of theirs, shaking ancient stones from the fortress
walls. The chemical river churned with their footfalls.

One of the armoured warriors, their leader, stood in defiance on the
walls, He was enormous, twice the height of a man, his armour so
hully the strength required to wear it was surely beyond any human,
i faee was a skull. his armour was black instead of purple, and he coar
ried a club wreathed in lightning. The savages of Khaal could scarcely
helieve such a thing could exist,

Except they had been warned. Father Ascenian had told them of the
dark ones from the sky, the ones who would come to destroy them,
The savages loved Father Ascenian. They would die for him. He had
promised them they would have the chance.

The armoured warriors fought. They were brave and strong. But the
heasts were too many, One of the beasts fell before it reached the walls,
felled by the magic weapons of the invaders. But then one crashed into
the fortress. One wall collapsed into the river, damming it. Under the
rocks was the leader. Impossibly, he heaved the fallen blocks of stone
off him and fought on. He seemed to challenge the beast towering
over him, parrving the sweeps of its enormous tusks with his elub. The
savages asked one another how any man could stand before a beast.
The scouts in the trees chirped and squealed with delight.

The beast scooped up the invader’s leader and threw him over its
shoulder into the river with a sweep of its tusks. [t turned its head and
the savages saw how its face was gouged and ruined, torn apart by the
leader's might. But then another beast charged into the fray. and

crushed the leader underfoort,
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Even then his armour did not buclkle. He rose again from the torrent
of the river. His warriors rushed to his side to save him, but the beasts
crushed them and threw them aside, or they were buried as the
tortress collapsed. Again and again the leader was trampled, and his
armour was crushed out of shape, vet still he lived.

Finallv a beast caught the leader in its jaws and swallowed him whole.
The scouts whooped and gibbered in the branches. It was dead! The in-
vader was dead! Father Ascenian would be happy.

Then Father Ascenian left for the sky, as he had told them he would
with a promise to return. The invaders appeared evervwhere in the for
est, and many savages were lost to their swords and guns. But it did not
matter. The dark ones had come, and Father Ascenian had eluded
them. The lives of the savages meant nothing compared to that.

DraExyaTHOS KT

A few of the secouts evaded destruction, hiding up in cthe trees, their
gibbering mistaken for the eries of birds and predators by the invaders.
They continued towateh the site of the invaders” only defeat ac the an-
cient fortress. Some of them saw the leader of the invaders fight his
way ot of the beast’s stomach, His armour was scorched h}'. acid and
torn by teeth. but he was alive when he emerged, covered in bile and
filth and bellowing in rage, He was wounded, and could only drag him-
self along on his stomach since his legs were ruined.

Another armoured warrior approached. This one wore black armour,
lilke the leader, and like him wore a skull on his face. This warrior was
alone. The two armoured men exchanged words, and it scemed the
leader was angered,

The second warrior drew his gun and shot the leader twice through
the head. He paused for a moment, regarding the man he had just
killed. Then he hauled the body back through the wound in the beast's
side, and left him there.

The seouts realised, in a basie, animal way, that they had just wic-
nessed something important, But nothing was really important, except
that Father Ascenian had escaped the dark ones. The savages hooted
and whooped in the trees, happy they had lived to witness their father

victorious,

[T wins with sorrow and gravity that Daenvathos addressed the Chaprer
comeerning the great shame thae had fallen upon chem. The bactle-
brothers were gathered in the Chapel of Dorn on the Glory, @ thousand
Astartes and a hundred novices kneeling before the lectern.
‘Reclusiarch Gorosius was one of the grearest heroes of our Chaprer,”
continued Dacnyvathos, *Of the human race, Only by the effores of such
Astartes do we endure. Only with their deaths are we illuminated as to
the debt we owe them.” _
Daenvathos's sermon had been masterful. It was no less than the
Chaprer would expect from their keenest mind. Dacenvathos had not
mentioned the poor circumstances of Gorosius's death — canght out
by a stampede of cnemy war-beasts, trampled and devoured. The omis-

sion was not olwious, nor skirted around. Instead Daenvathos had
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emphasised the precarious nature of human existence and how Astartes
like Gorosius were a symbaol of what must be done to survive, The con-
gregation felt the galaxy itsclf had lost a hero, not just the Soul
Dirinliers,

‘Reclusiarch Gorosius was lost in the pursuit of a worthy goal.” said
Daenvathos, the tone of his voice darkening, “The persecution of the
heretic Croivas Ascenian. Io is our ducy, not just to honour our fallen
brother, but to acknowledge the great shame that falls upon us by our fail-
ure. Gorosius lies on his slab in the Chambers of Repose, and Ascenian
is free. This is a stain upon our honour, on the honour of the human race!
It cannot stand!” Daenvathos gripped the lectern with his black-
gauntleted hands. s 1 talie up the mantle of Beclusiarch, 1 swear this day
that Ascenian shall be broughe to justice. It is by the Soul Drinkers he
shall he found and defeated! It is by the hand of the Reclusiam chat his
hiead shall be talien! In the name of Gorosius and of Rogal Do, T make
this oath!”

Dracnyathos held up the crozios that Gorosius had carried o Khaal - the
badge of affice of the Reclusiarch. With Gorosius gone, there had been
no question that Dacnyachos, whose Carechisms Marticl was carried by
nearly every Soul Drinker into battle, should become the new Reclu-
siarch.

The Soul Drinkers clapped their fists to their breastplates in salute,
They had acelaimed Dacnvathos as their new spiritual leader, and with
him the oach of finding and punishing Croivas Ascenian, Dacnyvathos de-
scended from the pulpit, and as one, the Soul Drinkers spoke in low voices
as they began to prav.

Daenvathos retired to the Reclusiarch’s chambers adjoining the chapel,
Nowices were ready to attend upon him, to take the crozius and place it
in its blessed casliet of blaclk hardwood and red sills, to remove his armour
and weapons and make noces of his sermon in the great ledgers in which
Reclusiarchs had recorded che spiritual history of the Soul Drinkers, The
chambers were sparse but dramaric. a place made to inspire meditation,
thouwsands of volumes of theology and bactle-theory shelved below glow-
cring icons of past Chaprer heroes, The Reclusiarch required several sets

of armour, all hanging on one wall = Gorosins’s Terminator armonr, still
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searred with acid and claw marks, its many books reduced to charred
spines. Ceremonial obsidian armour for addressing outsiders to the Chap-
ter, rarely used. Dacnvathoss own power armour, the armour he had first
taken as an initiate painted black and inseribed with skulls when he had
been appointed Chaplain. A suit of ashen grey with skulls and chalices
carved from bones, to be worn when the Reclusiareh handed over his du-
ties while still living. an event which had never happened.

Daenyvathos asled the novices to leave, They did so, and aside from a
lectern-servitor waiting in the corner formed by two hookeases, Daeny-
athos was alone.

His actions on Khaal had been a risk, of course. Gorosius could have sur
vivied, even if Daenvathos’s plan to send him to the beast caves of Khaal

suggested he would not. Tt had been a strange instinet that had initiallv

stopped Daenyathos from announcing his discovery of the bark map
showing where Ascenian’s savages kept the beasts they used as weapons,

Perhaps it was a sort of foresight, one step short of warp-craft, a voice of

wisdom and experience that told him to keep the information in reserve
in casc he needed it

The greater risk had been Gorosius recognising Daenyathos’s change
of plan for what it was — a hasty measure to send Gorosius to his death
before he could spread the idea that the Catechisms Marticd contained
within it a hidden message, Dacmathos had intended every word of that
message, but he had not intended for anyvone to uneover it so soon, least
of all Gorosius, He had underestimated the Reclusiarch’s mental agility,

Daenyathos corrected that last thought. Gorosius was not the Reclu-
siarch. Daenvathos was,

At least there had been no risk of Gorosius lemving the attack on the
fortress to anvone clse. Once he believed Ascenian might be chere. it had
been certain Gorosius would lead the attack himself. He could not refuse
the chanee to take Ascenian’s head himself, co win for himself the greater
portion of the glory, to add another line to the eulogy he had thought
would be read for him many deeades in the future.

How could he have refused® He had been a Soul Drinker,

S,

Part 5

451.M36

IT Tov & long time for Reclusiarch Dacnvathos to awake,

An Astartes did not sleep. He could put half his mind into slumber,
then the other, always retaining a degrec of alermmess. That meant for
him to wake, he had to have been unconscious.

At first, he thought he was
immersed in cold water. The
chill surrounded  him, and
miashked his eves, He did not
posscss the treacherous in-
stinets that might cavse #
normal man to gulp foul water
down into his lungs, or lose
control of his bodily functions
in panic, Instead, Daenvathos
comsidered the situation and
calmby drew  inoa shallow
breath,

le could breathe, The eold
and the clammy, greasy sensa-
tion surrounding him came
from somewhere else,

He could hear as well, He

recognised the engines of «
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spaceship. When on board a ship, the sound of the CRgines wis o con-
stant, a distant drone that eventually merged with the silence, Now.
newly awake, Daenyathos was aware of them. He was on a spaceshi p.

He was on the Talon of Mars.

Daenyathos fought to move. Te was encased in something that pre-
vented his limbs from making the slightest motion. His face was not
similarly encased. He could move his jaw. and his head, if only a litde,
He rried to open his eyes. They were gummed up - with dried blood.
he guessed. An Astartes’s blood clotted extremely quicklv. hecoming
hard red clumps within moments of exiting a vein or an artery, It
meant an Astartes would never bleed to deach, but it had its {|I.'il‘;'|.'-
backs. If it was in an Astartes’s eves, it could take precious moments
toe pick it awav so he could see again,

The Talon of Mars had started out as an Adeptus Mechanicus ex

plorator ship, a highly advanced and ancient eraft that sought out new

warp routes. On one of its expeditions it had dropped into the warp
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and not returned for three thousand vears. By the time it had returned
it had become something very different — a space hulk, a ship de-
formed and made terrible by its long imprisonment in the warp. The
Soul Drinkers had attacked it. Daenyvathos had led them. His memory
seemed as gummed-up as his eves, and the facts of the recent past
were reluctant to eome to the surface.

Dacnvathos struggled. There were few bonds an Astartes could not
break. Dacnvathos's held firm. His arms and legs were numb with im-
prisonment. He grimaced and strained every musele in the trunk of his
body, neck muscles standing out in cords, abdominals erushing against
his ribs, spine bending back.

He put evervthing he had into it, until he could taste blood in his
mouth and feel his fused ribs creaking with the strain. He let it go.
sagging in his bonds,

“You are awake.” said a voice, ‘Let me help vou.”

The voice was synthesised, but very well. It was male, with a hint of
age and education. A wealthy noble or senior adept might be granted
such a high-guality artificial larynx when his voice failed. Daenvathos
felt dexterous fingers on his face, prising away the laver of coagulated
bload from his evelids.

Dacnyathos’s pupils snapped shut. He had been blind for a long time,
and his augmented eves fought to protect his retinas while sull grant-
ing him sight.

Ie was in a Verispex suite, a laboratory used by the Talon's Mechan-
icus crew to examine samples. Several lab benches held brass-cased
microscopes and centrifuges. Lab servitors were mounted on the ecil-
ing, their human torsos augmented by folding meral limbs now curled
up underneath them. The walls, faced in the rust-red and bronze of
the Mechanicus, were inseribed with machine-code prayers. The place
was relatively intact. albeit covered with a patina of corrosion suggest-
ing its age. Unlike most of the hulk, it had not been twisted by the
ship’s time in the warp,

The man who had picked the blood from Dacnvathos’s eyves was

standing over hime It was Croivas Ascenian,
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Lrenvathos was certain of the man's identity even though no one had
given a reliable deseription of him for well over a century, There was
something in the stature — too tall for a human, vet hunched over -
that spole of the decades of malice Ascenian had perpetrated, His robes
were still those of an Imperial missionary, a brown cassock tied at the
witist with a length of golden rope hung wich icons Ascenian had stolen
trom places of worship. There were gilded finger bones and skulls of
saints, delicately painted icons on panels of wond taken from primitive
altars, jewel-studded aguilae taken from the croziers of Imperial cler-
gyvmen. On Ascenian's shoulders lay a hemsy mantle of eracked leacher,
and his face was hall-hidden under its hood.

No one knew what Ascenian’s first face had looked like. It had been
rebuilt and repaired so many times it looked like no natural face ever
could, It resembled a mechanical deviee made from body parts. The
jaw was a single picee, the skin stretched over it in an approximation
of reality. The checks hung over it, hinged at the cheekbones to allow
tor an imitation of facial expression. The eve sockers were wide and
raw, and the eves — biological, and of different colours suggesting more
than one donor — sat in them like meteors in impact craters.

The hands Ascenian used to prise the blood from Daenvathos's face
were mechanical. too. They made no pretence at realism. They were
slender metal armatures chat ended in spreads of slim fingers, lile spi-
ders” legs. The cassock shifted with more shoulders and ellbows than
a human should have, suggesting many more limbs were folded up
under there. The cassock reached the ground but Daenyvathos noted
the way Ascenian moved suggested he had no feet. Perhaps he hovered,
o had many small lower limbs to move him along like an inseet.

Ascenian turned to examine the lab bench behind him. Several bio-
lagical samples sat in dishes of nutrient gel, or were pinned open on
the work surface to expose their inner workings. Theyv looked like or-
dgans, still glistening and marbled with hlood,

o, said Dacnvachos,

A vou still speak,” said Ascenian withour turning around. “Thar is
good, The last one was less than talented with regards to conversa-

ricn.,”
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The last one? Daenyathos strained against his honds again., There
was more than one. Another Soul Drinker had fallen into Ascenian’s
hands, More battle-brothers to be avenged, Ascenian had taken his
share of them in the vears the Chapter had hunted him,

Ascenian’s apprehension had become a matter of pride for the Soul
Drinkers, Ascenian had bested them and, as far as the rest of the Chap-
ter was concerned, killed Reclusiarch Gorosius. Daenyathos had known

the truth of what happened to Gorosius, but still he had dedicared
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himself to hunting Ascenian as completely as any Soul Drinker. This
was ot just to coneeal his part in Gorosius’s death. He genuinely de-
spised Ascenian. The corrupted missionary was an upstart, a pretender
to the ranks of those who decided human destiny. His experiments
into human nature, erude and gory as they were, suggested he aspired
toa greater understanding of his species. His was a erime of arrogance,
and no one eould mateh their arrogance to that of the Soul Drinkers.

[t had taken the Chapter a hundred and chirtv-seven vears to find
him. During that time, Ascenian had taken to living on the Talon of
Mars. The Soul Drinkers had found and boarded it And then Daeny-
athos had fallen.

It had been a bomb that had laid Daenvathos low. A booby trap. Not
even a bullet or blade, not even the hand of Ascenian himself. Ascen-
ian had known he would be found and the Tadon of Mars boarded, so
he had turned the ship into a deathtrap. He had been waiting for the
Soul Drinkers, or someone like them, so he could take a few more
sealps.

Dacnyvachos could still not move, But he could turn his head, a lictle,
He felt the familiar collar of his power armour’s breastplate around
his throat, and wondered for a moment why Ascenian would leave him
wearing it. The thought fliteed out of his mind when he foreed his head
round to see what was fixed to the wall immediately to his left.

Another Astartes was chained to the wall. This one was out of ar
mour, His flesh was pallid and purplish, covered in cuts and bruises. lts
muscles were wasted, giving it a sagging, lopsided look anathema to
the idea of an Astartes. It was an obscenity, to see a Space Marine re-
duced to this, weak and pathetic, helpless.

The Astartes was dead. but he had clearly been weakened first, por
haps chained there for months while his museles atrophiced. The Space
Marine’s torso had been carved open, the breasiplate of bone eracked
open and the organs harvested. Daenvathos recognised the bird’s-head
symbol tattoos on one shoulder. The symbol of the Raven Guard, a
much-storied Chapter of Space Marines. At some point they, too, had
tangled with Ascenian, and like Dacnyvathos this Astartes had been

subdued and captured.
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Another sight caught Dacnvathos's eve, in his peripheral vision. His
hand.

His hand hung pale and limp where it was manacled to a chain hang-
ing from the ceiling. The armour had been removed from his arm and
hand and the skin along his forearm had been slit open and restitched.
Cables and wires led from the wound., dangling down to the floor. His
palm was open, too, and Daenyathos could see elamps attaching wires
to bundles of exposed musele. He tried to twiteh a finger, but he could
not move his arm at all. It was entirely dead.

He looked down, forcing his chin against the collar of his armour, His
legs had been similarly operated upon, and were similarly motionless.

The wires led to the monitors on the lab bench. Daenyvathos realised
with a lurch that Ascenian had pared open his body to ger at his nerv-
ous system, so his vital functions could be monitored. In the process
his nervous svstem had become disconnected from his extremities, his
limbs now effectively dead,

When Daenvathos looked around again, Ascenian was standing in
front of him, staring.

‘I have been impatient in the past,” said Ascenian. 1 have damaged
my specimens in my haste, With vou, T hope to be more thorough

Daenyathos’s veins had filled up with ice. He was Astartes, and he
knew no fear - but he could still feel horror, that blank white obscenity
that filled a man’s mind. Daenvathos had never felt more human than
in that moment. Ascenian had stolen from him the use of his arms
and legs. He was nothing any more, He could not fight. He could not
even run. He was Ascenian’s possession. Evervthing he was, evervthing
he had carned as a Soul Drinker, had gone.

Yo are,” Ascenian was saying, ‘quite fascinating. Examining an As.
tartes makes me feel all my previous experiments have been
precursors. Training, if vou will, for the time | could get my hands on
a gpace Marine. You know, | presume, that vou have three lungs. [t
was something of a revelation for me, however,”

Daenyathos’s throat tightened, He felt he would vomit, Some hidden
instinet kept trving to break the bonds holding his arms and legs, How

pathetic he must have looked. swaying in his chains, as if by twisting
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and jerking around he could free himself, And what would he do then?
Drag himsell along by his chin, wriggle like a worm® Ascenian could
simply step over him and observe as Daenvathos abased himself fur
ther,

‘Do vou know what this is?' said Ascenian. A mechadendrite, an ar
ticulated cable that ended in a three-fingered elaw, snaked out from
his robes to pick something up from the lab bench and hold it up in
front of Daenyvathos. [t was a lump of meat, a fist-sized knot of muscle,

It's a heart,” said Dacnyathos, He had a dim awareness that he
should keep Ascenian talking,

Aseenian smiled. Two more mechadendrites reached out, from his
shoulders this time, uncoiling from beneath the mantle of his habit.
They removed the bolts that held the two halves of Daenvathos’s
breastplate together under the shoulder joints. The breastplate lifeed

WL

“Think again,” Ascenian said.

Dacnvathos  looked
down. His chest and ab-
domen had suffered the
same treatment as his
limbs. A deep, ragged Y-
shaped incision, such as
might he made in a
corpse to harvest the or
gans, ran from  his
shoulders to his solar
plexus and then down
beneath his navel, Tubes
and wires snaked trom
the wound, the edges of
which were held to-

gether by clamps and
steel sutures, He could

sce red stripes under

the skin where his ribs
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had been cracked so his chest could be levered open, and then shut
again,

Denvathos fele a bilious terror rising in him. It was something he
had never felt before, He was going to die here.

The analytical part of his mind had been working all this time. It
told him the tree of organs inside him, many of which had been added
to him during his conversion into a Space Marine, was not complete.

It's my heart,” said Dacnvathos. It took an effore to speak. The frac-
tured pancls of his ribeage shifred to allow his lungs to inflate and give
him the breath to do it.

Very good,” said Ascenian. Your original one, I believe. The addi-
tional one is quite the creation. In the vats of vour Apothecarion 1
imagine it must have been erafted, Even the Magi Biologis of the Me-
chanicus would struggle to emulate such eraftsmanship. Every cut |
make into your kind gives me some new revelation. To think [ wasted
so much time seeking out new wavs to explore the nature of the
human body, when it was within the body of an Astarces that true en-
lightenment lay.’

Ascenian spoke almost conversationally, instructively, and Daeny-
athos could imagine that same voice convineing his many followers to
abandon their humanity and become his vietims. In the decades since
Khaal there had been other experiments. all of them presaged by that
reasonable, inarguable voice. It had convineed ten thousand suppli-
canes on Calderoi Magna to live like animals, wallowing through filth
and fighting with teech and nails, solely to see which among them
would become predators and which preyv. Ascenian had somehow made
his way onto a ship of the Imperial Navv, and when he left it one-tenth
of the crew survived on a command deck decorated with the skin of the
other nine-tenths. Ascenian would become bored and disappear for
years at g time, to re-emerge when he had some new theory that
needed testing.

‘Such a shame.” Ascenian was saving, “that Space Marines are so hard
to come by He pointed a mechadendrite at the dead Raven Guard. “This
one was the first I acquired intact. In my cagerness. I damaged him be-
vond usefulness. Be assured. [ shall be more methodical with vou.”
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Ascenian turned to the laboratory bench. *Some of vour organs T as-
sume are redundant, so injury to one will permit the other to take
over its function. The purpose of others, however, is less obvious to
me. Prav tell me, what is this for®

Ascenian held up another organ that had been Iving in a nutrient
dish on the lab bench, It was a stomach, wich wires clipped to it lead-
ing, Daenvathos presumed, to his spinal column. Ascenian’s
mechadendrite elaws caretully opened up the stomach along a slit cut
into its surface, revealing a whiteish nodule on the stomach’s inner
surface.

‘Go to hell,” hissed Dacnyvathos,

‘0h dear,” said Ascenian, with an air of disappointment that was al-
most helievable, The claw of his third mechadendrite folded up to
reveal a slender silver probe, which he inserted into a bundle of fibrous
matter on the hench behind him.

There had been something missing from the situation, something
other than Daenyathos’s absent organs. There had been no pain.

There was pain now,

Daenvathos was bathed in it. It leapt from every nerve ending. It

flooding through him, down his throat and into his lungs. It burned



12 BEx COUSTER

through his missing limbs, it knotted the stomach in Ascenian’s hands.
it rippled up his spine.

He had never felt such pain, He had never fel pain at all, compared
tor this. A thousand knives cur him. Phantom fingernails were ripped
away, Every nerve ending sang out at onee,

It was impossible to tell how long it lasted. Time had no meaning
while bathed in that pain. It was probably only a fraction of a second,
but that meant nothing to Daenvathos's mind as a million points of
agony assailed it,

The pain fell away. Dacnyathos sagged in his chains. Saliva ran from
his lower lip, his jaw hanging lmp. His lungs shuddered to draw
hreach.

‘It is unwise to show discourtesy to one's host when that host has
control of one’s nervous system.” said Ascenian. e indicated the organ
grafred onto Daenvathos's stomach again, “What is chis for®

Daenyathos had a duty to defv Ascenian. But he also had a duty to
live on. The longer he kept Ascenian interested in an Astartes’s various
augmentations, the longer Daenvathos would stay alive, and the more
opportunities he would have to..,

...to what® To escape? To kill Ascenian® The logical part of his hrain
told him those things were not possible. For once, Daenvathos sileneced
it. Logic did not apply here. To struggle on was its own reward.

And perhaps, just perhaps, there was a way,

‘It is the omophagea,’ said Dacnvathos thickly. He had bitten his lips
and the inside of his checks during the pain, and he drooled oot blood
as he spoke. Tt absorbs racial memory. We can... we can know the
thoughes of our enemics.’

Ascenian’s artificial face flexed into an expression of curiosity, "By
consuming their flesh®’

“Their, .. their brains.”

Ah, now that is fascinating. Yes, this is what | sought. unknowing,
until 1 finally had an Astartes of my own.’

Dacnyvathos needed information, Just like Ascenian lusted to know
evervthing about the pathetic specimen in front of him, so Daenvathos
needed to know more about Ascenian,
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Someone in the room knew more. Perhaps not much more, perhaps
only a few moments of rage and pain. But it would be something.

Denyvachos let his eves flicker. almost imperceptibly, to the Raven
Guard hanging beside him.

Ascenian smiled.

The claw of a mechadendrite folded in on itself and a miniature cir-
cular saw blade slid out of its casing. It started spinning with a tinny
whine. Ascenian walked up to the Raven Guard and lifred the dead
Space Marine's head up. He looked into the Astartes’s glazed eyes as
the saw blade cut around the top of the cranium. A fine mist of blood
coloured the fleshy panels of Ascenian’s face,

The saw finished its work. The mechadendrite reformed into a claw
and delicately lifted the top of the Raven Guard’s eranium, The Raven
Cruard’s brain was revealed, beneath a grevish membrane. Two more
mechadendrites now worked, both tipped with fine scalpel blades, re-

moving the membrane. One slid down between the brain and the skull,
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presumably severing the optical nerves. the spinal column and the
nther anchors that held the brain in place.

The mechadendrites carefully lifted the brain from the Raven
Guard's skull. The whole operation had taken perhaps two minutes.
Ascenian returned to the lab bench and placed the brain on s surface.
It was a rippled mass, a little shrunken and discoloured by the onset
of decomposition,

Daenyathos let the symproms of fear appear on his face. Not olwious.
of course. Ascenian could not suspeet he was putting it on. He foreed
his pupils to dilate a little, the museles in his neck to tighten, his
breath o hitch.

Ascenian cut a thin slice from the Raven Guard's brain and dropped
it into Daenvathos’s stcomach,

The stomach was still hooked up to Daenyathos's nervous system,
and straight away he registered the omophagea recognising memory-

rich matrer,
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His back-brain flooded with the primitive thoughes from the Raven
Guard’s mind. A grim desire for deach, a sense of persecution and
anger, a bleak hatred of life the Raven Guard instilled in their recruics.
That was how the Raven Guard thoughe — the galaxy was a cruel place
and they had to be crueller. Life was an aberration and ending it was
i sacred duty, They were a dark brotherhood, seekers of oblivion. They
could not have been more different to the Soul Drinkers and still call
themselves Astartes,

More sophisticated thoughts surfaced as Daenvathos concentrated
further. The more recent memories were the only ones intact enough
tomialie sense, A great anger at failure, at the insult of caprure. Dacny-
athos had a flecting image of an Astartes strilke cruiser burning, its
hull pounded by the many guns of Ascenian’s space hulk. It was seen
from the porthole of the saviour pod in which the Raven Guard had es-
caped his ship, and which was then presumably captured by Ascenian.

The Raven Guard had fought, Ascenian had sent combat-servitors
to subdue him, machines of flesh and steel. Most had been destroved,
but ultimately, there had been too many,

Now Dacnyathos saw through the eves of the Raven Guard as he hung
in the lab., Ascenian stood before him, the image distorted by the
weight of anger and shame filling the Raven Guard's mind.

Then there was pain. Ascenian had set about the Raven Guoard with
a viviseotionist's glee, savouring the Raven Guard's suffering as much
as the revelations he could find about Astartes phyvsiology. Saws had
cut through the Raven Guard's ribs. Blades had probed at living or-
gans, thousands of pain receptors firing off like fireworks in the Raven
Cuard's brain, The sensations were muted by the omophagea but still
Daenvathos had to hold on mentally, to keep his own mind from recoil-
ing and banishing the Raven Guard's dyving thoughts,

“Tell me!” ecame Ascenian’s voice, amplified and discorted. “Tell me!
How do they change vou® What do they do? What are vou, servant of
the Emperor? The Mechanicus couldn’t make yvou. All the magi on
Mars could not create an Astartes! What are vou®

Then, death was falling, Daenviathos had tasted the deaths of many
tallen foes through the omophagea, and they were always the same — cold,
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fearful and utterly alome, He let the Raven Guard's thoughts go before
that moment. The dead Astartes deserved at least that small dignioe

Daenvathos let his head hang, as if exhausted.

Ascenian did not know, He did not know about the gene-sced.

Daenvathos looked up to sce Ascenian smiling before him, “Well?’
Ascenian said.

‘Damn vou,” replied Daenvathos. He let his voice sound weak. He
imagined his mind had been broken by the consumption of another As.
tartes's thoughts, and that he was now at Ascenian's mercy. Nothing
would have pleased Ascenian more than to have an Astartes, one of
the Emperor’s finest, erushed and compliant before him,

What other seerets do vou have hidden away in these organs?’ con-
tinued Ascenian. ‘Or will T have to convinee vou again?’

‘No,' said Daenvathos quickly. ‘No, L. Iwill show vou, Please. T will
show you,”

Ascenian came closer. *Then do so, Soul Drinker.)

Daenyathos looked up at Ascenian, It was an effort to keep the hate
out of his eves. “It is the gene-seed that you seek.”

Ascenian raised an evebrow, 'The gene-seed?”

‘Everv Astartes carries within him the genetic blueprint of his pri-
march. That is what regulates our augmentations.” Daenyathos’s mind
raced. The concoction he was coming up with had to grab Ascenian’s
attention quickly and completely.

‘The Emperor created the primarchs,” began Daenvathos, ‘in His
own image. But they were not enough to conquer the galaxy on their
own. There were twenty primarchs, but two of them the others de-
spised.’

‘Good,” said Ascenian, rapt. “When my story is told, your part shall
he greater than most. Go on, Astartes. Go on!’

“The primarchs,” said Daenvathos, ‘killed these two. and cut them
up into thousands of pieces. Each picee was implanted in a warrior, and
it transformed them into the first Space Marines. Whenever one of us
falls, our battle-brothers will risk their lives to reclaim the hody, for the
gene-seed we each carry is the same that was taken from the Em-

peror's murdered sons.’
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Ascenian’s face broke open in delight. The panels of skin could barely
hold the expression. “The Emperor's own blood! The flesh of the lost
primarchs themselves! This is contained within every Astartes?y’

Teis," said Daenvathos, 'In the progenoid. It is wichin us all’

‘S, eould it be that here, in this creature hanging before me, |
could look upon the flesh of the Emperor Himself?'

“The primarchs were born of the Emperor’s own flesh,’ said Daeny-
athos. “They are His brothers as much as His sons,”

Ascenian peered closer at Daenvathos’ss many scars, wondering how
he had missed this sacred organ, “Where?' he asked.

Daenvathos was silent a moment too long,

‘Where is it¥" snapped Ascenian. Impatience was taking him over now.

In my throat,” said Dacnyathos. ‘Behind che larmx, Wichin the spinal
column, procected by the vertebrae.

‘Then let us look upon divinity,” said Ascenian, stepping closer to
Daenvathos, Delicate implements unfolded from his mechadendrites,

Blades, saws, pincers, syringes,
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Daenyathos held up his head, exposing his throat,

The first blade touched his throat, The point of pain grew to a line.
then slid inside along with the blade, Dacnvathos gritted his teeth,
This was not pain. This was nothing. This was proof he was still alive.
No enemy could inflict true pain on an Astartes. This was what Dacny-
athos told himself as his chroat was peeled open and the air tonched
the raw muscle of his neck.

Ascenian backed away a little, peering into Daenyvathos's throat, two
pincers holding the skin apart.

It is delicate,” whispered Dacnyvathos, ‘and easily damaged.”

Ascenian leaned forwards to get o better look. Past the whitish gristle
of larvnx, the pillars of Astartes muscle, there was a dark searlet twise
of folded flesh., [t was not musele or bone, 1t was not part of the wind-
pipe or the gullec. Tt had no place in a human body,

“Wonderful,” said Ascenian softlv. “This is the Emperor's gift o
mankind, To see it... to hold it this is to be as o god.

Ascenian leaned in a licede further.

Daenyathos lunged,

Daenvathos's teeth clamped down on Ascenian's neck, somewhere
heneath the mantle of his habit. The chains rateled as his body swung
hack and forth, but Daenvathos's grip held. Ascenian tried to back
away but Dacnyvathos bit down as hard as an Astartes could, and that
wiis too strong a grip for Ascenian to break,

Dacnvathos fele the artificial voice box breaking beneath his teeth,
He felt bone grinding and skin tearing. Hot wetness tflooded into his
mouth, oily and foul-tasting, whatever concoction Ascenian had used
to replace his blood,

Perhaps Ascenian didn't need to breathe. Perhaps his throar con-
tained only what he needed to speak. It didn’t matter, not really, As
lomg as Dacnvathos’s duty filled the last moments of his life, then he
could truly call himself Astartes,

Blades cut at him. The circular saw blade buried itself in his hack,
It cut through Dacnvathos’s spine and he lost all sensation below the
chest. His jaw elamped down further, and vertebrae shattered beneath

the pressure.
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Some of Ascenian was still nacural, then, There was still enough lefi
to kill,

Blood spurted as an artery severed. Ascenian fell limp as his spine,
too, was cut by a shard of hone or the shearing of vertebrae. Daenyathos
shook his head from side to side and tendons tore in Ascenian's neck,

Diaenvathos’s mouth was full of blood. It choked down his throat and
spurted from his nose. He didn’t let go. He could hold his breath for
longer than Ascenian could survive without blood. Ascenian’s neck
was human, that much Daenvathos could tell, He had to breathe, he
had to receive oxygenated blood to his brain. Quite probably, Ascenian
had no other vulnerable spot in the unholy artificiality of his body. But
Daenyathos had found what made him human,

Daenyathos held on for a long time. Ascenian stopped moving, but
that was no proof he was dead. The false missionary would feign death
for an age if it meant he eould survive. But Daenvathos could feel no
heartheat. The blood spurting from Ascenian's neck subsided and
ceased. Either there was no more blood in Ascenian, or his heart — if
he had one = had stopped.

From the way Ascenian’s head hung from his mouth, Daenyathos
could tell Aseenian’s neek was almost completely severed. Only a
string of skin and gristle held it on. The sheer volume of blood pooled
on the lab floor meant nothing remotely human could still be alive.
But still Daenvathos held on, until in exhavustion, hours later, his jaw
slackened and Ascenian elattered to the ground.

Ascenian’s habit fell open as he landed in the puddle of dark oily
blood. Dacnvathos saw very little of the original man had remained.
Ascenian’s chest was a brass-cased machine, all cogs and steam valves,
Beneath it were more mechadendrites, these serving Ascenian as legs,
Countless medieal devices and implements were folded up around his
torso, accessible by the mechadendrites sprouting from his back. Only
Ascenian’s brain and internal organs. the connections between them
in his neck. had remained from the man who had once claimed to be
a missionary of the Imperial Creed.

And now he was dead. There was no doubt about that, Ascenian was

all but beheaded,
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Draienvachos could die with this duty done. There were thousands of
other duties, of course, that he would not live to see completed. But
this one was fulfilled. Ascenian was dead. Daenvathos hung his head,
and allowed himself to rest,
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Tie Recvsiat oF the Soul Drinkers had, under the Reclusiarch Dacny-
athos, produced three Chaplains of sufficient loyalty and purpose to he
given Daenvathos's trust. Already Daenyathos had attained a rank be-
vond one that could be bestowed by the mundane workings of the
Chapter. e was more than a Reclusiarch, which was in itself second
in rank only to the Chapter Master. He had become, instead, the
Philosopher-Soldier, the embodiment of the Chapter’s spirit. the moral
father of evervthing the Soul Drinkers thought and did. The Chaplains
he had talen into his crust had the ducy of continuing his legacy - in
ensuring the Catechisms Martind continued to serve as the exemplar
of a Soul Drinker’s beliefs, and in continuing to watch over the philo-
sophical foundation of his training.

These three Chaplains were Apollonios, Themiskon, and Aciar. Apol-
lomios had reached the rank of assault-captain before he had
withdrawn to the Reclusinm, seeking greater meaning than could be
found exceuting the Emperor’s foes at the point of a chainsword. He
wis, some said, the strongest and most skilled fighter the Chapter had
seen in a hundred vears, and the acelaim such prowess had brought
him was all saerificed when he took up the studies of a Chaplain,

Themiskon had heen a talisman of ill fortune, As a novice, three mas-
ters had been slain while he was in attendance to them. To show that
superstition could not be the master of Astartes, Themiskon was ele-
vated to a battle-hbrother in spite of his ill fortune. When he was the

113




114 BEx CoUsTER

sole survivor of his squad for a second time, he begged for the freedom
tor do penance for the calamities he was sure he had brought on his
hattle-brothers. The Reclusiam took him in, and Daenvathos himself
turned Themiskon from the harbinger of cruel luck to an icon of re-
demption, of how even the bleakest fate could not turn an Astartes
from the fulfilment of his duties, Themiskon went into battle with his
skin picreed by red-hot barbs, the pain reminding him of his past sins.
and of the pain that would fall on the Chapter’s enemies in an endless
revenge against the universe,

Aciar had attended on Daenvathos for a time, and was a rare thing
among Astartes — a scholar, a secker of knowledge. He had served
under the Techmarines and undergone the pilgrimage to Mars, but
the mysteries of the Chapter’s technology had not sated his desire for
understanding. Dacnvathos had entrusted him with the Reclusiam’s
archives, and with collating the many commentaries on the Coare-
chisms Martied which the Soul Drinkers had penned in the decades
sinee it had been written, He was as skilled and fierce in battle as any
Astartes, but his real value wo the Chapter was in answering che Siri-
tual gquestions of the brethren and watching over their minds as the
Apothecaries watched over their bodies, Aciar had been granted the
honour of writing Dacnyathos’s
chanson, which would surely
serve as an example to every stu-
dent of the Reclusiam to come.

Themiskon led the squad of
Soul Drinkers that penctrated
into the depths of the Talon of
Mars in search of Daenvathos,
The Reclusiarch had been lost in
the first assault on the space
hulk and was assumed captured
or ineapacitated. None dared be-
lieve he could actually have been

killed by Ascenian’s cowardly,

crude array of booby traps. And
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true enough, Themiskon found Daenvathos alive beside the body of
the heretie Croivas Ascenian,

But Daenvathos was mutilated bevond any hope of repair. His limbs
useless, his organs seattered, he had no hope of recovery. He would
die of the injuries Ascenian had inflicted, as surely as Ascenian himself
was dead. In great sorrow Themiskon took the dving Daenyvathos back
to the Soul Drinkers fleet, and there laid him in state in the Apothe-
earion,

It was Apollonios who knelt in vigil at Daenvathos’s side. The Apothe-
caries fought to keep the Reclusiarch alive. Some suggested the
Emperor's merey should be granted to him, but Apollonios angrily re-
fused any such suggestion, even going so far as to say that any Astartes
who tried to end the suffering of Daenyathos would have to first best
Apollonios in combat. The rage of Apollonios was well known among
the battle-brothers, and so Daenyathos was permitted to endure, his
vital signs declining with every passing moment.

And it was Aciar who did not give up hope. The task force sent to the
Tulon of Mars returned to the main fleet, and Aciar immediately dis-
appeared into the Seintillating Death. He had served his penance on the
¢host ship before being aceepted into the ranks of the Chaplains. and
o few rumoured that he had returned there many times to commune
with the angry spirits of the Chapter’s fallen. Indeed, Aciar had been
there several times, but at the behest of Daenyathos, who had secured
a truce with the restless ghosts there and established a base of oper
ations on the Scintillaeing Death that none outside the Reclusiam
suspected.

Aciar summened the other Chaplains to the Seintillating Death, and

hade them bring Daenvathos with them.

Tuk SemiLLativg Dearn had its own eathedral of Rogal Dorn. This was
a chapel of war, a monument to violence. The floor was paved with sci-
ments of shattered xenos skulls. Spent casings from artillery rounds
were welded together to form its pillars, Captured weapons and ar-
mour lined the walls in a mosaic of death. In centuries past Soul
Dirinkers had come here when they believed themselves guilty of some
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failure to their Chapter, usually in battle. Beneath the eves of a thou-
sand skulls lining the ceiling, they stated their desire to die to the
bronze statue of Rogal Dorn in his guise as the Emperor’s Exccutioner.
They begged their primarch for the strength to die in battle. for an As-
tartes could not merely throw his life away and had to heg fate for an
enemy of sufficient prowess to kill him, Most of the oaths made in the
Chapel of War were in private, with no other Astartes ever learning of
the death wish, All of them were fulfilled, sometimes quickly, some-
times many yvears later, for it was a rare Astartes who did not meet
death eventually on the battlefield,

Aciar looked up at the statue of his primarch. Rogal Dorn was
hooded and carried the obsidian blade that marked him out as the
Emperor’s Champion,

‘Do you think  that
Dorn would forgive us®'

he said. *

nios. He had not washed
the blood off his armour
since the battles on the
Talon of Mars, and he
stank of gun oil and
dricd gore. “What need
have we to ask forgive
ness for doing our dutyy’

OFf course,” said Aciar,
Aciar’s skin and hair were
deathly pale, to the extent
that amwone seeing him
for the first time would

assume he was severely ill,

His ¢eremonial armour

WIS the traditional
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hones of his slull were tattooed on one half of his face, so from one side
he looked dving and from the other he looked dead. “But did blessed
Dorn know of the coming of Daenvathos® Had he forescen itY Cur master
is the greatest to have worn the armour of a Soul Drinker, and T would
sav no other who carries Dorn’s blood could exceed him. Did Dorn know
it would come to this? Or were the primarchs themselves at the merey of
fate, merely hoping that one day the warrior-philosopher would arise?”

Yo think too much, brother,” said Themiskon. Unlike Apollonios,
Themiskon did not wear the armour he had fought in on the Talon of
Mears, Instead, he wore the plain black armour he favoured, covered in
a hemy brown habit stained with the blood he shed daily in his many
penanees, ‘Ours is not to ask of the stars. Ours is to serve.,’

Themiskon wheeled the surgery slab down the aisle of the Chapel of
War, On the slab was strapped the body of Daenyathos with a wealth of
monitors and Apotheearion machines hooked up to the organs in his
chest. His ribeage was open, the innards protected by a thin sheet of
transparent gauze. Replacement organs had been grafted in, but none
helieved they eould hold out for long.

“You have not told us, Aciar,” said Apollonios, ‘why he had to be
brought here.”

‘Because Daenvathos is not going to die.” replied Aciar,

Aciar took a device from one of the ammunition pouches at his waist.
It was a small rectangle of black metal, covered in controls. Aciar ac-
tivated a couple of the controls.

From behind the statue of Dorn came the sound of a growling en-
gine, and pistons slamming home. The floor shuddered under a huge
fratfall.

When the Scintillating Death was lost,” said Aciar over the sound,
‘the relies on board were lost, too, some of them now forgotten. One
of them 1 found. in an obscure history of the Chapter, and [ returned
here to find it. | was suceessful.’

A shape lumbered into the half-light of the chapel. It was the size of
a tank. but it walked on two squat legs that left deep footprints in the
floor, 1ts square body was decorated with the golden chalice symbol of

the Soul Drinkers. and covered in purity seals and prayers illuminated
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on parchment. One blocky shoulder ended in a huge power fist, four
slabs of plasteel arranged around 2 harrel-shaped fist. The other was a

”~
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launcher with dozens of missiles racked. The machine shuddered with |" Lo
A

the growl of its power plant.

‘Throne of Terra,” said Themiskon. ‘Bv the Skies of Mars. A Dread-
nought.’

£ Carn'F rven f'!‘i‘}‘
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“The only one the Chapter possesses,’ said Aciar, ‘And none but we
know of it. It was thought lost with the brethren on the Seineilloting
Death, but it survived. Now it is ours.’

Themiskon walked up to the Dreadnought and placed a hand against -

&
its armoured hull in reverence. “We must waste no time.” he said. \;'5

Apollonios and Aciar hauled open the sarcophagus of the Dread- Sl
nought, revealing the interior of its torso, A bewildering tangle of E .
tubes and wires was revealed, surrounding a chair large enough for an : :
Astartes torso. Several dozen probes and syringes lined the seat. g &5

Themiskon carried Daenyathos carcfully to the Dreadnoughe and
placed him in the seat. Themiskon had, for a time, studied in the Chap-
ter Apothecarion, hoping his much-lamented ill luck would not find
him so far from the battlefield. The experiment had not proved fruitful,
but the knowledge he had gained served him well in hooking up the
Dreadnought’s probes and control wiring to the interfaces of Daeny-

ir‘r? o can his word
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athos’s body. Much of the black carapace implanted over Dacnyathos's
ribs had been descroved by Ascenian, but the Apothecaries had fash-
iomed replacements for the sockets and readouts that had been lost,

The other two Chaplains watched in silence, Daenvathos was, to all
appearances, dead. His eves had not opened and the probes inserted
in his skin did not cause him to bleed. Faith alone told them the man

they placed in the Dreadnought was something more than a COrpsc.

Tue rites axn operations involved in interring a Space Marine in a
Dreadnought were long and complex. For three davs, Themiskon
worked, the other Chaplains shuttling oceasionally back and forth be-
tween the Seintillating Death and the rest of the fleet to fetch supplics
from the Apothecarion or incense and sacred writings from the Reclu-
siam. When he was finished, Daenyathos was barely visible among the
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wiring and tubes. His face was completely obscured by the breathing
mask and the mass of electronics covering his eyves.

Themiskon hauled the sarcophagus closed. The sound rang around
the chapel like the note of a distant cathedral bell.

‘We should pray,” he said.

The three Chaplains knelt and silently ran through the pravers they
had memorised from the Catechisms Martial. In this state they forgot
time and place. They could have been anywhere, or evervwhere, their
minds contemplating the great truths Dacnyvathos had passed down
to them, Their duties. The meanings of their existence. The great plan
of which they were a part. [t was a purifying praver, a prayer that let
them drift away from the shackles of humanity and comprehend what
thev truly were.

Their trains of thought were broken by a change in the engine note
of the Dreadnoughe. Lights flickered somewhere inside it. The power
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fist flexed and the sarcophagus swivelled on its mountings. as if look-
ing around to see where it had found itself

I live)” came a growling, artificial voice from the vox-casters
mounted on its upper hull, *1see. 1 see my brothers.”

The three Chaplains staved kneeling. Their pravers had been an-
ﬁu'urud.

‘Lord Reclusiarch,” said Themiskon. ‘Speak unto us of vour wishes,
What must we do? How must we serve®’

1 have known this time would come,” said Dacnvathos, “Talke me to
the Chamber of Arms.’

Tue Charvams LED Daenvathos down through the decks of the Scin-
tillating Decth. The Chapter's ghosts watched them with suspicion,
tor they still did not trust the living even though Aciar had made
truce with them. Daenvathos's movements were slow and uncertain,
as he learned to control his new mechanical body, Themiskon spoke
quict prayers of protection as they passed through the ancient cor-
ridors and mustering-decks of the ship, the places where
generations of Soul Drinkers long dead had trained and studied the
welvs of war,

The Chamber of Arms was where some of the Chapter's relies had
once been kept. Many of them had been salvaged after the disaster
that had befallen the Seintillaring Death, A fow had been lost forever to
the warp, the subjects of ancient oaths recorded in the Chapter histo-
ries. They had been kept in banks of safes, cach one the size of a
mortuary drawer, inseribed with the history of the weapon or picee of
armour inside, The safes took up one wall of the Chamber of Arms.
behind the armour and weapon racks and the duelling cireles where
Soul Drinkers of generations past had practised with their chosen
arms,

Denvathos’s Dreadnoughe body stomped towards the safes. He in-
dicated one with a finger of his power fist.

‘Upen it,” he said, and the amplified words echoed off the distant
walls of the chamber,

Apollomios hauled open the safe door
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An awful stench rolled out. Human ordure, sweat and vomit. It was
the smell of something alive, which was why it had no place on the
Seintillating Deaih.

“Take him out,” said Dacnyvathos.

Apollonios pulled out the drawer. On it lav a human body, tied down
with leather restraints. Tubes ran down its throat and into its veins in
an ccho of the machinery now keeping Daenvathos alive inside the
Dreadnought. It was a man., his skin mottled with purple-blue veins
against the waxy skin, Some of the machinery was from the Chapter
Apothecarion, designed to keep a severely wounded Astartes alive, and
there was no saving how long the man had been alive in there.

‘Let him speak,” said Daenvathos.

Themiskon removed the air tube gagging the man, and pecled the
bandages from his eves, He altered some controls on the medicace con-
sole hooked up to the man's bodv, and the device hissed as it sent a

cocktail of drugs into his veins,
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The man convulsed, his body bowing as his spine bent backwards, A
long, blood-flecked breath rattled out of him, His eves opened, and
cven in the dim light of the Scintillating Deadh he squinted in pain.

He thrashed about in a sudden panie, but the restraints held him
firm. Blood flowed as probes were torn out of his skin. After a few mo-
ments he seemed to remember he could not escape, and he sank back
down again, resigned.

His eves turned and focused on Dacnyathos, His expression did not
change, but his vision was fixed on the monster standing over him.

‘Ureetings, Fidelion,” the monster said. ‘I am Dacnyvathos.’

Fidelion elosed his eyves and lay back, as if trving to foree himsclf
into sleep so this could be proven nothing more than a dream. The
Imperial Guard tattoos were still visible on his chest. faded blucish
outlines of a double-headed eagle and a long tally of kill-marks,

Tow..." croaked Fidelion. *How old®” His voice was barcly audible,

Yo are one hundred and ninety-eight vears old,” said Daenvathos,

Fidelion sighed. “Why have vou woken me?’

It is time for vou to serve your purpose,” said Dacnyathos,

My lord Reclusiareh,” said Aciar. ‘Is this the same man vou wrote of
Fidelion. the hero of Terra®’

Ieis,” said Dacnyvachos, “There is much that has not heen written in
the Clatechisms Martial. Much that T must pass on oo vouw, 1o was on Terra
[ firse came to understand the purpose to which T muost devote mvselt,
and with me, the Soul Drinkers Chapter. 1t is this purpose that vou will

int turn fulfil, and the Chaprer with vou, hidden from the battle-brothers
until the time is right for it to be revealed. T have a plan, my brochers,
for the galaxy. Evervthing 1 have seen as an Astartes has convineed me
of its rightness, Now | have scen how elose death has come to me, [ muast
place this burden on yvou, my brethren, and retire from this age of the
Imperium uncil vour future brothers come to find me.”

What will vou have us do%” asked Themiskon,

First,” said Dacnvathos, 1 must know for sure that my purpose is
true, Fidelion, [ have kept vou here so that when the final details of my
task arc determined, [ can be sure they will fulfil my purpose. Listen,

Fidelion, hero of Terra.”

DaExNyaTHOS 123

-
iy

-~
i

£

Fidelinn did not show fear, Rather, he seemed accepting of whatever
fate was about to befall him.

[aenvathos explained, at great length and intricate deeail, just what
he planned to do with the Soul Drinkers Chapter, He deseribed the
means he would use to manipulate the Chapter, and how the Cre-
chisms Martial had planted in the minds of his bartle-brothers a desire
to break from Imperial authority chat would lead to them reneging
from the Imperium. Perhaps it would happen in a hundred vears, per
haps thousands, but it would happen. He explained how the Chaplains
would guide this renegade Chapter subtly towards the fulfilment of
their purpose, which could only be achieved if the Soul Drinkers were
seen as the enemies of the Imperium.

e explained what they would do, in desperation and fear. e ox-

plained about Terra.
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i grsered, L% JE/.

oeir dammation

i




124 BEN UOUNTER

When Dacnyathos was finished, Fidelion slumped off the slab on
which he lay and sprawled pathetically on the cold floor, He wept. cov-
ering his face with his hands and sobbing heedless of the threo
Astartes and the Dreadnoughe watching him.

‘Kill me,” he gasped. ‘Let me die, so I will not see this come to pass,
[ have done what vou wanted. I have plaved my part. Let me dic)’

Apollonios fulfilled his wish, He broke Fidelion’s neck, a simple twist
of his gauntlered hand snapping his spine and ending the life of a man
as brave as o mere human being could be, Fidelion had wasted away
during the decades he had spent imprisoned, and his hody was light
and frail. Themiskon said a praver for him, and cast him ot of one of
the Scirwillaring Death's airlocks.

Draksvarnos warcHen Fioenoxn's body with the electronic eves of his new
hody, Tt drifred away into the void until it was a point of light indistin-
duishable from the stars, Then, it was gone.

‘1 came so close to death at Ascenian’s hands.” said Dacavathos.
Never again shall et the fulfilment of my duty rely on my own sur-
vival, Even an Astartes is stalked by death at every turn, The
Chapter must take over now. You three shall found a tradition in
the Chapter Reclusiam, into which shall be broughe the Chaplains
vou will train,’

Aou are sure that it will work®' said Apollonios, *“That what vou plan
will have the result vou anticipate?’

“OF course it will worlk,” It was Aciar who replied in Dacnyvathos's
stead, Tt is through the suffering of the Imperium that its people will
be saved. That suffering is our true purpose. Think on it, brother
Think of everyvthing vou have read in the Catechisms Martiad. Does it
not all point in that direction® Does not evervthing in it make a perfeet
sense, seen through that lensy’

It does, brother,” said Apollonios. ‘Tt does.”

1 must leave vou now,” said Daenvathos. “The Chapter must come to
think the lessons of the Catechisms Marticl come not from me, but

from within themselves, The world of Selaaca, in che Veiled Region,

was visited by the Chaprer in ages past. None now recall it and during
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from the Chaprer archives. |
will be safe there., Leave clues

so the Chaplains who follow

We ocan take vou there,’
said Themiskon. °1 shall elaim
to accept responsibility for
i
vour death, and that some Ve ol
failure of mine led to your %
loss on the Talon of Mars. | i
shall go on a pilgrimage. I
secking forgiveness and re-
demption. It will be within
my character to do such a
thing, for [ have laboured
long under the sins that fate
has cast upon me. 1 shall e '
bring vou with me, and go to .

Selaaca,’

P

“Then we shall remain with
the fleet,” said Aciar, ‘'to continue yvour worls,’

‘It shall be our greatest honour,” said Apollonios. “There can be no
duty so grave as that which vou place on us now.”

‘Feel not its weight,” said Daenyathos. “There is no eventuality chat
can turn this Chapter from the course [ have laid. There can be no
failure when Astartes are the instruments of my will, Brothers, rejoice,

lor we have already won.”

Tre THREE Clariains returned to the Soul Drinkers fleet, and at a great
gathering of the Chapter on the Glory, they told their battle-brothers
that the warriorsphilosopher Daenyvathos had finally lost his grip on

life.
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The mourning took several months, Chaplain Themiskon left to
atone for his failures. Apollonios and Aciar told the Soul Drinkers to
turn their grieving into hatred for all the enemies who still stood be-
fore them. A million Ascenians still lived, they said, hereties who
begged for the bite of the chainblade or the sting of the bolter. Dacny-
athos passed into legend, even those who had fought alomgside him

seeing him not as an Astartes but as an idea, an exemplar, _ﬁi/ﬁjf.

Fventually, there was no one left in the Chapter who had served when
Dacnvathos still lived, Dacnvathos ceased to be a figure of the Chap-
ter's history and became a spiritual ancestor, akin to Bogal Dorn and
even the Emperor Himself, His spirit, it was said. had never died. for
it livied in the soul of every Astartes who read the Catechisms Meartiol
and treated it, as every Soul Drinker did, as a sacred text. The way
they fought, the way they praved, every thought, was in some way
shaped by this legend of the Chapter.

Daenyathos the man was forgotten, to be replaced by Daenvathos
the idea.

And Daenvathos the warriorphilosopher passed from that age of the
Imperivm.
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