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			For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has sat immobile on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the Master of Mankind. By the might of His inexhaustible armies a million worlds stand against the dark.

			Yet, He is a rotting carcass, the Carrion Lord of the Imperium held in life by marvels from the Dark Age of Technology and the thousand souls sacrificed each day so that His may continue to burn.

			To be a man in such times is to be one amongst untold billions. It is to live in the cruellest and most bloody regime imaginable. It is to suffer an eternity of carnage and slaughter. It is to have cries of anguish and sorrow drowned by the thirsting laughter of dark gods.

			This is a dark and terrible era where you will find little comfort or hope. Forget the power of technology and science. Forget the promise of progress and advancement. Forget any notion of common humanity or compassion.

			There is no peace amongst the stars, for in the grim darkness of the far future, there is only war.
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			DRAMATIS PERSONAE

			T’AU

			FIRE CASTE

			High Commander Shadowsun

			Supreme expert in the ‘Kauyon’ or Patient Hunter meta­strategy. Student of Puretide, leader of the Fifth Sphere Expansion. A.k.a. O’Shaserra, Kauyon-Shas.

			Commander Surestrike

			Overall military commander of the Fourth Sphere Expansion. Known to keep his own counsel.

			Calmstone

			Shadowsun’s first aide. A Fireblade infantry specialist and steadying presence. She is said to have the quiet, abiding heat of a stone left in the desert sun.

			Dawnchaser

			Seconded to Shadowsun from the troubled Fourth Sphere Expansion, a capable warrior with divided loyalties. She too is a student of Kauyon, the way of the Patient Hunter.

			ETHEREAL CASTE

			Aun’La

			Spiritual leader of the Nem’yar Atoll, known for his even-handedness and compassion.

			EARTH CASTE

			High Scientist Kejata

			Expert in the creation and maintenance of zero-gravity structures. A.k.a. O’Kejata.

			AIR CASTE

			Admiral Horizonchild

			Officer in charge of the Startide Nexus’ defence. Young for his rank and recently promoted after the demise of his predecessor during a battle with an ork fleet.

			WATER CASTE

			High Magister Rivertell

			Sour-faced traditionalist and propagandist with a famous regard for gestural protocol.

			KINDRED SOULS

			Opikh Tak

			Kroot master shaper and delegate in attendance of Nem’yar Elemental Council.

			A’haia

			An elder of the mycelial charpactin race, known for their ability to alter brainwaves with displays of bioluminescence.

			Ven Tah Regah

			A particularly thoughtful and wise member of the nicassar, a race of white-furred ursine psykers who propel their interplanetary dhows not through engines, but advanced telekinesis.

			Makendra Vella

			Elderly human psyker, well respected amongst her own far-flung sect of gue’vesa human auxiliaries.

			DRONES

			Oe-ken-yon

			Cutting-edge MV62 command-link drone. Dutiful and faithful companion to Shadowsun.

			Oe-hei

			Former shield drone, now prototype advanced guardian drone. Entrusted with Shadowsun’s personal protection.

			SERVANTS OF THE NEW ENEMY

			Lord Oratius Glurtosk

			Grotesquely swollen leader of the Death Guard. Architect of the Nem’yar Atoll invasion and captain of the flagship Nephylum.

			Diminus Thurglaine

			Withered but erudite sorcerer, as much a gnarled oak as he is a Heretic Astartes.

			Fenst

			Fly-headed heretic mutant whose compound eyes make him an excellent voidsman.

			Vlotzch

			Giant, triple-horned veteran of the Long War. Clad in ancient Cataphractii-pattern Terminator armour. 

			A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY: A lexicon of T’au terms can be found at the end of the book. 

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			THE FESTERING WOUND

			‘No deed in the T’au’va’s proliferation is an unworthy one. No sacrifice in its dissemination is in vain. We will topple false ideologies, make war into peace, let sadness become joy and turn ignorance into cognisance. For the Greater Good.’

			– Shas’O Shaserra, Commander Shadowsun
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			PROLOGUE

			Vrio, Chalnath Expanse

			Three spires of crudely carved sandstone rose from a black plain. Graven idols from an elder age, thought Shadowsun, soon to be replaced by the edifices of a sleeker, more efficient future.

			Despite the glinting waves of motion that crawled across it, it was no ocean that she descended towards, but a parched land boiling with trillions of omnivorax beetles. According to the earth caste, the carrion creatures had been starved of their usual diet by relentless human over-hunting. She had seen the footage of the insect swarms’ hunger. Its voracity was hard to forget. In the fire caste’s previous sorties, t’au skimmers gliding too close to the ground had been covered by a thick coat of leaping beetles in moments.

			Shadowsun dropped from orbit, eye-flicking through her compile one last time. With one hand, she expertly boosted from one thermal to the next to spare her XV22’s power core for the coming fight. With the other, she punched in optimal approaches for her team, identifying enemy gun nests and overlaying their triangular fields of fire to find the negative spaces where their approach could be made in safety. She felt alive for the first time in kai’rotaa, the warrior part of her soul buzzing with energy.

			Is there any other part?

			The sunrise across the wild, barren vista had a cold beauty; reds and golds glinting from a million carapaces below. The aesthetics were irrelevant to Shadowsun, though. The dawn’s illumination was the important thing, a countdown and a weapon both. She would use it as efficiently as she had the false eclipse that had earned her her name during the K’resh Expansion – after all, in the final analysis, the barbaric races of orks and humans were not so different.

			Crude, hateful, and always ready for a fight.

			Her battlesuit’s command screens glowed bluish, a calming light split by informational hexes. She parsed the information with incredible speed, drinking in the data of the warzone before her.

			Her water caste contact Rivertell’s serene blue mask glowed between a data-hex showing trade reports and a drone-generated map of the stone pillars’ integral structure. 

			‘The gue’vesa of the pillars have recently turned from the light of the Greater Good,’ she said. ‘They claim to have seen visions from an ancient harvest deity they call Nerg’hal, and are using that as a reason to refute us. They have spurned every one of the Seven Protocols, and turned heavy fire on any who approach. I’m sure you’ve seen the debriefs.’

			‘Oh yes,’ said Shadowsun, eye-flicking a slight course correct for her drones. ‘Imperial firepower is an avalanche set to kill a single rock lynx, and just about as accurate. An example must be made, my brothers and sisters.’ She unfurled the fingers from her battlesuit, the digits straying to the disc-like charges mag-clamped to her waist. ‘We shall answer their indiscriminate rage with crisp precision. Note that once on the cusp of victory, we will likely be providing footage for the water caste. Be prepared to cancel stealth mode at my signal.’

			‘Acknowledged, commander,’ said the leader of her stealth team, Shas’vre Delata. The other four members blipped gold symbols of assent, and Shadow­sun’s spirit burned brighter at the sight. Just a little longer, and everything would be simple again. Simple, stark, and within her power to destroy.

			The crossing of the Great Rift had been too strange, and taken too long. She still hadn’t shaken the suspicion there were sentient ghosts in the weird, barely understood space between the two halves of the galaxy, and the rumours she had heard about the Fourth Sphere Expansion had done little to allay them. For what seemed like entire t’au’cyr, she had yearned to make planetfall and touch solid rock. To do her part, make her mark, tear down the false idols of the Imperial faith and its bastard, backward offspring. 

			But she would not rush it. Haste had never been her way; quite the opposite, in fact.

			The humans here were once allied with the T’au’va. Packed into close confines, they had elected to stay in their crude stone pillars rather than join the cities on the far side of the planet. They were a nation of three towers, voluntarily trapped by the dog-sized beetles that they roasted for their prime form of sustenance. They had no infrastructure more advanced than crude electric wiring, and no hygiene to speak of, slinging their waste from their tunnels to coat the walls with slurry. Haloes of crackling electricity surrounded the base of each pillar, keeping the omnivorax beetles from climbing the rock. Inside, disease was rife. Being gue’la, they had prioritised offensive weaponry above their own health. The sites were famously hostile to outsiders. Even from this distance Shadowsun could see long-barrelled cannons and rotary guns jutting from near every hollow and escarpment, ammunition crates stacked high.

			They could not see her in turn.

			As the silent t’au drop-ships left their contrails high above, the humans’ flak batteries hammered fire upwards with an overlapping crack-crack-crack of solid-shot cannons. Muzzle flares sparked by the score. Shadowsun’s olfactory relay carried a faint tang of Imperial cordite. Much good it would do them, she thought. For all the noise, light, and waste pouring out of the gun emplacements, their gunners were achieving next to nothing. 

			The Projection of Force – the Manta missile destroyer from which she and her team had debarked – shimmered high above the thin layer of clouds. Long tendrils of tracer rounds wound after the smoothly contoured gunship as the human gunners tried in vain to find their marks, pivoting and leaning back in heavy quad-barrelled artillery chairs as they hammered wasteful ammunition into the skies. Shadowsun raised her brows in disbelief as she realised not one of them was leading the target effectively, something even the rawest fire caste cadet knew how to do. 

			Still, given the mettle of the ship’s hyperalloy, it would have made little difference even if they had. The only weaponry that could have troubled it, that being the high-calibre point defence guns bristling from the spires’ shoulders, was vastly limited in its elevation. The three giants were crippled from the start, rendered obsolete by the myopic vision of their creators. 

			The Projection of Force was a distant decoy, a big and obvious target to keep them occupied whilst the real blow fell elsewhere. The strike of the Patient Hunter, invisible and all the more lethal for it. 

			Shadowsun felt a fierce sense of elation as she turned her glide into the descent of a perfect bell curve. Her own XV22 formed the point of an arrow whilst her drones and stealth team operatives came in close behind her. Aiming for one of the triangular sections of raised ground mapped out on her ballistics analysis suite, she watched the sea of skittering beetles come into sharp focus as the ground loomed close. She settled deftly on a mesa jutting from the insectile mass, her team alighting behind her. 

			A textbook insertion in the blind spot of the enemy. Not a single gun was pointed her way.

			Even the standard-issue stealth battlesuits of her team were wonders of the earth caste’s art. To the humans, their camouflage cells would appear as shimmers in the dawn haze. Better yet, on the electromagnetic spectrum their innate bafflers made them no more than ghosts to the crude scanners of the Imperium. Her XV22 was the cutting-edge version, essentially invisible and with dual fusion blasters dialled up to the most exacting speci­fications. Nonetheless, their vector of approach had been calibrated after long and diligent study, using the closest spire as optimal cover against the two beyond. Shadowsun knew from hive-hunting on Mu’galath Bay that Imperial behemoths were all too often blinded by their own bulk. She had not made the rank of high commander by–

			A sudden blaze of machine-gun fire from midway up the nearest rock pillar crashed into their formation, its impacts forcing Shadowsun to stagger backwards. Explosions blazed around her, flinders of sharp rock and the carapace-thick bodies of omnivorax beetles flying high in all directions. Shas’vre Goroda fell backwards as a volley of finger-thick bullets slammed into her, toppling to writhe in a pool of her own blood. More gross Imperial firepower found its target, tearing her arm from its socket.

			‘Move!’

			Her stealth team were already scattering. They boosted up and away, spreading out to the limit of her proximity protocols to draw fire from their commander. 

			‘How?’ said her shas’ui, a veteran known as El’aut. ‘How did they see us?’

			‘The Imperials use weapons too debased for us to fully understand,’ said Shadowsun, her tone grim. ‘This we found to our cost on Dal’yth. Keep an open mind, and wherever possible, make your reaction more lethal than the event that triggered it.’

			Her drones, Oe-hei and Oe-ken-yon, came up and around to offer a more direct protection. Oe-hei’s little hex on her suite flared white, the advanced guardian drone boosting his wide-projection shields to maximum. 

			‘At your service, high commander.’

			‘Get in close,’ said Shadowsun, her throat tight. ‘We must close the angle. Hammerhead squadrons, cycle systems to full readiness. Do not breach cover until I give the signal.’ 

			A moment later, a set of gold symbols flickered around the edges of her displays. 

			Leaping in her haptic harness, she triggered a solid boost from her jetpack. It carried her to the next mesa, then the next, her stealth team not far behind. More gunfire came in, one volley catching Shas’ui El’aut in mid-air to send him thumping backward into the sea of skittering beetles. He fired into them at close range as he struggled to right himself. Pellets of fusion energy annihilated a swathe, but there were too many. They boiled around him, mandibles clacking, anxious to feed as they swarmed over his battlesuit to make him little more than a mound of cochineal carapaces.

			‘No.’ 

			Shadowsun slid her fusion blasters to their weakest, widest intensity and bathed the whole area in blue-white energy, microwaving the beetles around El’aut but doing no harm to the pilot inside. Or nothing that the earth caste could not reverse, in any case… Screeching, the beetle-things skittered back. El’aut rolled, kneeling first and then getting to his feet before boosting away with only a single creature clamped to his waist. Shadowsun adjusted her blasters once more and cut its head away with a scalpel-thin beam.

			‘Utmost thanks,’ said El’aut.

			‘Just get back in the shadow zone.’

			As soon as she had said it, Oe-hei’s invisible force field flared bright enough to trigger Shadowsun’s blacksun filter. Heavy firepower, this time from multiple sources: her fusion blasters’ emanation had pinpointed their position as effectively as if they had sent up a flare. The sun’s rays were rising, and the dawn’s mist – formerly a useful tool of obfuscation – was swiftly being burnt away.

			‘Flechette cloud,’ said Shadowsun, her suit responding immediately with a soft tink. She set a delayed detonation timer with the movements of one eye whilst sketching a new approach vector with the other. A cloud of miniature munitions whirred like a swarm of fire-gnats from the shoulders of her battlesuit. Twenty feet behind her the tiny projectiles detonated in a roiling cloud of flame and shrapnel, covering her team’s retreat. 

			It worked. The Imperial guns were still focusing their fire on the site of the decoy explosions as the stealth team regrouped a stone’s throw away.

			‘Make for the electrofield at the closest pillar’s base,’ she said over the cadre­net. ‘There’s a thin band where these arthropods won’t venture. I want a close, tight assault from hollow to hollow, shortest route on my mark. If we get separated, rendezvous on the diametric opposite of our current position. That is where we will find our fault.’

			Affirmative symbols blipped gold, with even El’aut managing a silvery grey tone.

			‘Go then, in the name of the T’au’va, and make it count.’

			Shadowsun leapt once more, a faint ripple in the air the only outward sign of her passage. Above her, the cliff-like monstrosity looming up from her position cast a cold shadow. She felt as if something vast and malevolent were leaning over her, rendering her no more important than a beetle herself, with its hard carapace a pitiful shield for the blue-grey flesh within.

			As she approached the closest pillar’s base, she saw angular runes had been finger-etched in the thick layer of algae and human waste above the crackling girdle of pylons that protected them from ground assault. Amongst them was a tri-lobed device of three circles abutting one another, repeated over and over. Whoever had put them there had risked electrocution to do so.

			She took a quick eye-still of the sight for Rivertell, bunched her muscles, and leapt for the first of the many man-made hollows that honeycombed the pillar’s outer layers. A weightless moment later she was inside the cave. Something skittered back: a human child, all staring eyes and emaciated limbs covered in a mottling of algae. 

			The gangling creature gaped for a moment, skittered back into a fissure at the back of the cave, and was gone.

			Another leap, this time out into the lee of the giant pillar. Her battlesuit’s jets boosted her in a tight circle around its cliff-face edge. Seeing another hollow, she touched down at its lip. A pair of artillery positions were mounted inside. Six filth-encrusted human infantrymen were painstakingly cranking their artillery towards the site of her flechette launch.

			Sliding her fusion guns to tight beam, she slashed one arm left, the other right. Four of the rune-tattooed humans staggered backwards, the nearest two neatly cut in half even as the barrel of their prized gun fell into two smoking, cherry-red sections.

			Those behind were not clean kills. One had his brainpan opened to the dank, murky air. The stink from her olfactory relay turned her stomach. The other human, a gawky-looking youth with olive-green warpaint, screamed long and loud. He had lost three fingers and a leg from the knee down. She boosted forwards, her knee raised, and slammed him against the mildewy rock with an audible crunch. The shrieking stopped.

			The last two humans circled her, long knives drawn and their faces contorted into masks of hatred. Already one was behind her. She braced a hand on the wall and blasted her jetpack’s rear jet at maximum, sending him staggering away and clutching at his half-melted face. A sidelong ram from Oe-ken-yon’s rim, and he fell, thudding down to bounce from the electropylons in a crackle of energy so harsh she could see it even here. The omnivorax beetles would do the rest.

			The other charged her, froth at the corners of his mouth. 

			‘– – DIE – – DIE AND BE REMADE IN NURGLE’S NAME – –’

			She had her ballistic solution. Her missile pod made a brief blipping sound. A thin cylinder sped out, veering in a tight circle to blast the charging human apart in a spray of scattering gore.

			‘Zone clear,’ said Shadowsun. 

			‘And here,’ came the reply from El’aut. ‘Ready to proceed.’

			The stealth team was boosting up to her position even as she leapt from the cave’s edge and circumvented the massive wall of the rocky pillar in a series of tightly controlled jet blasts. To her, the problems and opportunities of the cliff face were easily solved, her hard-earned instincts won from a youth spent climbing the harsh slopes of Mount Kan’ji, picking out the optimal path as if it had been markerlit for her use. She used the overhangs above her as a shield from enemy fire, each guano-stained fissure or indent used to its full advantage. At one point she saw a pair of long-hafted grenades spin down. Their explosions did little more than buffet her suit, forcing her thrust/vector suite to course-correct; behind her, the rest of the stealth team returned fire. A pair of human bodies toppled downwards, smoking holes bored through their torsos.

			‘I have echo-located another emplacement, commander,’ said Oe-ken-yon. ‘Would you care for Oe-hei to go first, perhaps?’ 

			‘I would not,’ she answered, pushing her thrust/vector suite to maximum. ‘The timing has to be perfect, and stealth is the best shield of all.’

			The sense of power she felt as the battlesuit spiralled upwards was intoxicating. Her targets gave no more reaction to the shimmer in the air than baffled frowns. She triggered her fusion blasters, all but vaporising the artillery­men clever enough to scramble for their sidearms. 

			Her next shot was a low burn at the ammunition blocks of the giant guns themselves. They turned grey-orange, then red. By the time they cooked off, she and her team were already boosting past. The explosion that blossomed in their wake roared out from the cliffs. She rode the thermals high, a fierce expression of elation conquering the rock face of her features.

			Another alcove lay beyond, this time harbouring nothing more than a nest of veiny-headed burrow vultures. The carrion birds burst outwards as she clung to the wall, a riot of feathers and noise. She placed a foot in the indentation and leapt onwards. Desultory firepower came from above: autoguns, slugger pistols, and the odd lasgun shot. Nothing that would trouble an XV22, even if it could somehow bypass Oe-hei’s shieldsphere. 

			‘Continue at pace, team,’ she said. ‘Not far now.’ 

			She fought back the urge to laugh, to cry out, to give vent to a war cry older than the fire caste itself. As fond as she was of grand strategy, this was what she had been made to do.

			‘This day,’ said El’aut, sensing her mood, ‘the Imperials will learn what it is to forsake the light of the T’au’va.’

			‘Quite so,’ she agreed, mirth in her words. ‘The water caste will never let them forget it.’

			The next burrow’s occupant was betrayed by the tip of a jutting barrel. She sketched a bespoke course for one of her missiles, set it to heat-seek, and in another plume of flame the gue’la sniper was gone. 

			On she went, tongues of fire licking in a vortex behind her. Another artillery emplacement next, within a much larger burrow. This time she spared one of the spherical charges at her waist. Choosing her moment, she threw it forward to bounce from the cave mouth and roll deep within. She leapt vertically, riding the explosion as she went. Time was running out.

			The far side of the giant rock pillar was still cast in shadow, with traces of mist clinging to its lower reaches. They were exposed to the facing side of the next pillar, and perhaps a third of the last one. Still, thanks to the wonders of the earth caste, they would be all but invisible to the human eye.

			‘Commendable optimisation of ambient factors,’ said Rivertell. ‘This will make for good footage.’

			‘Happy to help,’ said Shadowsun. She climbed, boosted and climbed again, not upward, but laterally, until her position correlated with the highlighted zone on her geological map. Adjusting her suit’s exosensors, she bounced a set of echo-pulses from the cave’s edge and back again. A split dec later the ghostly blue image of a cavern blossomed on her command-and-control suite. An industrial curl-ramp furled against a metal floor, hydraulics twitching, but other than that, no movement detected.

			‘It’s in here,’ she said to her team. ‘Place charges and leave.’

			A faint shout came from the cliff face of the rock pillar opposite. She punched it up on her audio: the voice was guttural and full of hate. 

			‘– – I SEE YOU – – XENOS WITCH – – YOU CANNOT HIDE FROM THE THIRD EYE – –’

			A fat-bodied missile shot towards them from some distant gunner’s nest. Oe-hei raced to interpose himself, but Shadow­sun had already analysed the incoming fire’s trajectory, sending another missile looping out on an intercept course. Her shot took out the crude Imperial munition in a burst of flame, but another was inbound, and a burst of machine-gun fire was chipping rock from the floor of the cave.

			Her stealth team were already moving in, Oe-hei shielding their ingress. A volley of hard rounds left blazing orange pulses across his dome-like energy field. In came that looping missile, but the artillerist’s aim was off, and its warhead shattered rock some ten feet beneath them.

			‘Goodness,’ said Oe-hei. ‘How embarrassing for them.’

			Shadowsun was the last inside, her suit’s illuminators send­ing a tight beam onto the cracks at the back of the cave as she went.

			There, sequestered at the back, were three of the lumpen Imperial tanks that embodied the Imperium’s approach to war. One was huge, a true giant of war that made a Hammerhead look like a pleasure craft in comparison. Its oversized laser cannon was complemented by a stubby bombard, and lesser guns bristled at its sides. Her recognition hex flashed a match – ­IMPERIAL SHADOWSWORD. 

			The monstrous tank was flanked by two Leman Russes: lesser, squat-bodied crawlers named for some ancient warmonger. Slow, easily outmanoeuvred, and cheap to make, but rugged and with a surplus of firepower. 

			The Leman Russ tanks were under tarpaulins, but the Shadow­sword was uncovered with its cupola still open, engines already churning out a pall of greasy smoke.

			‘Active asset! Move!’

			Her team scattered as the super-heavy tank turned its main gun towards them. A column of ruby-red light blasted out. The shot struck Shas’ui Malea, obliterating her but for a scatter of blackened debris. Her teammate Daem’ta was caught in the discharge. Half his body disintegrated, killing him instantly.

			The cupola was closing, its crew finally looking to their own defence now they had blooded their sword. 

			Grabbing a disc-charge from her waist, Shadowsun armed and hurled it with a single motion. It sailed through the air, clattering under the lowering cupola hatch just as it slammed closed.

			‘Blast protocol!’

			There was a dull crump as her charge detonated. A split microdec later the entire tank seemed to lift into the air, flame blasting from the stubby barrels of its lesser guns as spall, scything metal and blown-out rivets hurtled in all directions. A storm of noise and violence filled the cave as the bombard shells within the super-heavy tank detonated with bone-shuddering force.

			The sonic dampeners on Shadowsun’s suite slowly faded to inactivity.

			‘My compliments on the footage,’ said Rivertell. ‘I will use it well.’

			‘High commander,’ added Shas’ui El’aut. ‘Will it still be possible to place the charges?’

			The smoke and wreckage of the destroyed tank seemed to fill the cave, the blown-out remnants of its chassis unfolded like some kind of mangled flower sculpture. Its remnants glowed cherry red as it plinked and hissed a metallic death rattle.

			‘A moment.’ Shadowsun slid her fusion blasters to maximum yield, turning them on the first of the intact Leman Russ tanks in a searing blaze of light. She bathed the thing in a steady, slicing net of the most intense energy the earth caste could devise, her blacksun filter cutting out the actinic glare of the weapon’s blade-like beams. Her power reserves were dropping fast, but still she poured fire into the tank in relentless, pitiless profusion. With nowhere for the heat to dissipate, the war machine melted as if it were a wax sculpture before a blowtorch.

			‘Proceed,’ said Shadowsun. She picked her way through a slow-moving delta of molten metal, leaping deftly over the steaming remnants of the tank and motioning for her teammates to do the same. When she was in position, she placed the last of her detonation discs in the deep crack that had been exposed by the melted, smoking wreck of the Leman Russ. Wordlessly her team followed suit, unfolding hands from their off-weapon arms and carefully placing their own disc-shaped detonators in the same fissure. 

			‘Deployment complete,’ said El’aut. ‘Though my suit is registering dangerous levels of radiation. I fear some of us will need healsphere interment upon mission’s end.’

			‘You will get it,’ said Shadowsun. ‘If we survive, you will find promotion, and all lead teams of your own. I have my own path to follow. Though we still have one thing left to do.’ She sketched a route out, one that made the most of the smoke billowing from the cave mouth. 

			As they moved out of the cave and skirted the pillar once more, they took heavy fire from the rock spire opposite. Oe-hei flared his shield, sparing them the worst of it. His display registered bronze, turning to copper, then grey steel, but it was power well spent.

			Only when they were at maximum missile range did Shadowsun turn back.

			‘Stealth fields off,’ she said. ‘Just for the moment. We have a secondary role here. Hammerhead squadrons, fire on my signal.’

			Glancing at Oe-ken-yon, Shadowsun loosed all three of her remaining missiles from the pod at her shoulder. They shot towards the cavern on a curving path.

			‘Heavy fire. Detonate.’

			With impeccable timing the hypervelocity projectiles of a score of Hammer­head railguns punched into the base of the rock pillar, striking at carefully designated weak points. At the same time, flame roared once more from the cavern’s maw, the disc-charges blasting open the fissure at the back of the cave.

			There was a crack so loud it could have been the world itself splitting apart. Then, slowly, impossibly, the entire rock spire leaned to one side.

			Shadowsun’s heart burned as the titanic, impossible edifice toppled over amongst a cascade of rock and crackling electricity. It struck the pillar beyond it like the hammer of a primal god, caked muck and splintered stone arcing in all directions from the impact. That second spire, too, leaned over to smash into the pillar beyond it.

			‘Come on,’ muttered Shadowsun, as the cadrenet slid silent. ‘Come on. Please. Three for three.’

			For a long, strangulated moment, nothing happened. 

			Then, with an awful, echoing snap, the third pillar too began to lean over. Its groaning submission to the colossal weight upon it sent the other two leaning even further. Like dominos they crashed one upon another, a mile-wide cloud of dust billowing from their shattering demise as they shuddered like calving icebergs on the shivering, parched earth.

			Shadowsun heard thin, screaming human voices on the wind. Already the omnivorax beetles were swarming, finding their way into long-hidden caves and fissures to start a feast long denied.

			Blasting backwards amidst a roiling tide of dust, Shadow­sun cast one look behind. Thousands of burrow vultures had taken flight from their nests as the pillars had crumbled, whirling and flocking above the billowing debris clouds in a dusktime murmuration that reminded her of her home planet, Vior’la.

			For one single, horrifying moment, the birds seemed to make a horned mask of a face. It was obese in form, an impossibly wide maw leering straight at her. Something black and awful was coming out from between its lips, a shard-like form made of hundreds of scabrous birds all flying as one. Somehow, she could hear its laughter in the back of her mind, a gurgling, guttural sound like a blocked sewer grate finally drained. A nameless entity. A foe that defied logic altogether. 

			In short, the t’au race’s long-feared nightmare.

			Then the birds dispersed, and the vision was gone.

			The Chalnath Expanse

			The darkness of space splits obscenely, like a slashed gut. There is a gush of light, and a vomitous tide of effluvium pours out, generous enough to drown a world. 

			The spilling cloud swallows the stars behind. Half-matter reaches out from the slick of fluids. Every bead and wobbling sphere of it is noxious and foul. It keeps coming, an endless ocean of beige streaked with yellow, puce and red.

			From within that awfulness is born a cluster of long shapes, bloodied shrapnel sliding out from a maimed abdominal cavity. As their slicks of filth spatter away, they resolve into ridged castle-ships, crenellations the size of a hab-block. Their leading edges are eroded by time, for these spacefaring vessels are no normal craft, but impossibly huge ships that arrow from the immaterium with a single, deadly intent.

			The warships are beyond ugly, the antithesis of beauty and grace. Stylistically their design owes more to that of ancient basilica, fortresses and bell towers than the shapes of conventional vessels. Buttresses jut like exposed ribcages and crenellations ridge the upper surfaces, like teeth jutting from greenish-grey gums. Trailing sludge, the warships are blurred by clouds of tiny droplets lit by the distant, glimmering wormhole at the system’s heart. Even their hulls glisten in the sickly light of the rift that disgorged them towards that second portal. 

			Their edges are fleshy and organic in parts, rusty and furred in others. At each prow is a vast wedge like that of a steam-dozer, a jutting chin that has more to do with pugnacity than aerodynamics. Though ancient and foul, gnawed by time and near-constant war, each battle-scarred leviathan is a powerhouse, solid as a mason’s pride and with an array of massive engines to propel it irresistibly onwards. Their battering-ram facades bear only the barest traces of their former heraldry, for even the ships’ once proud aspects are covered in a thick coating of rust, half-sentient warp slime and encrusted filth.

			In the distance, sleek-hulled t’au craft pivot slowly to assess the newcomer fleet as if in disbelief. They are pods of distant, smooth-skinned dolphins in awe of the crusted leviathans that have suddenly appeared from the abyss. In all the records of all the castes, their pilots find no correlation, just as their probing, punching fire finds no purchase upon the thick, greasy shimmer of the strange ships’ void shields.

			The leading vessel of the invading fleet is a city of the damned that happens to wear the shape of a spacecraft. Twisted statues jut from its back like weird vertebral protrusions, rendered all the more grotesque by millennia of debris impacts. Massive lance batteries bristle from the ship’s forequarters, each slowly stirring to life with a low hum of raw menace. 

			This ship is the death of fleets. By the vast battle scars ploughed across the metal of its hull, it has seen countless battles. Should it ever make berth, its sheer foulness would kill all living things for miles around without firing a single shot.

			Upon its prow, emblazoned in letters the size of fortress towers, is a single word.

			NEPHYLUM.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Kal’too Orbital, Startide Nexus, Nem’yar Atoll Two rotaa later

			The Elemental Council of Kal’too Orbital was a shadow of its sept-space equivalent. The discussion chamber itself felt almost claustrophobic to Shadow­sun, its command thrones each within touching distance of those next to them. Something like a miniature amphitheatre in form, the chamber had a circular, open space at its heart and a domed roof made of transparent resin – strong as steel and thick as her thigh – revealing a vista of stars beyond. 

			Above her, Shadowsun could see the titanic, round-cornered hexagon of the Startide Nexus framed neatly by the chamber’s window. Within its frame shimmered the wormhole portal itself, a deeper darkness entirely devoid of stars. Presumably the council chamber’s architect had left the roof transparent specifically to give a constant reminder that the Nem’yar Atoll had a greater purpose in its direct link to the sept worlds. Even if the t’au’s home territory was impossibly far away on the other side of the galaxy, they were part of its wider aegis. To fail in their duty as guardians would be to see the seat of the T’au’va under attack and, should the wormhole collapse in the process, doom two entire spheres of expansion to a lingering death on the dark side of the galactic rift.

			The close feeling of the chamber’s size, in combination with the illusion it was open to the void and the weight of responsibility it represented, put Shadowsun on edge. Were they not already under attack from forces unknown? Every flicker of movement amongst the stars made her turn an eye upwards to check whether it was a t’au-aligned spacecraft, or an inbound missile.

			At her right, Oe-ken-yon reacted to her body language with a low, soothing hum. Oe-hei came in a little closer to her left. Despite the impossibility of danger in the discussion chamber’s sanctum, the faint shimmer of his shield was a comfort.

			‘All is well, high commander,’ said Oe-ken-yon softly. ‘With the wisdom of the castes combined, we can overcome any threat.’

			‘I am sure that is the case, little helper,’ she said, a smile under her formal tone. ‘And I have been through stranger times than these.’

			The council chamber’s inner ring was formed of a wide command throne for each caste’s delegate, who would represent their section of t’au society and provide expertise as necessary. The ethereal representative – still to arrive – would oversee proceedings. Shadowsun had it on good authority it was to be Aun’La, the foremost of his magisterial kind in the entire Nem’yar Atoll, who would lend his wisdom this day. She felt a warm flood of gratitude in her chest at the thought she would soon be reconciled with a member of the ethereal caste. 

			It was an honour, no matter the context.

			To her left was Commander Surestrike, seated with his hands in the posture of the Seeker of Wisdom. A powerful choice of pose, and one that placed him in a cerebral rather than confrontational state. As the representative of the Fourth Sphere Expansion, that infamous expedition which had fared so badly in the Rift’s initial crossings, he was to take a lesser role, yielding to Shadowsun in all matters unless the matter at hand concerned the Fourth Sphere itself.

			To the left of Surestrike was the earth caste delegate, a smooth-skinned Fel’shanian built like a Fio’taun guardian statue. Fio’O Kejata was her name, a specialist in zero-gravity construction; it had been her ingenuity and understanding of deep space tolerances that had allowed the Nexus to be built from the sparse materials that survived the crossing. 

			Around Kejata’s domed head, a hextet of spherical microdrones flicked out faint scanner beams whenever a new member of the council took their seat. They seemed to have a particular interest in the air caste delegate, Horizonchild, who sat distinctly ill at ease directly opposite. Small wonder, thought Shadowsun. If the briefings were correct, his kor’vattra navy had launched a swift but ill-advised attack on the gue’ron’sha fleet as soon as they could after it had suddenly appeared within their borders, and paid a heavy price.

			To her right was the water caste contact, Rivertell – a tall, sour-faced por with a wide-brimmed hat that cleaved to ancient magisterial tradition. His gestural vernacular was famously impeccable. He made the sign of the seventh welcome even as Shadowsun settled her eyes upon him, followed by the steepled hands of the mountain: a clear reference to her tutelage on Mount Kan’ji and his respect for her sacrifices there.

			‘What happened to Team El’au?’ he said quietly. ‘I rather enjoyed that footage at the spires. Are they not with you?’

			‘I disbanded them,’ she said under her breath. ‘Promotions, mainly, for the survivors. They had earned them.’

			‘Ah, that’s right. The fire caste’s finest never keeps her team for long.’

			It had not always been the case, and given his reference to Mount Kan’ji, Rivertell knew full well about the botched ta’lissera bond-ritual of her past. She scowled, despite herself. The magister looked away, fussing with his sleeve.

			Last in the circle was an elder kroot, the hologlyphs before him reading Opikh Tak. He was the council’s Kindred Soul, occupying the traditional sixth seat in order to give an outside perspective to the five true castes. It was considered a signal honour for any ally of the t’au to be invited to an Elemental Council, yet it was clear the muscular figure slouching in the Kindred Soul’s command throne did not feel particularly blessed by his inclusion. Unmistakeably avian in aspect, he was folded in on himself, limbs gathered to cover his chest and odd four-taloned claws twitching as if keen to be elsewhere. 

			The kroot saw her staring at him, and the great sheaf of spines protruding from the back of his elongated head shivered and stood out. His lower jaw was jagged and protuberant, almost shovel-shaped but bent upwards to form a beak-like shearing tool. Beady black eyes pierced her from beneath heavy brows, the skin around them slightly paler than the deep mottled olive of the rest of his body. 

			Shadowsun fought the urge to look away. By his adornments, he was a master shaper. An eater of flesh who guided the swift evolution of his kindred, telling them which parts of which animals to devour in order to inherit their biological advantages and letting their species’ hyper-evolution do the rest. At first Shadowsun thought the shaper was wearing tattoos across his arms, but at second glance they were serried discolourations, a kind of natural camouflage that broke up his silhouette against the straps and linen bindings that swathed his torso and limbs. Against the sleek white shapes of the t’au audience chamber, he seemed as out of place as a bag of bones emptied on the bridge of a spaceship.

			‘Aun’La approaches,’ said one of the ethereal guards at the back of the audience chamber. ‘Be at peace, and know that the T’au’va is with you.’

			Every delegate got to their feet, many of them smoothing down their robes of office. A moment later the iris door of the chamber slid its petals open.

			In drifted a living work of art.

			Aun’La was surprisingly small for one of his caste, but he had a strange beauty to him, and he wore his authority like a mantle of power. According to the council brief he was as old as Puretide had been when he was concluding Shadowsun’s studies, yet his aura of calm, of utter and implacable confidence, filled the room like healing incense.

			The celestial delegate gave a slight smile as his ethereal guard, tall warriors wearing segmented mantles and holding stylised halberds, stepped forward on either side of him. The ethereal met Shadowsun’s gaze, and suddenly she knew that everything was as it should be. 

			The younger of the two ethereal guard called out, eyes fixed straight forward, ‘I present to you Aun’O Bork’an Fenesa Kais Tan’la, called Aun’La, he who brings to us the truths of the Greater Good.’

			‘T’au’va be with you, Aun’La,’ murmured those of the Fourth Sphere around the room. Shadowsun and her peers made the cupped hands of the honoured recipient. Across from her, the kroot shaper nodded his head in the ethereal’s direction, just once.

			‘My thanks, one and all,’ said Aun’La as he took his throne. ‘It is a sight to behold, this assemblage of excellence. We welcome to our ranks none other than Commander Shadowsun. Be seated, and we shall commence.’ 

			‘My thanks,’ she replied, ‘and by extension the gratitude of the Fifth Sphere Expansion.’ She gestured to the audience chamber at large, opening her arms with her palms up. ‘I am Shas’O Vior’la Shas’len’ra M’yen Sha’serra, Student of Puretide, called Shadowsun. My role is high commander and military executive leader of the entire fire caste. I commend you all, for in all the missions I have seen undertaken in the name of the T’au’va, none are as courageous as this pioneering voyage across the Mont’yhe’va.’

			At this she made the slashing sign of the Great Rift, that cross-galactic phenomenon that had ripped the galaxy from the tip of one spiral arm to the other. 

			‘And I am Oe-ken-yon,’ said her command drone as he hovered forward, ‘first of–’

			‘Very good, little helper,’ said Shadowsun, waving him backwards. ‘We will have time for that later.’ She recovered smoothly. ‘We are honoured to be here, at the fulcrum of fate.’

			‘As we are honoured to have you,’ said Aun’La. ‘We of the Fourth Sphere had felt our hopes grow thin. Yet we persist, and survive. Shall we start with an overview of the Fifth Sphere’s wider strategy?’

			Shadowsun nodded curtly. ‘We have made great strides in the annexation of Imperial worlds over this side of the Great Rift. They are cut off from the rest of their galactic empire, and in this rich loam of confusion the water caste have planted seeds of our own, superior order. In places we have borne aggression from be’gel pirates, but the orks are an old foe, and largely predictable. Even the rise of the strange Imperial sub-cults that is occurring across Kellik and Calendula appears to be self-contained for now.’ 

			‘It is not these threats that have precipitated our meeting, of course, even if they divide our strength at this critical hour,’ said Aun’La. 

			‘As you say, wise one. A gue’ron’sha fleet has emerged from the sub-dimension the Imperials call the warp, their vector of approach heading straight for the Nem’yar Atoll, and seemingly the Startide Nexus itself. Admiral Horizonchild and I have already enacted a stalling tactic of sorts. Nonetheless, given the highly irregular nature of the foe, I need the unfiltered truths of an Elemental Council to lend me a greater perspective.’

			‘Of course,’ said Aun’La. ‘It is of paramount import that the gue’ron’sha be barred from passing through the Startide Nexus. If they do, the sept worlds beyond will pay the price.’

			‘I have collaborated closely with the air caste, and recommended a Kauyon metastrategy that is now in progress. We will choose our moment, and then, when they are surrounded and without hope, we will take their fleet apart.’

			‘The high commander’s methods made a great deal of sense to me,’ said the young admiral, flicking a deferential touch of his temple in her direction. ‘I have made the relevant calculations, and sadly, given the gue’ron’sha fleet’s proximity, we cannot muster reinforcements in time. The interstellar distances we are dealing with are vast. The unfortunate truth is that most of our forces are committed already. With the Slipstream drive yet to be perfected, we cannot bring them into play without risking another Fourth Sphere incident.’

			Commander Surestrike cast an acid glance at Horizonchild, but did not speak.

			‘Have you not forces enough, high commander?’ 

			‘Sadly not,’ said Shadowsun, ‘and for much the same reason. In our establishment of the Nem’yar Atoll, we did not account for the sudden appearance of a gue’ron’sha fleet. To constantly be on guard for such an occurrence would commit our entire strength to defence at all times, and forgo the expansion the T’au Empire is destined to achieve.’

			Aun’La nodded his head. ‘I can see that. A highly dangerous and unfortunate quirk of gue’ron’sha war capability. We must react as swiftly as we can.’

			‘We are doing just that,’ said Horizonchild. ‘But it is proving difficult to disengage in time without letting existing engage­ments collapse. In Barolyr and Riatov we have human colonists waging uprisings of their own. They exist in numbers approaching the billions.’

			‘Surpassing them, at latest count,’ added Rivertell. His manner was urbane, as if he were discussing bolts of silk ready for trade rather than a widespread human insurrection. ‘From the forays of the water caste thus far, those systems are in a state of extreme agitation, and they do not respond to reason. The transmissions we have intercepted have referred not to their Imperial Emperor as the supreme power. Some give praise to an organisation known as the Star Children, others to some manner of deity they call Ner’ghal. Both claim their deities are rising, and will visit great harm upon us.’

			Shadowsun nodded curtly. ‘I encountered some of the latter breed upon Vrio. They are a vile foe indeed, riddled with disease as well as a cultish fanaticism. It is my belief, given their acceptance of the plague that riddles their enclaves, that they are in league with the gue’ron’sha fleet itself.’

			Gesturing with the data thimbles of her command throne, she conjured a hazy visual of the grotesque Space Marine flagship currently bullying its way through Atoll space.

			‘Though the gue’ron’sha capital-class ship appears so corroded as to be out of commission entirely,’ she continued, ‘it somehow functions. Not only that, it has Damocles-pattern void shields enough to repel even our heaviest firepower.’

			Rivertell made the sign of the timely interjection, and Shadow­sun nodded her assent.

			‘The heraldic skull and tri-lobe you can see here on their lesser ships correlates with icons we have on our wider records. This is a military faction known to the Imperium as the Death Guard. I regret to say it is a subsect of the gue’ron’sha with a reputation for employing biological weapons.’

			‘Then we must engage them at range until the telling blow is struck,’ said Aun’La. ‘Let the sterility of space be our ally.’

			‘Just so, wise one,’ said Horizonchild. ‘However, with much of our armada already divided amongst the orks of the Ful’nae Nebulae and the emergent Cult of the Star Childen, we have far fewer ships active than I would like to make such an attack.’ He paused, ashen-faced. ‘We cannot strike that decisive blow until we have assessed them thoroughly, and found their weaknesses. We must know them in order to destroy them.’

			‘So does the toxinspider find the giant’s vein,’ said Aun’La. 

			‘An apt metaphor,’ said Shadowsun. ‘Admiral Horizonchild and I have put in place a plan to skirmish with them, just enough to keep them at combat speed until a decisive Kauyon strike can finish them off.’

			 ‘If they are so set on a single course, can we not deploy seeker mines in their path to dissuade them?’

			‘We made such a sortie, wise one, but it was soon stymied,’ said Horizonchild. ‘Amongst their counter-fire volleys are gue’ron’sha boarding torpedoes employed to great effect, much as the Scar Lords assailed the Farsight Expedition in their crossing of the Damocles Gulf.’

			Shadowsun fought back a shudder of revulsion. It was known amongst the kor that the human war caste fired torpedoes not with munitions inside, but their own shock troopers standing cramped as bullets in a primitive’s gun.

			‘Surely the deployment of counter-strike forces would stymie such aggression?’

			‘Thus far, all findings indicate the gue’ron’sha are rather adept at board­ing actions.’ Horizonchild’s expression was mournful. He twisted his data ­thimbles and tapped a sequence on the screen that shimmered into being before him. 

			The hologram unfolded to show footage of an orbital skirmish, the enemy flagship disgorging fat-bodied cylinders that shot across the void through a storm of chaff and point defence fire to slam into the nearest kor’vattra vessel, the Harmonious Treatise by its data tag. A sound wave sprang to life next to the image, a distant battle echoing to the sounds of gunfire and terrified screams. The waveform spiked at the bark and chatter of Imperial guns, immediately followed by the bass reverberations of distant explosions.

			Horizonchild unfolded the zoom-hex again with a flick of his thimbles, and a plan view of the Harmonious Treatise shimmered in front of them. Where the boarding torpedo had struck home, the hull had blackened and furred, fingers of strange discolouration reaching across its clean white contours.

			‘What’s happening? What is this stuff?’ came a strangled shout from the audio record. Then another cry, faint and desperate. ‘Please, in the name of the T’au’va! Please kill us!’

			Horizonchild folded the screen away with a gesture. ‘As for those ships that have been boarded,’ he said, ‘I regret to report they have been lost with all hands.’

			‘As we speak, our ships are levelling just enough firepower to slow their progress,’ said Shadowsun. ‘They are firing missiles at our orbital defences, and wreaking havoc, but with every display of their strength we learn more.’

			‘Learn to avoid them,’ muttered Opikh Tak.

			Shadowsun frowned. ‘Kindred Soul, would you care to elaborate?’

			The kroot shook his head, quills rattling. An awkward silence followed.

			‘Our esteemed guest has the right of it, I believe,’ said Fio’O Kejata. Her broad, dark face was a mask of solemnity. ‘The gue’ron’sha weaponry is like no other I have seen. Their missiles are somehow corroding their targets, rusting them to skeletons of metal within a matter of moments. My hypo­thesis is that they are employing some manner of atomic dissembler.’

			‘And we let this storm break upon us so readily?’ Aun’La looked mystified.

			‘The Imperial brute, though strong, is easily goaded,’ said Shadowsun. ‘Our plan is to divide them, watch how they react and learn their weaknesses. We are already peeling away their outer elements, luring them to overextend and thin their forces to the point our Explorer, Merchant and Hero-class ships can pick them off with long-range railgun battery fire.’

			‘Is it working?’

			‘It will,’ said Horizonchild. He looked down, then, and did not continue.

			‘Should it become necessary, I will address the matter personally,’ said Shadow­sun. ‘I have crossed blades with the gue’ron’sha before, upon ­Damocles and Prefectia. They are unimaginative foes, and quite unable to resist a planetary decapitation strike if the opportunity is presented to them.’

			‘Very well,’ said Aun’La. ‘I place my trust in you, O’Shaserra, despite the predicament in which we find ourselves. We will gather what we need to secure victory, ceding territory if we must. Commander Surestrike, do you have anything that might bolster your high commander’s conclusions?’

			 The Fourth Sphere commander stood smoothly, hands clasped in the gift-well-held. ‘Greetings in the name of the T’au’va, one and all. I am Shas’O Ko’vash Van’tara Jeh Tsem, called by the honorific Surestrike.’

			Several delegates bowed in solemn acknowledgement. Shadow­sun kept stock-still as he continued.

			‘That same misfortune which wracked our expedition during the initial crossing may have a link to the force that assails us now.’

			‘Is that so?’

			‘When we were trapped in the interstitial dimension, before the wormhole appeared and allowed us to enter the Chalnath Expanse beyond, we were savaged by an unknown force that defied logic. It was a race hideous to behold, many of its manifestations rotting yet still operative in the manner of this repulsive fleet. More than that, they were able to subsist in nothingness without an environment suit. Without apparel of any kind, in fact.’

			‘Perhaps that is of lesser relevance at this point,’ said Aun’La. Shadowsun looked over, puzzled by his response. A strange expression had replaced his usual mask of serenity.

			‘On the brink of our defeat, something vast took form near our fleet,’ continued Surestrike. The Fourth Sphere commander’s voice was cold and certain, his eyes fixed on hers instead of those of Aun’La as was proper ­etiquette. ‘It was familiar, yet not entirely t’au-like, for it was possessed of many arms, and no facial features. I tell you this because I believe you too will encounter it in time, even if only in your dreams.’ 

			Something curdled at the back of Shadowsun’s mind, then. She said nothing.

			‘As foul as that false idol was, it was the entity’s appearance that precipitated the appearance of the wormhole that allowed us to escape. Nightmares take on substance in that other dimension. We thought them behind us, but it appears the creatures of that interstitial realm are not done with us yet. There is another dimension behind our own, and it is hostile. All those tainted by it, or who taint our culture with it, must die. There can be no peace.’

			‘Enough!’

			The ethereal’s command hit the room like a boulder flung into a troubled sea. His expression had become thunderous, his stance rigid.

			‘I hereby draw us to this council’s conclusion,’ said the ethereal, recovering his composure almost immediately. ‘Were it not for the severity of the situation we would disband immediately. But we must find consensus. Here, now, we must bring every insight we can. For the Greater Good. That is all that matters.’

			Shadowsun risked a look around. Every other delegate in the room had their eyes cast down – all the t’au, at any rate. Opikh Tak was staring hard at Surestrike, his quills stiff and his beak slightly open as he shifted in his seat.

			‘It is the prevailing theory amongst the Fourth Sphere,’ continued Commander Surestrike, ‘that it was not our fellow t’au who brought those first lethal visitations to our ships, nor who caused the manifestation of the False Entity.’

			Silence, now, and the sense of a blade about to fall. Shadowsun saw Aun’La make eye contact with his ethereal guard, slowly and deliberately.

			‘We have soared upon the thermals of the interstitial dimension many times.’ Surestrike spoke on, one hand skimming the other forearm like a stone on water. ‘Until now we have never encountered these denizens, these horrors that make that environment their home. It was these experimental Slipstream drives that drew them to us, and the ethereal caste’s decision to use them en masse before they had been perfected.’

			Aun’La’s expression was incendiary. To criticise the ethereals, even obliquely, was taboo, a shocking mistake that had ended careers and seen public figures disappear entirely. The ethereal guard moved towards Commander Surestrike, their ceremonial halberds held in the Seventh Form.

			Surestrike continued unabated.

			‘The aliens of that place preyed upon the auxiliary craft first. They were attracted to those vessels that contained non-t’au personnel, in particular those of the nicassar, the greet, the nagi, the charpactin and, in their latter assaults, the kroot. In short, those with ability in the field we call mind-science. Psychics.’

			A spasm passed over Surestrike’s face as he continued.

			‘It pains me to say this, but although in theory they are admirable additions to our cause, in practice almost all of our auxiliary forces are a weak link, corrupted by moral decay.’

			‘And this same weakness you experienced in every one of our allies?’ said Shadowsun. ‘I find that hard to believe.’

			‘The only commonality between our alien auxiliaries that you need to know,’ said her fellow commander, the muscles in his neck tight, ‘is that they did not survive the subsequent engagements to which they were assigned.’

			‘You made sure of it!’

			Across from the fire caste speaker, Opikh Tak had sat bolt upright, body taut and near vibrating with outrage. 

			Shadowsun felt her blood grow hot.

			‘Their corruption of the true path of the T’au’va damned them all,’ said Surestrike. ‘The destruction of your fellow conspirators was assured.’

			There was a blur of motion as the kroot shaper launched himself forward, claws outstretched towards Surestrike as he screeched his need to kill.

			Tak was fast, scarily so. Shadowsun leapt over the command throne in front of her to intercept, her shield drone close behind. The ethereal guard had formed up with fluid grace and speed before Aun’La, their priorities clear. 

			The kroot shaper landed with all four claws on the front of Surestrike’s throne. The Fourth Sphere commander brought both arms up in a sweeping circle, brushing his enemy’s lunge aside. The kroot opened his iron-hard maw as the second forearm came in, sinking his beak into muscle and wrenching the limb so hard it broke with an awful crack.

			Shadowsun’s elbow struck the kroot’s wattled throat a microdec later. She had dived headlong, her full-body launch giving her enough power to bowl the alien from Surestrike’s command throne and send him sprawling. Letting herself tumble with him, she landed with a crunch, shoulder first, on his elongated breastbone. Ribs gave under her weight. 

			A clawed hand lashed out to grip both her temples at once, squeezing like an iron vice. Too close for Oe-hei to intervene. No matter. She trapped it, curling her arms around the limb and kicking the kroot hard in the armpit. He released his grip and prised at her with incredible strength as she fought to lock her elbow around his wattled neck. A moment of give, and he had peeled her wrestler’s hold from his throat, in doing so exposing her flank. She felt something give in her ligaments, but the fire was lit, now, and it would not go out.

			Her knee came up to sink into his gut. In return, the kroot grabbed her topknot and yanked her head back hard. Her scalp burned; it felt as if the long rope of hair would be ripped from her head. His beak opened wide, jaws about to sink into her throat.

			Oe-hei discharged a lance of crackling energy into the top of the kroot’s spine. He spasmed, nervous system overloaded to the point of paralysis. 

			Shadowsun slammed the alien down onto the basin-like floor with a harsh cry of effort. In a flurry of motion she had Tak face down, her knee in his back and one hand pressing his head to the floor.

			A stylised halberd came down onto the back of the kroot’s neck, pinning his head as his rattling quills finally went limp. One of the ethereal guard had come forward, Aun’La some distance behind him. 

			Shadowsun looked up, getting her breathing under control with her knee still in the small of Tak’s back. A ring of shocked faces surrounded her.

			‘My thanks for your intervention, High Commander Shadow­sun,’ said Aun’La. ‘You are truly a credit to your caste. Opikh Tak, your behaviour is a disgrace. No longer are you a Kindred Soul, and you will be censured appropriately. Furthermore, I will be reviewing the inclusion of kroot allies in the ongoing theatres of engagement.’

			‘The entire notion needs examination, that much is clear,’ muttered Surestrike.

			‘I think not,’ said Aun’La, ‘though perhaps there is some basis to your reservations. They clearly have impulse-control issues yet to be ironed out.’

			Oe-ken-yon hovered close, blipping tentatively. Shadowsun let him approach; extruding a hinged limb, he sprayed antiseptic onto her claw-scraped scalp. It stung like the caress of a Dal’ythan jellyfish, but she rode it out. 

			It was only physical pain, after all. The emotional kind was much, much worse.

			‘I can see the merit in a review,’ she said. She already had her breath under control. Whatever Oe-ken-yon had done to it, the kroot was out for a while. She straightened, rearranging her topknot, but kept her knee on the alien’s back for a moment before standing up and stepping away.

			‘Fast work.’ Surestrike still sat in the same position, his composure complete.

			She cocked a finger in the curl of the question-that-must-be-asked. ‘Was it something you said, do you think?’

			‘Perhaps,’ said Surestrike. ‘It is no secret that many of the kroot kindreds suffered over the course of the crossing, and they have fared ill ever since.’

			‘I wonder why.’

			‘Perhaps they blame me for that, as a figurehead of their expedition. They worship strange idols, forbidden entities. In doing so, they court the worst of all fates. Perhaps their entire race is cursed.’

			Shadowsun felt her olfactory chasm wrinkle at the term. Cursed. It was an old word, and one she had not heard for many, many years.

			‘Remove our recumbent guest, please,’ said Aun’La. His ethereal guard moved to obey. ‘Have him sequestered so no more of our kind are threatened by his lack of discipline.’

			The ethereal guard obliged, one taking the kroot shaper’s arms as the other grabbed his legs. 

			Aun’La waved open the door with his rod of office as they made for the chamber’s exit. ‘I hereby draw this Elemental Council to conclusion,’ he said. ‘We will not speak of it until we gather again, once a replacement Kindred Soul can be put in place.’

			‘Did you have one in mind?’ said Shadowsun. ‘Time is of the essence, wise one.’

			‘I suggest Ven Tah Regah of the nicassar dhow Gliardis. She has a unique insight and a fervent belief in the T’au’va.’

			Dawnchaser, Commander Surestrike’s second, came forward from the periphery of the room. She held her hand up and put it to her mouth, a sign as old as the Fio’taun Plateau. Aun’La nodded, barely looking at her. 

			‘You may address us.’

			‘Honoured leaders,’ said Dawnchaser, ‘I too favour the Kauyon meta­strategy. There are minor points of its execution upon which I would seek High Commander Shadowsun’s advice. In truth, I would study under her. With the council formally concluded, may I address her afterward?’

			‘You may,’ said Aun’La. ‘But make it quick. Other matters require my attention. Commander Surestrike, I take it you would not be opposed to Dawnchaser here being a liaison between the Fourth Sphere and the Fifth, in the interests of sphere harmony.’

			Everything in Surestrike’s body language said he would very much be opposed to it.

			‘As you wish,’ he said.

			‘Excellent. Incidentally, I would talk to you in my quarters after my guardians are reinstated. Be there in one demidec, if you please.’

			Surestrike made the fists of immutable accord. ‘Of course, honoured one. I shall be there, with my mind clear.’

			‘Ensure it,’ said the ethereal quietly, his tone cold as he met Shadowsun’s gaze. ‘For I fear the mark of the Rift is upon us all.’

			‘High commander!’

			Shadowsun had reached the corridor outside her quarters when Dawnchaser approached her. She had her hands overlapped in the gesture of the supplicant student. 

			‘It is my hope you will forgive me,’ she said, looking up and down the corridor, ‘but I asked for your help under false pretences. Of course, I would dearly desire to learn under your tutelage. Yet I have information I believe to be vital.’ 

			Shadowsun felt something tighten in her throat. ‘Very well. You may speak freely.’ 

			‘I have reason to believe it may not be safe to do.’

			‘Oe-ken-yon, ensure a sonic perimeter of white noise.’

			‘At once, high commander.’

			‘My thanks,’ said Dawnchaser, nodding to the drone as a low susurrus crackled around them. ‘I am counting on your discretion. The shaper, Opikh Tak. He is not to be held in the orbital’s brig, as you might presume, but is instead en route under armed guard to a nearby planet. He is being taken to the cells of the gue’la planetary governor’s palace upon Pekun.’

			‘Is that relevant?’

			‘You must speak with him.’

			‘And why must I do that? He openly assaulted one of our own at an Elemental Council. Even if he has reason to do so, that cannot be allowed.’

			‘From a certain perspective,’ she said, her eyes pleading, ‘he had every right to attack.’ 

			‘Is that so?’ said Shadowsun, intrigued. ‘Why is he not held in one of our own facilities?’

			‘Because he must tell you of his own version of the Fourth Sphere’s crossing. And because Surestrike wants him removed from our networks. Held off-grid until he can be safely disposed of.’

			‘I see. Has your commander not been telling me the whole truth thus far?’

			‘That is not for me to say.’

			‘Is this to do with the auxiliary races? That entity your commander spoke of?’

			‘Again, high commander,’ said Dawnchaser, her expression fraught, ‘I implore you not to press me on this.’

			Shadowsun nodded. ‘Very well.’ 

			Dawnchaser nodded her thanks, scalp lock clinking on her breastplate. The adornment had half as many victory rings as Shadowsun’s own version, but it was an impressive tally nonetheless. She noticed, then, that one had been torn off, the hair ragged and split where it had once gleamed proud.

			‘You had best return to your commander,’ Shadowsun continued. ‘Tell him, should he ask, that we spoke about the finer points of Kauyon, and how it is inherently superior to the killing blow strategy of Mont’ka, especially that version practised by the traitor O’Shovah. That will be what he is expecting to hear.’

			Dawnchaser gave a grateful smile. ‘I really do believe in you, high commander. If anyone can straighten out the fu’llasso that we of the Fourth Sphere have made of our own psyches, I believe it is you.’

			‘Some disarray is only to be expected given the sheer distance you have covered.’

			‘I fear you do not understand,’ said the subcommander. ‘Your passage was smooth. We went through an experience so shocking I cannot put it into words.’

			‘I am well apprised. You lost some three-quarters of your number. It must have been deeply traumatic.’

			A shadow passed across her eyes, then. ‘We saw something, out there. Many things. Most were malevolent, but that entity… it was somehow worse. A ghost, or rather the ghost of something yet to be, mocking us with its form.’

			‘A ghost? Not simply one of these transit hallucinations we hear of, its size distorted by a fluke of physics?’

			‘I will speak no more of it.’

			‘Duty can leave deep scars.’ Shadowsun made the sign of the eclipsed sun, one hand splayed behind the other. ‘Rest assured, I will ensure the Fourth Sphere and the Fifth are aligned. It is my purpose.’

			‘That may be more difficult than you imagine.’

			‘Enough, Dawnchaser,’ said Shadowsun gravely. ‘If you wish not to speak of these matters plainly, kindly do not make vague and portentous statements concerning them. I will investigate this matter thoroughly, and afterwards, if I have more questions, I will seek you out. Is that understood?’

			‘Perfectly.’ Looking a little pale, Dawnchaser made the sign of the gift’s recipient and backed away. ‘May the light of the T’au’va go with you.’

			Shadowsun dismissed Dawnchaser with a nod. She stared out of the corridor’s panoramic window for a long time afterward.

			‘High commander,’ said Oe-ken-yon, his tone deferential. ‘Permission to speak?’

			Touching her forehead against the cool glass for a moment, Shadow­sun turned to her two drones, still hovering at a respectful distance.

			‘I offer contrition, little friends, but I feel that perhaps we should wait until we are in my quarters. That last exchange has left me somewhat discomfited.’

			‘The truth must be unearthed,’ said Oe-hei. ‘Those accusations were grave.’

			‘Indeed they were.’

			‘I will collate all available data on the Fourth Sphere and its activities thus far, then edit it to a rotaa’s worth of information,’ said Oe-ken-yon.

			‘My thanks, faithful one. I don’t know what I would do without you two watching over me.’

			The drone bobbed happily, turning slightly to face Oe-hei. The guardian drone dipped his edge in thanks.

			Shadowsun stared out into the depths of space once more. ‘Something profound has broken here, I know it. Broken, or perhaps denatured.’

			‘What do you mean, high commander?’ said Oe-ken-yon.

			‘It’s just a feeling. But I know it, in my heart.’

			‘Could you elaborate?’

			‘She means an internal data-screed with no tangible source,’ said Oe-ken-yon.

			Shadowsun laughed despite herself. ‘Yes, something like that, little one. The people here are spread thin indeed, in terms of leadership, and they are far more resistant to renewal than I had hoped.’

			‘I concur,’ said the drone. ‘They are rather unwelcoming.’

			She nodded, looking back out into space once more. ‘The community of the T’au’va here is a house made of porcelain slates, battered by outside forces yet somehow still standing. We must tread carefully, or risk bringing the whole thing down around our heads.’
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			CHAPTER TWO

			The Infinite Reach

			Lord Glurtosk looked approvingly at the ransacked t’au spacecraft he and his kin had boarded. White control consoles that had been spotless were spattered with gore, and the air was choked with the foul stink of burning resins. 

			‘Despicably clean, these t’au,’ he said. ‘Painfully naïve, and full of hope. Ripe for the blessings of entropy and, through the despair that comes with them, a slow but peaceful acceptance.’

			His comrades, otherwise engaged, did not reply. He went on nonetheless.

			‘Before us, brothers, a people besotted by the false light of technology, suddenly enlightened by the same entropy it purports to exorcise. And here we are, the last island of truth in an ocean of lies.’

			Part of his euphoria was relief. Those with the blessing of the gods could still be consumed, or lost forever. This, the Death Guard knew far better than most. Glurtosk had been there at the start. He remembered well the dark days of them being lost deep in the immaterium.

			The captain’s mood curdled with the clarity of those long-banished memories. The scar upon his soul left by their fleet’s becalming was profound, and even the long, awful millennia had not healed them truly. He could still recall the seeping, nauseous despair that had led to their devil’s bargain, and set him on this path.

			‘And thank the Grandfather it did,’ he gurgled to himself, straightening as tall as his nodule-crusted back would let him. ‘Or how would I have witnessed his bounteous gifts?’

			His sorcerous aide, Thurglaine, nodded absently in agreement, already elbows-deep in a t’au corpse with the pommel of his gnarled staff planted amongst the broken teeth of its ravaged mouth. He was muttering something, but Glurtosk could make neither head nor tail of it. The strange rebreather apparatus that dangled from his throat muffled his words, its canister encrusted with small barnacle-like growths like the hull of a wrecked galleon. 

			‘I see you are busy wringing the secrets of fate itself from the slippery offal of your latest victim. So be it.’ Glurtosk turned to the walking tank to his right, a warrior methodically stamping on the heads of both t’au and fallen Death Guard alike just to watch them burst. ‘And Vlotzch, I appreciate you are not one for conversation. Still, your actions this day have been eloquent enough. My thanks.’

			Vlotzch shrugged, stamping hard on the ceramite helmet of a dead comrade riddled with pulse rifle fire, and taking a moment to look at the splatter as it fanned out across the bridge. Glurtosk had always appreciated the warrior’s silent, implacable presence. What the hulking warrior lacked in repartee, he more than made up for in violence. 

			‘Ah, never change, old friend. Bridgeman Fenst, perhaps you can take a moment to appreciate the grandeur of our gifts. Given your compound eyes I imagine you can hardly miss them.’

			‘Yes, lord,’ said Fenst. The mutant was a many-limbed, split-skinned brute with a fly’s head atop his rot-green power armour. He turned and chattered his mandibles at Glurtosk, and when his voice came, it was disturbingly sibilant. ‘We do Grandfather’s work. This last foray has been most rewarding. But perhaps…’

			‘Perhaps what? Spit it out, Fenst. Or should I say “spew it forth”? If you get carried away you can always digest the results afterwards.’

			Vlotzch gave a heaving choke of laughter.

			‘We have inflicted many kills on their fleet, lord,’ said Fenst, ‘but also lost many of our own.’

			‘No one we can’t do without. A good number of them were Thurglaine’s lot. And they can’t get through the Nephylum’s void shields long enough to inflict any meaningful damage, or they would have done so by now.’ He snorted, then, and wiped a rivulet of infected snot from his lips. ‘Anyone would think they had not encountered a capital-class Astartes battleship before.’

			‘One almost feels sorry for them.’

			‘Don’t tell me you’re not enjoying the sight of their ships fleeing before us, and their defence platforms crumbling to rust whenever our gifts hit home?’

			‘It is… gratifying.’

			‘Well, at least you can still feel gratitude, unlike these t’au wretches. Three of their orbital stations have self-destructed now instead of truly appreciating the gifts we bring them. It is most unsporting.’

			‘We near the portal, lord. Perhaps, if we find a xenos hive first, we can let our finest afflictions run amongst them. It feels… It feels to me that if we are to feel solid ground beneath our feet once again, we must do it soon.’

			Glurtosk patted his giant, distended gut, spatters of awful fluid spurting from the sagging lesions in its underside. ‘Thurglaine, have you wrung any visceral insights from your blood magic?’

			The sorcerer stood unsteadily, wiping intestinal gore from his eyes. ‘Something like it.’

			‘Do tell.’

			‘The cyan planet, Pekun,’ he said. ‘I had a vision of humanity there, farmed like cattle by hovering disc-like machines. The people were ex-Imperial, seceded. It is a part of the t’au annex.’

			‘Then its people will be most grateful when we free them, and bring the rightful rule of Grandfather Nurgle instead.’

			‘That is not all. A queen in white armour walked with the machines. I believe it to be their leader.’

			‘The empress?’

			‘None other,’ said Thurglaine. ‘She is there, on the planet, or will be soon.’

			‘Can you get us there?’

			‘I can, if we make haste to the Nephylum.’

			‘It could well be a trap, lords, if they have found they cannot stop us in the void,’ said Fenst.

			‘Ha! I doubt it. These t’au think themselves infallible in a long-range engagement. They will not risk a close-quarters fight. She has no idea we are coming.’

			Glurtosk allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. Already the good work was underway, and progressing well.

			‘Look, Thurglaine,’ he said, turning to the cowled, hunched monstrosity behind him. ‘Look at all this wondrous potential. And this is merely the beginning. We must show these wretches the true glory of Nurgle, even if his divine sickness kills the lot of them.’

			‘I would relish the chance,’ said Thurglaine. ‘And in that I speak for all of us.’

			‘And will you be staying with us on the Nephylum as things unfold? Or would you prefer to return to the Night Hag and its fellows?’ Glurtosk already knew the answer, but it did not hurt to reinforce the chain of command. Sometimes the invisible fetter was the strongest.

			‘I will remain here,’ said the seer. ‘For now.’ The black-lined hole in between his bulbous cheeks spilled acidic drool as he spoke. ‘We have generosity to spare,’ said the vizier, ‘and it would be criminal not to lavish it on our new friends. I believe you are the chosen instrument of Grandfather’s will, my lord. For now, at least.’ 

			Glurtosk sketched as low a bow as his prodigious belly would allow as the sorcerer continued.

			‘Their war leader is here, if my visions hold true. The one named ShadowSun. She has a fire around her, when I see her. But the flames are cold. She will prove a worthy adversary.’

			‘Excellent. Though I am not sure what this young race can hope to achieve that we have not already seen in ten thousand years of war.’

			Things had been working out for Glurtosk, lately, since he had made the decision to take his wonderful plagues to the heart of the Eastern Fringe. He liked to think that the Grandfather took a special interest in him, and why not? He was a favoured child, set upon the path to a lasting legacy of despair and entropy. Here was realspace laid out before him, the rich velvet black of the void stretching into infinity. 

			All his to despoil. All his to corrupt.

			At the system’s heart was a beautiful stellar body in the prime of its life. Set in silhouette before the system’s star was a miles-wide ring of technological artifice, its outside made hexagonal by six nodes upon it. Around that was a cluster of black shapes, an archipelago of space stations each vaguely limned in green. Within the ring itself was a shimmer, a glow of promise, the hint of a prize beyond measure. A portal to the heart of the T’au Empire, too long a rumour in the wind, now made starkly evident. He could almost taste its offensive cleanliness in the smooth, contoured shape of the megastructures they had created around it.

			The xenos collectivists, little more than clueless ingénues to hear Thurglaine tell of them, had gazed deep into the abyss for too long. That abyss had gazed back, as it always did. They had ventured too far from their technological paradise, and unwisely left the gates wide open. Not a portal into the barely navigable tides of the warp, like the Great Rift that separated the Imperium Nihilus from the Imperium Sanctus, but a wormhole – a fluke of metaphysics that connected one part of the galaxy to another across unfathomable distances.

			Xenos ships were moving to intercept them, and alert runes flashed on the bridge’s command dais as they took their target locks. 

			Too late, thought Glurtosk. Already too late.

			‘My lord?’ said the fly-headed mutant, Fenst. ‘Your orders?’ 

			‘First, we swat away these bothersome sentries – my apologies for the turn of phrase, Fenst. Then, we sow disorder and despair. Bury their leaders in slumberers. Set the plague loose amongst the populace. Dispatch the seeding ships wherever strife might take root. We will bring this system to its knees.’

			A chorus of phlegmy cheers came from the legionaries behind him. In their approbation was a note of relief. Glurtosk felt it too as he looked up at the hex display of the t’au ship’s bridge, a well of sickly satisfaction filling his heart where a gnawing doubt had dwelt only hours before. At last, they had found something that the Death Guard had so long lacked.

			Purpose.

			‘We hasten back to the Nephylum and press on for the gate. Make preparations for a lance strike on whichever target you deem appropriate, Fenst,’ said Glurtosk, waving a slick-fingered hand. ‘Batch missiles and send them after those who come within reach.’

			‘I have already called upon Incisor, and made preparations for three squads of the First to join us, along with several bulk freighters full of our sleeping friends.’

			‘What would I do without you, Thurglaine?’

			‘Wither and die, most likely.’

			‘Ah, you jest.’ Glurtosk smiled, far too widely. ‘Let us hope we never descend to a true sparring match, for I fear it would only end one way.’

			‘Mighty is he who can call upon the gods,’ said Thurglaine, ‘or their servants, come to that.’

			‘There is that,’ said Glurtosk, nodding in agreement. ‘I wonder what our new friends will make of them.’

			‘Shall we find out?’ said Thurglaine. ‘A new field awaits to be claimed for Grandfather’s Garden, and watered with the blood of ingrates.’

			‘As you say. Fenst, when we are back on the bridge, patch through to the bulk haulers and have them muster on the Nephylum. The time to let free our slumbering friends is upon us. Thurglaine, if you would show us the way?’

			The sorcerer sketched a circle on the most open part of the t’au bridge with his staff, then another, and then a third, motioning his comrades to step into the area where they intersected. He sprinkled something from a pouch at his waist, a peaty substance that stank so intensely Glurtosk felt his eyes water. Disquieting syllables spilt from the awful hole that was Thurglaine’s maw, and the air begun to shimmer. 

			Then reality tore in a welter of greenish ectoplasm, and they were gone.

		

	
		
			PART TWO

			THE BLEEDING LESION

			‘It is a sad yet undeniable truth that there are those in this galaxy who have no place within the embrace of the Greater Good. To these deviants we offer only the purifying light of the pulse rifle.’

			– Aun’Tol, Flame of Bork’an
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			CHAPTER THREE

			Palace Mosaical, Linat Primau, Pekun

			Shadowsun made final preparations, synchronising her systems with the local cadrenet. The ship’s rear section opened as the craft came in low, revealing the linear vegetation of the hedge maze beyond. Motioning to her drones, she blipped her escort – Shas’vre Calmstone from the Fifth Sphere and Shas’vre Dawnchaser from the Fourth – to let them know their plan of approach, and made ready to deploy. 

			The craft shuddered as it hunkered down into the gardens of the Imperial fortress complex. The domed monstrosity of the Palace Mosaical glittered like the scales of a rainbow perch. As with so many human worlds, the ruling dynasty here had lived in debauchery, their estates kept pristine as the rest of the planet rotted in squalor around them. They were long gone, fleeing when they sensed the mood of their people turning against them. The palace had since been occupied by the Fourth Sphere, working closely with the local gue’vesa to form a temporary base of operations overlooking the space port. It was built on a mound with a deep, dry moat, itself fringed by gardens and autumnal trees. To the north-east was a space port, but beyond that, the built-up areas became slums. 

			As her Orca grew closer, Shadowsun read the palace’s defensive capabilities with a rising feeling of contempt. There was a brutish grandeur to the palace itself, a gaudy magnificence that fit with her understanding of the human value system. And yet all around it was a halo of litter, the refuse of a careless and moribund species. Only a broadly cylindrical, domed temple to the west seemed free of the loose drifts of rubbish. Atop the building was a many-limbed, heavily stylised statue Shadowsun did not recognise. Expecting to see one of the skull-statues of the gue’la Emperor, she zoomed in a hex to capture its likeness. It was eight-armed, each hand holding either a weapon or a gift, and it had the rough build of a t’au, but the hands of a human. For a face it had nothing but a blank mask. 

			Something slid sideways in the depths of Shadowsun’s mind. For a brief moment, she felt like she was drowning. She shook her head with a shiver, scalp locks clinking.

			Amongst the drifts of fallen leaves and discarded rubbish, the palace shone like a beacon of privilege. Such showy spectacles were part of a reductionist Kauyon, in a way. Simply set a desirable prize and wait in the shadows, ambushing those who sought to take it. The bait could be laid against an anvil, after all, and when the time was right, the hammer would fall.

			As the ramp hissed down to crunch in the gravel, Shadowsun cast a glance at the hedge maze. 

			‘It says a lot about the humans that they consider the occasional switchback and dead end to be a confounding puzzle.’

			Her stealth aides blipped signs of assent, Dawnchaser even going so far as to transmit the solution to the geometric puzzle with an append to render it three times as challenging.

			‘Admirable vision,’ she chuckled. ‘O’Vesa would have appreciated your insight.’

			‘You knew the Stone Dragon?’ said Dawnchaser. ‘Is it true that he knows only the purest interpretations of the T’au’va?’

			‘Something like that,’ said Shadowsun. ‘Please remain here to defend the ship if needed. I feel sure some la-level sentry or gue’vesa sentry will be over to bother you in a microdec or two, and I would rather have this run smooth.’

			‘As you wish, high commander,’ said Calmstone, making the sign of the fortress-well-guarded.

			Engaging her spectroscopic chameleon suite, Shadowsun boosted her battlesuit’s engines and made one long, graceful leap over the maze’s switchback hedge-routes. She soared over the banked ridges of earth that led to the palace’s lower levels, her drones making up the trailing points of an arrowhead formation around her. Ahead were four stout towers, each topped with a stylised minaret, their mosaics glinting dully in the late afternoon sun.

			A fire warrior shas’ui waited by the base of the nearest tower. He was attentive, with a gun drone hovering at head height. His body language told her enough: he was guarding something, and more than that, he was afraid of it. 

			‘Commendable redundancy in vigil protocol,’ said Shadowsun as she approached. ‘Are all Fourth Sphere sentries likewise accompanied? I suppose given the psychological attrition of the crossing you have drone attendants to spare.’

			‘They are, high commander,’ managed the sentry, half-kneel­ing and making the sign of the unworthy host in an over-elaboration of normal protocol. He recognised her, then. ‘I must admit to unreadiness, honoured O’Shaserra. I was not informed of your visit, and hence have not assembled a welcoming committee as befits your rank.’

			‘That is quite intentional,’ said Shadowsun. ‘I prefer efficiency to spectacle, as I am sure you have heard. Your name?’

			‘Shas’ui Laen’ta, high commander. This is my designated helper, ­Ou-dae 1-1.’

			‘Well met in the name of the T’au’va, to you and your drone both. Please move aside.’

			‘I… Of course, high commander. If I may first speak with Commander Surestrike, the better to ensure our efforts are aligned?’

			‘You may not,’ said Shadowsun, sliding past him through the postern gate of the palace and motioning her drones to come inside. ‘Just know that everything is in order, and go back to your duty.’

			‘Of course, high commander.’

			‘My drones will append the relevant datawork over direct link upon the conclusion of our business here. In the meantime, my aides Calmstone and Dawnchaser will bolster your observation pattern from within the Rightful Claimant. What I need to do here, I can do alone.’

			‘As you say, high commander,’ said the sentry as she moved away. His drone blipped a query, but he hushed it, touching the comms aerial on his helm as he shut the door and went back to his guard.

			‘The Dazzling Shield, no less,’ said Oe-ken-yon. ‘Deflection as a weapon in itself.’

			‘Just so,’ said Shadowsun. ‘I will delve deep, excise the truth, and get out before their vision clears.’

			‘A tactic usually better employed against one’s foes,’ said the drone, his tone puzzled. ‘Is there any need for duplicity? These are our friends.’

			Shadowsun turned to the drone.

			‘Faithful helper,’ she said, ‘I am no longer sure that is the case.’
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			CHAPTER FOUR

			Palace Dungeons, Linat Primau, Pekun 

			The holding cells favoured by humanity were stinking, mildewed places of deprivation and horror, a far cry from the well-lit facilities of the t’au. Odd noises rose from the subterranean passageways below. Shadowsun heard shouts, mutterings, and the occasional scrape of metal on stone. No doubt there were still lost souls down here, the enemies of the dynasty that had once called this palace their home, slowly starving to death for crimes that had long since ceased to be relevant.

			Shadowsun pulled up a wide-spectrum schematic of the sub-terranean warren.

			‘Subject located,’ she transmitted across the cadrenet. ‘Hang back, please, all four of you.’

			‘I will stay within maximum field distance, if I may, high commander,’ said the drone Oe-hei.

			‘If you must. Just stay out of sight. This only works if he trusts me.’ 

			She eye-flicked a sequence on the control suite, breathing hard onto the ident-scans before twisting the recessed release levers at once. A moment later the front of her battlesuit hissed as its hermetic seals opened, the plexus hatch smoothly yielding. As one the clutch points at her wrists, ankles, thighs and waist withdrew into the XV22’s fuselage, and she pulled free, sliding ­gingerly out and landing in a low crouch in the centre of the corridor. 

			Unclasping the compact pulse pistol stowed in the rear of the battlesuit, she checked the weapon over, activated it with a short exhalation upon its sensor-node, and affixed it to the stowage straps at the small of her back.

			There was a rustle from the corridor’s end, and a faint rattle of quills in the gloom. 

			‘Due warning, friend of the T’au’va!’ she called out. With a last sign of patience to her drone colleagues, Shadowsun ventured down into the darkness. ‘I am approaching your cell purely to talk. Note that I am not of the Fourth Sphere, but the Fifth. I do not share the radical views of those you have dealt with before.’

			There was a long moment of silence. Shadowsun felt rather than saw Oe-hei glide forward, and waved him back. She ventured forwards, her hand on the pulse pistol and her pulse racing in her throat. She leaned around the corner to get a better view, eyes acclimatising. 

			But for a pile of debris, the cell was empty.

			A small bed, a wooden bench held with plasteel rods to the wall. On one side was a narrow window, a shaft of light streaming through from the moat outside to ripple on the cobbled floor. She thought the cell was strewn with straw, at first – human cultures often considered that enough of a nod to hygiene to accommodate a prisoner – until she realised it was scattered with twigs, branches and bits of reed. One corner of the cell had been mounded with so many of them that it formed a sort of triangular dwelling place, like a smaller version of the great bowers that dotted the high trees of Pech. He had to be in–

			A burst of movement from the ceiling as long, gangly arms reached for her, wiry and thin. They were as grey as the cell’s stone, and textured much the same. 

			On instinct, Shadowsun leapt backwards, drawing her pistol, but the kroot was uncannily fast, like a spring long coiled. Bangles and leather cords strung with knucklebones rattled as the thing’s odd claw-hands grabbed her throat, the iron-hard talons on either side of its too-flexible palm closing around her neck. A beak came in close, snapping. She dodged, but it still ripped a strand of hair from her head.

			She pushed her pulse pistol into its eye socket, the deactivated safety giving a shrill whine.

			‘Opikh Tak?’

			The kroot froze, then laughed, a clacking, choking sound that brought to mind predatory hunting calls rather than any real kind of mirth.

			‘You say it broken, but yes,’ he said.

			‘Kindly release my neck.’

			The kroot shaper dropped down from his perch in the ceiling amongst trickles of old mortar, unfolding from the shadows to land with quills rattling and talons clacking. His muscular legs cracked as he stood to his full height, headquills fanning out to bristle like those of a pricklespine. Shadowsun suppressed a shudder. The smell of him was pungent, almost eye-watering. It was ammonia mixed with swamp slime, and it seemed to be getting thicker with every moment.

			‘I have no words for you, lackey of fools.’

			‘Just hear me out. I am from the same world as those who signed the Treaty of Pech with your ancestor Ankhor Prok. I give those at that historic moot their due reverence. Please, I seek only to talk in confidence.’

			There was a long pause, stretching out as the alien watched her with cold, black eyes. 

			‘Truth-talk,’ said the shaper eventually. ‘Good to have something from you, given that you took me from my tribe. Your kind always take.’ His voice was scratchy, harsh, somewhere between the caw of a swordbeak corvid and the gravelly tones of a lho-stick addict. ‘I am hungry. I am disgraced. But I am not helpless. Not weak.’

			‘As you have amply demonstrated,’ Shadowsun replied. ‘I have nothing but respect for your people’s culture.’

			The kroot cocked his head, opening his mouth slightly to let a sharp, black tongue taste the air. ‘Liar.’

			‘With the exception of your eating habits, then.’ She stood up a little taller, anger flaring in the white walls of her heart. ‘Those remain reprehensible. I cannot condone cannibalism, however much I need your aid.’

			‘Ah, now I detect the spice of truth. We talk, then. I am a master shaper of the Wetland Oak. I know the flavours of your kind well, scalp-ringed warrior. I do not need to taste your flesh to tell if you lie to me.’ 

			The shaper’s T’au was good, amongst the best she had ever heard from an ally species’ mouth, but in a way, that made him all the more unsettling.

			‘I am not given to speaking falsehoods,’ she said, making the sign of the cleansing flame. ‘We fire caste speak plainly enough.’

			‘Even words are weapons, to your caste. You are bred for war.’

			‘We value the shield as much as the blade.’

			‘And yet you carry a gun to a parley,’ said Tak.

			Standing close to the bars, Shadowsun could see deep into the kroot’s eyes. There was not an ounce of uncertainty in him. Even unarmed, even in captivity, he had almost managed to kill her.

			‘I need something from you.’

			‘That is no surprise, taker-t’au.’

			‘Two things, in fact. The first is your version of the truth. What happened to make you hate Commander Surestrike with such intensity?’

			‘I give no version. It is simple fact. Not a version. Your people tried to kill mine, and that debt will be paid.’

			‘You believe it is Surestrike that is to blame for the Du’lun Lakes? For Ky’san?’

			‘It is he that called a race-kill on my kind. Not just one place, two. Not in the fire of war, but the cold night. An extermination.’

			‘That can’t be right,’ said Shadowsun, her brows creasing. ‘The alliance between our species dates back hundreds of t’au’cyr.’

			‘I saw it. Few kroot made it across the sea of skies. All our best master shapers were hunted and killed. Hunted by things that should not exist. I am the last one left. We fought hard, but they were not real, not solid. They did not have flesh-truth. They could not be eaten, or learned from.’

			‘Some species of alien, then, as yet uncategorised?’

			‘No!’ Tak’s long quills shivered, standing out like the crown of some primal midsummer king. ‘These were not flesh!’

			‘Gaseous then,’ said Shadowsun. ‘Or… holograms, perhaps? Devised to distract you whilst hidden snipers took the real toll?’

			The kroot coughed something out in its weird, avian language, hitting his beak with the flat of his hands as if on the brink of frenzy.

			‘No!’ he shouted again, shaking the bars of the cell so hard that rock dust drizzled down from the ceiling. ‘These were not truth-creatures. They were lies-as-foes. Plague as flesh. But no host.’

			‘Surely a disease must have something to infect.’ 

			‘They were disease only.’

			‘I see,’ said Shadowsun. ‘I mean… I do not understand, in truth, but I will listen, and learn as best I can.’

			There was a blip on her temple-mounted data coronet, the voice of Calmstone tinny in her ear. ‘High commander, civilian ships have landed to the north-east. Close enough to be of concern.’ 

			Shadowsun clicked her teeth and turned away, minimising the connection. ‘Whatever it is, I trust you to deal with it,’ she whispered, turning back to the kroot.

			‘We hid,’ continued Tak. ‘We hid at first, with skin-change, colour and texture both. Long-trick of the Wetland Oak tribe, given to us by the swamp tentaclos. They still found us. They came in dreams, infected our best warriors. Not through spore or virus. Through dreams. Through give-up-hope. They came after the smell of fear. No hiding for us.’

			‘And you fought back against these things?’

			‘We tore the no-fleshers, shot them, trapped them, but did not bite them. Tasted foul in the air. They laughed as they died. Always came more. They let us win. They let us win one day to make us lose the next. They farm hope, to keep the feast prolonged. Lets little shoots grow from dark soil, then pull up to eat, the betrayal sweet-sour on their tongue. They ate our hope.’

			Shadowsun said nothing. The kroot was shaking, now, at the memory. From what she knew of the race’s body language, he was feeling the adrenaline rush as if it were fresh. 

			‘Still we stayed faithful, those who survived. We went through the hole in space, and settled on the other side. Fought long against the humans here, the ones you call gue’la. We put them down at the order of your kin. The voyagers.’

			‘The Fourth Sphere personnel?’

			‘Yes. They wanted us to target the human shamans, wherever we found them. You know them. The robed ones. The third-eyes. And the ones with no eyes.’ He barked a chattering laugh like that of a great corvid, bitter and angry. ‘I know a little of their world, the world beyond sight and taste. It is not kind to the soul.’

			‘You speak of those gue’la who refused the Greater Good,’ said Shadowsun. ‘The leaders of those would not embrace the T’au’va. That is why they had to die.’

			‘No,’ said Tak. ‘The other way around! We were to kill those humans that had joined the T’au’va. They raised shrines to it, to a faceless god. They prayed to it. “T’au’va, hear us,” they say, over and over. “Great T’au’va, hear our prayer.” Always chanting. Always bright.’

			‘Chanting. Like a religion.’

			‘We had to kill them. The Four-Spheres said. To be safe, the Sure-Striker said. To ensure there was no corruption of the real truth of the T’au’va.’

			‘That is… highly irregular. It must be a mistake.’

			‘Ah, a mistake, you say. A mistake. Many accidents, in this war. Many mistakes. Many stray shots have flown far, many air strikes and collapsed bridges have made their mark on my people.’

			Shadowsun felt sick with tension. The shaper’s tone was brittle, and violence lingered just beneath it.

			‘Many buildings fell, broken whilst human and kroot were still inside. Unfortunate loss, they said. Then came the killing of the gue’vesa builder-tribes in Maar. Another mistake. Then the t’au turned their guns on us kroot. They killed my warriors. Only a few of us escaped to stop it happening again.’

			‘No. We would never have done that.’

			‘The t’au give themselves to madness. I have seen it.’

			‘Not us. Not the Fifth Sphere personnel.’

			‘Your kin. There was no mistake. They wanted us all dead.’

			‘But why?’ said Shadowsun, genuinely mystified. ‘What started all this?’

			‘They think all aliens corrupt their truth!’ shouted Tak, his quills rattling. ‘All those different to them! Bigot fools. They said to kill all the humans who walked the t’au path, to kill those who wore your symbols, but to leave the rest alone. Then they killed my people too. Hunted our leaders, before massacring the rest!’

			‘There’s something we’re not getting here. You say they asked you to hunt the robed humans first, the shamans. Did they come after your own shaman caste too?’

			‘We have no true shamans, not in the way of the humans. We have elders, with a little seeing-skill, a little shaping-skill. Some among us speak with the ancestors. But this is rare. It is not the same as in gue’la. Not so destructive, so uncontrolled. Instead respected. Instead, only used as last resort.’

			Shadowsun looked out of the thin window at the Great Rift discolouring the sky, a shiver of unease in her bones. ‘Must be a grievous misunderstanding. Or perhaps some group hallucination.’

			The kroot followed her gaze. After a long while, he spoke.

			‘You think the sky-scar is part of this.’

			‘I do.’

			‘The shapers say the non-fleshed feed upon the darkness it brings.’

			‘Ghosts, then,’ she said. ‘These non-fleshed you encountered. We have our own legends of such things, though few speak of them.’

			There was an awful scream in the distance, then another. Cries for help, loud and strident. The kroot’s quills rose as his beak opened slightly, and she saw ropy muscles tense across his sparse frame.

			‘Don’t do it.’ She fixed the shaper with a full stare, feeling the intensity of his gaze in return. It was an effort to hold it. ‘Don’t make any kind of mistake. I will gun you down if I have to. And if you die here, the rest of your people will pay the price.’

			‘I smell that same evil on the wind. You leave me trapped, you won’t need to kill me yourself.’

			More screams, shrill and disturbing. Shadowsun felt something break in her soul at the sound.

			‘Stand back.’

			To his credit, the kroot backed into the opposite corner. She set her pulse pistol to minimum yield and put its barrel against the door’s slab-like lock mechanism, pulling the trigger to pour plasma energy within until its insides trickled out in a stream of molten slurry.

			‘I must investigate this disruption,’ she said. ‘But we are far from done.’

			‘Oh, that is true,’ croaked the shaper, his eyes narrowing. ‘That is very true.’

			Her XV22 suit was still standing at ease, its plexus hatch hinged down. As she approached it Shadowsun pivoted smoothly inside, placing her limbs into its control cradles. It was like the welcome embrace of a ta’lissera bond-mate. She eye-flicked the reignition protocols, feeling a wash of relief as the plexus hatch folded up to fit smoothly back into place and re-establish its hermetic seal. Safe, now, in her one-t’au fortress of technology and weaponised logic.

			More than could be said for those outside. 

			Shadowsun punched up the latest intel on her command-and-control suite, eyes darting across the most recent field reports and information. The governor’s palace, a nexus for much of the traffic that passed through Linat Primau, had received several gue’la ships in the last few hours. Some of them she had seen herself as she had made planetfall. Nothing out of the ordinary, most were bulk haulers or transit frigates that had been operating near the core of the Atoll. 

			‘Oe-ken-yon, kindly tap into the local feed and relay the posited source of those screams.’

			‘At once, high commander.’ He had the garrison’s drone surveillance rig patched through to her in the space of a heartbeat, and she speed-ran recent events across her feed. Several ships had docked even as she was engaged in parley with Opikh Tak. Even now there was a thin stream of air traffic moving out of the capital. 

			‘Anomalous craft,’ said the drone. ‘Look.’ He remote-zoomed on three huge, fat-bellied Imperial bulk landers, so scarred by endless deep-space voyages they appeared as mottled and encrusted as void whales. Their colourations and textures were much the same as those of the Death Guard fleet that had so unceremoniously barged into Nem’yar Atoll space, and when Shadowsun cross-referenced their symbols with the air caste’s debrief, they matched on several points. Their hulls were open, airlocks the size of audience halls vaguely visible beyond. Each of the landers was disgorging human passengers, and by the hundreds.

			‘These aren’t gue’ron’sha,’ she said. 

			‘Could they be escapees?’ said Oe-ken-yon.

			‘It’s possible,’ she replied. ‘But I doubt it.’

			At first glance, she too had thought the crowds of humans departing the massive spacecraft were refugees from Barolyr. They were disorganised to an almost comical degree, but they were humans, after all, and clad in the dull motley of Imperial civilians. Yet they moved in a stumbling, distracted way towards the thin perimeter of t’au guards at the landing pad’s edge, seeming not to care where they roamed, spilling out and bouncing off one another in a random fashion. Something about it put Shadowsun’s mind on edge.

			As she watched, some of the humans staggered to topple off the ramps of the landers, falling fifteen, twenty, forty feet to smack hard into the ferrocrete of the landing zone. Shadow­sun swore she could hear the wet snap of bones breaking over the audio relay. From what she knew of human physiology, half of them should have been killed by the fall. But every one of those that spilled over the side of the ramps, whether through collision or just aimlessly walking over the edge, got back up again to stagger forward without protest.

			Taking a bio-sign reading, she mapped it against a standard Imperial pattern in her control suite’s dossier on human biology. All the normal vital signs registered, if a little sluggish. They were not dead, not as such. But something was wrong with them. 

			Her eyes widened as it hit her. The reason why their heads lolled, their mouths open and gormless-slack, with thin strings of drool visible on their chins and cheeks.

			These people were asleep.

			Shadowsun moved the dronecam as she ventured outside and zoomed again, this time seeking out one of the sources of the screams. The sleepwalkers were taking fire from a thin line of gubernatorial space port guard, soldiers wearing the colours of the Pekun military and armed and armoured far better than standard gue’la troops. The newcomers were dancing as volleys of laser bolts hit them, torn this way and that as the shots hit centre mass, but they came on anyway, dazed and directionless, into the ranks of those gunners who stood their ground.

			‘What’s wrong with them?’ said Oe-hei. ‘Why are they just ignoring incoming fire?’

			‘I do not know. But they are only human, and clearly compromised at that. They should pose no real threat to us.’

			Then, with sudden, lurching speed, one of the sleepwalkers grabbed an Imperial rifleman and pulled him apart like a hunk of slow-cooked meat.
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			CHAPTER FIVE

			Linat Primau Starport, Pekun

			‘Planetfall at last,’ said Lord Glurtosk as the Storm Eagle Incisor settled down onto the hot hyperplastic landing strip. ‘It has been far too long.’

			Fenst nodded his insectile head, mandibles clicking. Vlotzch tapped the long barrel of his Reaper on Incisor’s wall three times in a nod to applause. Even Thurglaine murmured something affirmative from within the gaping black hole of his mouth. 

			Hatches on the side of the Storm Eagle clunked, peeling open amidst strings of mucus to reveal the space port around them and the glittering palace in the distance. With the xenos garrison preoccupied by their vanguard of slumberers, they had landed without much incident, as had the rest of their exploratory fleet. Clearly the t’au were too blind to know the difference between a standard Navy ship in poor repair and the crusted, ancient horror that was Incisor.

			En route the t’au portsmen had sent over a request for identification. Glurtosk had ignored it, of course, sending back only static by way of reply. Nothing had come of their ultimatum. Clearly they had become so used to the sight of bulky, block-shaped Imperial craft, and a lack of engagement from their crew, that they had done little more than rattle their sabres. Only now, with the Deathshroud already making their attack to the west of the planetary governor’s palace, did the standing guns of the t’au space port open fire. 

			‘Too little too late, sweet ones,’ said Glurtosk softly.

			Incisor rocked on its lander strips as missiles detonated on its crusted hide. Glurtosk chuckled to himself. Conventional munitions would barely get through the first layer of ablative scabbing that had formed on the ship’s exterior.

			Glurtosk jumped down from the Storm Eagle’s side hatch to land on the hard resin of the landing bay. Pulse weapons flashed from the side of the compound; he turned his shoulder, taking the brunt on his pauldron. 

			‘Look how clean it is here! Do you really think they believe they can sanitise a galaxy so long steeped in filth?’

			‘If so, they are about to learn a valuable lesson,’ said Thur-glaine.

			Vlotzch grunted in the affirmative, the ground cracking in protest as he heaved his immense bulk out of the spacecraft and began lumbering towards the gun line of t’au soldiers that had formed up to intercept them. There was a choking whirr, and his long-barrelled Reaper autocannon started blasting shells into their midst.

			‘This planet is a gold-painted death’s head,’ pronounced Glurtosk, looking around his new domain. The sound of gunfire always made him feel inspired. ‘It is a gilded yet long-soured egg that could, from afar, be mistaken for a monarch’s orb.’

			‘Go on,’ said Thurglaine.

			‘It is a treated tooth, glinting in a crone queen’s mouth. A badly black precuspid whose veneer of kingsmetal belies the rot beneath.’

			‘Ha!’ said Thurglaine. ‘You still have the tongue for this.’

			By way of agreement Vlotzch fired three lengthy bursts from his Reaper at the t’au on the hover-ramparts at the edge of the space port. Glurtosk found the sound a pleasing form of applause, especially given that it was punctuated by distant screams. 

			The t’au’s incoming fire doubled in severity, puffs of vaporising ceramite rising from him as he stomped forward. Glurtosk let his Terminator armour take the larger part of the bolts aimed in his direction. Then one of the plasma bolts hit him in a section of his exposed gut.

			‘Ouch,’ he said, raising his gauntlet and returning fire with a staccato burst from his storm bolter. ‘How unwelcoming.’ He coughed, spattering phlegm and blood over the thick patina of his breastplate. ‘Thurglaine, if you would be so kind?’

			‘So soon? I was hoping to save the seeds as a gift for their empress.’ 

			‘Unless you fancy crossing this wide, open kill-zone without aid? The slumberers will need a little help by this point, as well you know. Besides, it’s your vision we’re following.’

			‘Very well.’ The cowled, black-mouthed sorcerer took a hand­ful of writhing, tri-lobed seeds from a skin-leather satchel at his hip and hurled them away from himself in a scattering spray. Several of them came to rest under the strange, smooth hover-wall that formed the t’au’s defensive perimeter. 

			More plasma shot came in from the guards atop the emplace­ment, suppression fire at first but growing more focused as their castellans gave them the kill order. The emplace­­ments they were standing on began to move, eerily coordinated, parting to bracket Incisor and cut off any route of escape. They were working to create a crossfire, a kill-zone where there was no cover but for the Storm Eagle itself. To pin them down, and force them to retreat, or charge into the teeth of the t’au guns. 

			There was a shout from the nearest emplacement, followed by a blistering volley aimed right for Glurtosk and his crew. Thurglaine simply raised a hand as if to stop someone interrupting him, and the bolts fizzled away in mid-air. His dry chant grew deeper, louder, as he scattered more wriggling seedlings under the t’au emplacements, his rasping tones becoming a sonorous bass.

			‘Let the sap rise, let the sown seed grow, let us claim this world for the Grandfather’s glory!’

			Glurtosk leered in cruel glee as the air filled with the horrible, cloying stench of rotting vegetation. With a series of awful wrenching sounds the seeds sprouted, becoming hideous, gnarled trees that filled the air with the sudden, gut-churning stink of sewage. Each had at its core a mouth, vertical like a wide crack in the wood and groaning loudly, with brown-grey slop spilling from between dagger-sized teeth. Three great plates of pustules adorned each trunk. Glurtosk smiled widely to see them form the tri-lobe symbol of Nurgle writ large as the vile flora reached up and up.

			The t’au did their best to withdraw, shooting down at the trees as if the repugnant things were warbeasts that could be slain with a single well-aimed shot. Glurtosk laughed, long and heartily, as the gnarlmaw trees reached their limb-like branches up to grab the floating anti-grav platforms. Like beten­tacled undersea horrors catching up longboats, they wrenched them up higher and higher with each new pulse of growth, tipping screaming t’au warriors to the ground as they went. Dozens of the enemy were crippled or killed at a stroke, too feeble to fall a few storeys without breaking.

			‘And so the Garden spreads,’ said Glurtosk.

			‘At long last,’ replied Thurglaine.

			‘Are you sure their empress will be here?’

			‘The Soothmask does not lie,’ said the sorcerer, tapping the tusked gas mask-and-canister apparatus slung under his neck. ‘The miasma inside is a gift from Grandfather’s own bayou.’

			‘So you keep saying,’ muttered Glurtosk. ‘But we are forced to take your word for it.’

			‘I saw a vision of the empress here, lost in some manner of dungeon or labyrinth.’

			‘And look there, brothers,’ said Fenst. He pointed to a site to the east of a glittering, ornate-domed palace where the ornamental gardens of the planetary governor grew lush and thick. ‘Perhaps that is where we had best pay our respects?’

			‘I concur,’ said Glurtosk. ‘The Deathshroud should be in place by now on the other side of the palace. Vlotzch, are you finished with our new friends?’

			The mute giant let his Reaper rumble to a halt, pointing two fingers at his eye-lenses and then extending them outward: look, and find the answer. Ahead of him was a scene somewhere between the eaves of a forest and a madman’s slaughterhouse, the t’au garrison broken, torn apart and spattered across the hard plastic of the landing pad with their anti-grav platforms hoisted high into the trees.

			‘Ah, excellent,’ said Glurtosk, nodding like a patron at a favoured pupil’s gallery exhibit. ‘Then let us make our approach. The slumberers will have started without us.’

			With a forest of new growth reaching up around them, corpses scattered at the foot of each tree, Glurtosk and his fellow Death Guard walked onwards to claim their new prize.
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			CHAPTER SIX

			Palace Mosaical, Linat Primau, Pekun

			The distant screams were blending together into a cacophony. Cutting over the top of them was the eerie wail of a siren, a rising-falling sound so discordant and sorrowful it reminded Shadowsun of the old stories of widow-ghosts that cried on the mountainside for their lost lovers.

			‘Oe-ken-yon. Please exit, rise fifty metres, and take an aerial disposition shot.’

			‘Of course, high commander.’ The drone shot off at speed, and microdecs later the complex below suddenly resolved on her battlefield disposition suite, a three-dimensional riddle that her mind eagerly attacked. 

			To the north-east were the ornamental gardens, full of primitive stone fountains and badly maintained floral beds. Beyond them was the space port, built in a wide, irregular pentagon with a huge landing pad and accompanying buildings at each corner. A battle raged at its edges, a dark crowd of slumbering humans staggering in their direction. To the east was the maze, her Orca nestled at its heart; an impromptu fortress, when it came to the human crowds. She blipped a long-range communiqué to the craft’s gun drones, letting them know that they should be ready to detach and defend if necessary, and was rewarded with a gold symbol of assent in return.

			To the south was the staff block, currently raising its shutters. Next was the royal barracks, taking up much of the south-west quadrant. Already a smattering of troops had emerged, well drilled in states of emergency but wrong-footed so they came in dribs and drabs to run around the inner perimeter of the Palace Mosaical. Finally, the Royal Stables and King’s Menagerie took up the rest of the complex to the north-west, their inclusion a studied exercise in anachronism. 

			The sleepwalkers were stumbling in their hundreds, slow but steady, so disorganised the palace’s antiquated defence system had not registered them as a threat at all. Some had already reached the inner perimeter of the palace. It was this vanguard that was the source of the screams.

			‘They should already be under fire,’ muttered Shadowsun, opening a channel across the cadrenet. ‘Bring the human newcomers down at range. Fall back and cede ground where needed. Ensure they get no further.’ She blink-pushed the channel to her drones instead. ‘We must return to the Rightful Claimant immediately, and coordinate our defence from there.’

			She slid her focus across the disposition graph, turning her head to better take in the three-dimensional space of the skies above. Sure enough, two craft were descending, lights blinking in the dim twilight. They veered from what she presumed to be a standard flight path to new headings, their jutting, jaw-like prows turning towards the stables to the north-west and the staff quarters to the south. 

			The two craft, at least, had been registered as threats by the palace’s automated systems. They were taking heavy fire from the quad-barrelled aegis guns atop the minarets cresting every tower. Shadowsun felt the muscles in her neck tighten at the sight, already knowing in her gut such basic weaponry would be ineffective. 

			Cycling up her weapons systems as she stood in the shadow of the palace, she readied her mind for battle. The initial encroachments of the bulk landers had been made to look like some basic resupply, but behind it was a decapitation strike. If she was still here when the real blow landed, the entire war effort would likely fall apart.

			Keying her stealth battlesuit to a hunter’s stance on the inside of the external doorway, she brought hexes up on each of the incoming craft. Sure enough, though the aggressive ­barrage of firepower was mostly on target, it was only slabs of crusted, unidentifiable matter that fell from the sides of the vessels. The landers were almost black with rot, some ­horrible, scab-like growth splitting and falling away to reveal the gunmetal of the spacecraft beneath. 

			That vile organic coating was absorbing horrendous punishment, but it had done its job. The craft remained on target, crunching down onto the roofs of the stables and the staff quarters with clouds of green-grey smoke that reminded her of forest puffballs more than the usual carbon-based fumes so common to the Imperium.

			Taking a deep breath, she pushed out into the gravel-strewn perimeter. The low-flying craft were still taking fire, but their own guns were stitching a constant stream of explosive shells into either exit of the barracks. The gue’vesa soldiers doing their best to exit in good order were blown to pieces by machine-gun fire, dozens consumed in a raging, violent firestorm that wrenched them apart and scattered their remains across the flagstones. 

			A tripartite strike, expertly capitalising on its overlapping fields of fire.

			Use all the senses, came Puretide’s voice in the back of her head. Read the land. To trust only in the abstract is to fail.

			‘Oe-ken-yon, Oe-hei, on my signal. Calmstone, be ready for point defence. Kor’vre Shimmersky, we shall be lifting off the moment we are all aboard.’ She blink-slid an open channel to the t’au guard outside as the drones blipped gold assent. ‘Shas’ui Laen’ta, we are moving to engage. Ensure you, Ou-dae 1-1 and the rest of your team reinforce if needed.’

			‘As you wish, high commander,’ came Laen’ta’s reply. ‘We are ready. The gue’la appear to be stymied to the west, though my team is establishing a barricade perimeter.’

			‘Excellent.’

			‘I have already placed a request for reinforcements from Commander Surestrike.’

			‘You have done what? I gave no such order!’

			The crack of gunfire came over the cadrelink, along with the shouts of a hurried withdrawal.

			‘Utmost contrition, but we are being engaged from the west… More bulk landers have come down…’ 

			Laen’ta’s cadrelink went silent, folding away to a tiny icon.

			Shadowsun grimaced and eased her way through the arched door of the palace’s dungeons, her XV22’s sound-bafflers dispersing the crunch of gravel to a low hiss as she and her drones came out into the light. Already the battlesuit’s photo-chameleonic cells had her form broken into a mosaic of desaturated colour, the perfect camouflage for the walls of the citadel behind her. Oe-ken-yon echoed her colouration instantaneously, their outer coatings long ago engineered to match her own.

			The rattle and clack of autoguns echoed from the palace’s walls, tracer fire whipping across the sky as the point defences and invading ships traded heavy streams of firepower. 

			Soon, Shadowsun told herself. Soon, all the uncertainty and confusion will melt away.

			‘Are we keeping to the lee of the building, high commander?’ said Oe-hei.

			‘For now. These Death Guard are not so different from the Terran loyalists they profess to have left behind. They will overextend themselves, as certain as night follows day.’

			Shadowsun eye-sketched containment manoeuvres onto her command-and-control suite, blipping them to the t’au garrison nearby whilst requesting an update on the status of their reinforcements. Calmstone and Dawn-­chaser sent over their own status reports. Hidden by the high walls of the hedge, they were effectively blind but for the sensor arrays of the Orca itself, yet she would not risk her exfiltration route by requesting they reveal themselves. As any student of Kauyon knew, having a hidden asset was a vital advantage. 

			There was a scream to her right. She put her back to the wall, one of the palace’s curved flying buttresses between her and the barracks to the west. 

			‘Advance no further!’ The shas’vre of a breacher team was shouting warnings from behind a barricade of bulky, olive-green gue’la vehicles drawn up across the far gravel pathway. Human soldiers wearing arm-sleeves with the symbol of the T’au’va had taken position alongside the breachers, their long-barrelled rifles – primitive things – thudding slugs of metal into the advancing horde.

			A surging tide of humans was staggering and loping towards them, bumping into one another, muttering half-words and moaning in the teeth of whatever nightmares held them. Whenever Laen’ta’s fire warriors sent one of them down with a burst of blazing pulse carbine fire, it staggered on for a few paces before toppling and being trampled by those behind. Beyond, there were crowds of the humans massing around the barracks – by a quick quadrant-count, between six and seven hundred. Shadowsun’s distribution suite showed another red blob of human bio-signs on the other side of the complex, moving around from the ornamental gardens to the maze. 

			Shadowsun leapt up, landing on a low and canted roof to perch between two statues of Imperial saints. The oncoming humans were advancing in a disorganised mass. She could see odd, mildewy discolourations across their skin, patchy and unsettling as a spread of toxic mould. Whenever a bullet or pulse rifle charge struck them in the centre mass to splatter gore across those behind, they broke into a lurching run, as if given sudden focus despite their horrible, gaping wounds. 

			One of the humans caught a fire warrior too slow to break from his rifleman’s crouch. He had only three fingers left on his maimed hand, but dug them into the warrior’s neck nonetheless, yanking out a stringy mass of arteries and scattering vertebrae. The marksman’s death scream was a gurgling cough. His teammates poured fire into the attacker, sending him sprawling. From the red ruin of his wounds a mould-like substance puffed out, dispersing spore-like on the wind. Shadow­sun was suddenly very glad she was sealed inside her battlesuit, and very concerned about those who were not.

			A gue’la plague, then. One that took a sleeping host and made a puppet of them.

			The warriors at the barricade thickened their fire as she moved closer. The crowd were moving at a run, now, intent on reaching the line of vehicles. Some had been blasted bodily apart, and moved no more, but the rate of attrition was nowhere near high enough to stop them. In a matter of seconds, they were in range. She set her fusion blasters to dispersed field, slashing them downwards into those parts of the crowd that had strayed within her range to slice away limbs and atomise groaning, slack-jawed heads. Always there were more.

			‘All garrison units, this is High Commander Shadowsun, approaching west quadrant. Please ignore usual protocol and concentrate fire on my mark. Devilfish squadron Hollowtooth, deploy teams in the designated safe zone and close on my position. Be ready to retract.’ 

			As their shas’vre leaders blipped gold symbols in assent, she slid a ready icon over the Manta she had left thirty miles to the south, the symbol of the Fifth Sphere Expansion unfolding momentarily in response as it took to the air.

			‘Much appreciated, high commander,’ said Laen’ta. ‘We cannot disengage without reinforcement.’

			‘They are inbound. Just hold the line.’

			Shadowsun leapt from the mosaic-studded roof, circling those slumberers closest to the barricade that were not already under heavy fire and eye-flicking the trigger rune. Three stubby cylinders shot from the missile pod mounted on the back of her fusion blaster, whipping out on their own trajectories to detonate in blinding, blistering synchronicity. Torn bodies slammed back into the crowd, limbs scattered far and wide amidst a splattering rain of flesh. She was not in the habit of wasting high-yield ammunition on such lowly targets, but another crowd of humans was closing fast. 

			‘Keep firing, Team Laen’ta. I must leave.’

			The barricade troops’ fire thickened, a small unit of gue’la making a renewed attack now they had been bought a little time to fix their fire discipline. The perimeter track had become a shooting gallery, only the thickening mist of dusty spores that puffed off the corpses lending any kind of concealment. 

			There was something pitiful about the slumberers, the way their gormless mouths flapped and muttered, entirely oblivious as their bodies were hammered and blasted and torn to red ruin. Already the gravel underfoot was slicked red and pink, glistening white flecks of bone jutting amidst a scattering of cadavers. Yet there was no breaking them.

			On her battlefield distribution display, three arrowhead shapes converged on her position. Incoming Devilfish skimmers, two on the left flank and one behind the crowd. Burst cannons mowed down the human infected, each skimmer’s attendant gun drones adding their pulse carbine fire to the fusillade. The slumberers spasmed and jerked, torn by spitting, relentless streams of white-hot plasma. The weapons were calibrated to make a mockery of Imperial flak armour. Against the slumberers, they proved devastating.

			The fug of mildew and vaporised blood around the slumberers was thickening to a greyish-pink mist, obscuring the main body of the oncoming gue’la. Shadowsun’s XV22’s blacksun filter picked them out without issue, but such things were the privilege of the Hero’s Mantle. The fire warriors would not have such technology to rely on, and the human troopers would be rendered all but blind.

			‘Hollowtooth squadron, move in, please,’ she said. ‘Eastern side of the barricade. All troops withdraw to the transports. Leave the gue’la vehicles. We relocate and begin again within a clean kill-zone.’

			Symbols of assent cascaded on her screens as her killing field smoothly dismantled itself, each team making for one of the three Devilfishes that were settling down in the wider courtyard behind their lines. The last unit of fire warriors fired as it walked slowly backwards, gunning down those blood-spattered slumberers that were pressing their way through the heavy vehicles of the barricade. Even the gue’vesa withdrew in good order, sharing the berths of the Devilfish with their t’au allies. She saw several of them salute the faceless statue atop the nearby shrine as they went.

			Shadowsun boosted backwards, eyes devouring the data flashing up on her screens. She caught sight of a drone-relay stream from the nearby space port. Heavy cargo craft were landing on the flat roofs of the stables and staff quarters, with another setting down in the middle distance. They were even now spilling more disorganised crowds of milling humans onto the rockcrete. One was settling on the roof of the nearby stables, the building’s shoddy construction groaning under its weight. She saw trickles of brick dust coming from several parts of the old, time-worn structure. Pinpointing the load-bearing lintels and cornerstones on her ballistics suite, she sent a trio of missiles looping out. A blast of rock and debris blossomed from the building’s upper storeys, and for a moment nothing happened. Then, with a series of loud cracks and a rumble of collapsing masonry, the entire structure’s facade fell into itself, sending the Imperial craft atop it tumbling down amidst countless tons of brick.

			The cargo craft were distractions, just like their contents. She could feel it as solidly as the haptic relays on her fingertips. Clearly the mobs of humans had no value to those callous enough to use them as cannon fodder. So like the Imperium to expend lives for such momentary gain. No doubt the true threat would come from within the belly of one of the same drop-craft that had disgorged the vanguard, a pack of wolves hidden amongst a horde of dying, diseased sheep. The infected humans were a trap, of a sort, one with which the true foe hoped to embroil them whilst they moved in for the killing blow.

			‘They think to ensnare us so easily,’ said Oe-ken-yon. ‘Do they realise our foremost assets are all capable of aerial engagement?’ 

			‘They will soon learn of the fire caste’s true strength. The Kauyon is in place.’

			Another of the human craft was coming in close, the quad-guns of the palace hammering it hard to send chunks of metal and caked debris flying from its hull. The solid-shot weapons were wounding the ship, but were not enough to fell it. Below her, the castle’s garrison was already mounting up into the three Devilfish transports she had summoned to collect them.

			If the enemy had assumed the t’au would hole up within the majestic yet outdated defences of the palace they were sorely mistaken. That was not the t’au way. In any true war, territory changed hands time and time again, but lives could not be replaced. 

			Unlike in the gue’la society, where belligerence and stubbornness were counted as virtues, in the t’au philosophy a smooth, fluid withdrawal was seen as a sign of wisdom and good leadership. Soon only flight-capable assets would remain to ensure the enemy was pinned in place. Their weakness would be shown to be false, a mask for the strength beneath. Once the evacuation was complete, the fire caste would move its battlesuits in – and then, once their rain of fire had done its work, only the enemy’s corpses would remain. Then, when the danger had passed, the earth caste’s reclamations would begin.

			A dark patch of shadow slipped across the courtyard. The stricken bulk lander, coming in low. Shadowsun was busy drawing a targeting solution when the first body hit the ferrocrete. Another followed, then three more, then a splattering, thudding rain of human bodies. The craft, low and fat with a vast cargo bay hold under stubby wings, was flying at an oblique angle with its side and rear doors wide open. A steady stream of the infected were rolling, toppling, falling out of the craft to plummet downwards on her position. 

			‘All teams, hold your breath, and move away at speed,’ she said, boosting back as the bodies thudded down around her. To her mounting disgust some of the fallen infected were getting back to their feet, broken bones grinding but driven by some primal impulse to attack nonetheless. ‘Form a perimeter thirty spans from the nearest of the afflicted humans and only open fire on those who show signs of movement. This is a biological weapon. It’s entirely likely that firing upon them will release the agent intended to poison us.’

			‘Acknowledged.’

			‘Commander!’ shouted Oe-ken-yon. 

			‘I have it,’ said Oe-hei, his force shield shimmering into place above Shadow­sun even as her battlesuit blared a sudden proximity alarm. Something smashed into the shimmering dome from above to rebound hard onto the floor; on her dronelink hex the integrity of the shield suddenly diminished. Another impact, then a third. The rain of bodies was intensifying, the awful black silhouette of the drop-ship lingering above her position. 

			‘Orca fully engaged,’ transmitted Calmstone from the heart of the hedge maze. ‘Multiple gue’la targets.’

			She boosted back hard, but the drop-ship followed her a moment later as if it had nowhere else to be. Another slumberer smashed down, then another.

			‘Shield integrity suffering serious attrition,’ said Oe-hei. ‘I am optimised to deflect firepower rather than blunt impact from gross weight.’

			‘Get into cover and save the rest of your charge for when we need it,’ said Shadowsun, veering into the shade of the building. A moment later the drone’s shield faded to let the mildew-thickened air flow back in. ‘I have firepower enough to–’

			A sudden impact knocked Shadowsun’s battlesuit forward, another hitting her outstretched fusion blaster. She drew a bead on the lolling somnam­bulist that was suddenly in front of her, and brought the other gun around smoothly, blasting the lower half of the slumberer to a dissipating cloud of red mist. Its top half dropped to the floor, expression unchanged, still gabbling a stream of words as if it had simply sat down.

			There was another sharp blow from behind, pitching Shadowsun forward. On instinct, she scanned her damage control suite. Something had ripped a great chunk of her turbines away. She redirected power to the thrust-vector suite, intending to fly out of trouble, only to have it blare an alert, its system charcoal grey. She turned hard, discharging a blinding arc of power as she tore the second of the creatures in two. The first pulled at her fusion blaster despite being cut bodily in half, muttering as if to itself as its fingers sank into the galvanised alloy as though it were no more than clay.

			Malfunction icons flashed across her display as more of the sleepers thudded down, shaking themselves as if they had suddenly woken to stand up, then lash out wildly. She had three, five, six of them on her now. A blink-push to her flechette launcher as she brought her fusion blasters across her torso at full burn, and three of the creatures dropped in smoking halves to the ground, two more pitched backwards as a cloud of razored projectiles stabbed into them with lacerating force.

			‘Oe-ken-yon, engage.’

			The drone flashed white, a photosonic blast preceding the release of a cloud of microprojectiles that caught the nearest slumberer in the flank and caused a dozen fist-sized holes to blossom in his side. Oe-hei rammed the reeling human in the neck, and he went down hard. 

			Two more came in, gasping like desert-parched men thirsting for a fountain. 

			Shadowsun’s missile pod discharged a pair of sleek cylinders on delayed blast, picking two more of the slumberers from their feet and bearing them some five metres distant before splattering their remains across the gravel road. 

			The autotrans was queuing data now, trying to decipher the nonsensical, overlapping mutterings of the half-sentient humans desperate to claw her down. It was all meaningless to her, the half-formed language of nightmares. Another distraction in a flood of useless input that threatened to drown her.

			With her jetpack torn open and malfunctioning, there was only one way out.

			She leaned hard, slamming her shoulder into the torso of the nearest sleeper as she lashed out with her fusion blaster to carve a diagonal line across the three that were clawing at her back.

			‘Oe-hei, planar shield defence!’

			The guardian drone blipped, a sheet of force blazing out. Three of the infected humans were hurtled away as if backhanded by an invisible giant. At the same time Oe-ken-yon vented a cloud of plasma, burning a fourth assailant so badly that all that remained above the waist was charred black bone.

			‘Get into the hedge maze,’ she said. ‘It’ll lend us some cover, maybe buy us some time to think.’ 

			So far, all her usual tactics and strategies seemed next to useless against the infected humans; they were proving even more unpredictable than the hated orks. But with enough time to think, she could break any force that came against her, no matter how unusual. Of that she was certain. 

			Time is the deadliest weapon of all.

			She turned her stumbling shoulder-barge into a leap, then a run as she gathered her balance, spinning around as a pack of the infected slumberers closed in on her from all sides. Her fusion blasters whipped left and right, carving like blades of light through the staggering sleepers to leave their bifurcated corpses flailing in the gravel. One of the slumberers gabbled nonsense up at her, bleeding his last in the dirt. Another spasmed and looked up at her with his mouth in a despairing crescent, eyes still closed.

			A thudding boom reverberated across the perimeter road. Shadowsun was pitched from her feet, slamming down with red alert symbols flickering across the doppelganger hologram of her damage control suite.

			‘Oe-hei?’ she shouted.

			‘On emergency reroute and dealing with a human assailant!’ squeaked the drone. ‘Deepest contrition!’

			‘Kor’vre Shimmersky, I may need your help here. Cycle weapons systems and be ready to take off.’

			‘We are under close-quarters attack, high commander. The fail-safes… We cannot lift off.’

			Another impact, sending her skidding through the gravel in an undignified tangle of limbs. She staggered to her feet and ran behind a flying buttress, an explosion sending rock dust and flinders of brick spraying in all directions around her. She cast an eye towards the doorway that had led her into the dungeons, but it was closed fast.

			‘High commander,’ said Oe-ken-yon. ‘I am detecting unusually high levels of–’

			‘Speed is the best defence,’ said Shadowsun, sprinting in puffs of gravel across the perimeter road towards the maze. ‘My jetpack is offline. We’ll have to cut our way through. Run interference as best you can.’

			She brought her fusion blaster around on its widest spectrum as she burst from cover to make for the slender bridge leading to the outer ring. The fan of energy incinerated a pair of sleepers that were ripping a screaming gue’vesa apart with their bare hands. Leaping over them, she made for the edge of the bridge, already planning how best to carve her way through the maze to the Orca at its heart.

			There was a flash of light, a dome of toxic green energy fading to reveal lumpen silhouettes in a yellowish miasma. A small group of grotesquely swollen warriors, stoutly built and with huge, distended guts, were suddenly lumbering towards her.

			The Death Guard had finally shown their hand.

			Shadowsun focused her ballistics suite as the invaders came within range. She made out a robed figure in the newcomers’ midst, hunchbacked and twisted as he leant on a staff like the limb of an ancient tree. A twisted, hideous thing that appeared to have a helm cast in the image of a blowfly loomed behind it. On one side was a three-horned giant in exaggerated armour that looked more like a set of cracked and seeping scabs than a functional assemblage of metal, and on the other was a huge, broad-shouldered warrior wielding a primitive but enormous scythe. The last of this foul quartet was laughing at her, pointing at her with one giant hand.

			‘– – AH – – AND THERE SHE IS – – ’ spooled the autotrans, rendering the guttural Imperial Gothic of the gue’ron’sha into intelligible screeds of t’au. ‘– – THE QUEEN OF THE TECH-HIVE – – COME BROTHERS – – LET US TEACH HER WHO TRULY REIGNS HERE – –’

			The gue’ron’sha moved with a slow, powerful certainty, spreading out into a wide diamond shape. Shadowsun cast a glance at her disposition suite, sketching the Projection of Force an intercept course. The bait was taken.

			‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Come in nice and close.’ 

			They were the leaders of the enemy fleet, she would stake her life on it. Gue’ron’sha commanders were famous for wanting the choicest kills for themselves, respecting only displays of raw strength. 

			Sure enough, the scythe-wielder who had addressed her lumbered towards her with his weapon raised. The warrior was huge, his blade swinging in front of him like a pendulum as if in challenge. She sent a blinding double beam of fusion energy to greet him, but it sizzled to nothingness as it hit an invisible shield.

			‘– – TRY HARDER – – LITTLE PREYLING – –’

			Gritting her teeth, she feigned a withdrawal, backing off at a measured pace to keep the newcomers’ focus on her. Already her suit’s systems were reading them, delving into the T’au Empire’s records and cross-correlating the results from Kellik and Calendula. 

			‘You defile this place with your presence, warriors of the Death Guard.’ Her autotrans relayed it from her suit’s speakers in the water caste’s best Imperial Gothic. By their laughter, these bloated horrors understood her just fine.

			She felt the acid of scorn rise within her in response. They thought their technology advanced? Their brutish weapons were solid-shot ballistics, powered gauntlets and blunt instruments. Oe-hei was more than capable of dealing with such primitive tools of war, and if not, her armour would be up to the task. 

			‘This world does not belong to you, nor your infected kin. Leave now, or feel the full force of our wrath.’

			‘– – WHO ARE YOU TO WELCOME YOUR NEW KING IN SUCH A MANNER – –’ said their leader. He was stalking forward, toying with her as if he had all the time in the world. Hobbling up to join him at his side was a cowled and hunchbacked grotesque. His puffy face had something like a sinkhole in its middle.

			‘I am called Shadowsun, high commander of the Fifth Sphere Expansion.’ She planted her feet and stood her ground, guns raised. ‘I am well versed in the inadequacies of your kind.’

			‘– – YOU MAY CALL ME LORD GLURTOSK – –’ said the scythe-wielder. ‘– – OH – – SUCH GIFTS WE HAVE BROUGHT YOU – –’

			 ‘– – THE EMBRACE OF ENTROPY IS A BLESSING – –’ said the cowled, bent elder. ‘– – LET US FREE YOU FROM YOUR CLEAN WHITE SHELL AND GIVE YOU A GLIMPSE OF WHAT WE BRING TO YOUR LITTLE EMPIRE – –’

			Blinking through her suit’s weapon suites, Shadowsun brought up the symbol of a halo made of lightning – that of her suit’s emergency electro­paralysis field. It was draining to her power source, but in theory it could be devastating against foes in powered armour, crippling them then and there. She triggered it, and a pulse of electromagnetic energy pulsed outward.

			A shimmering force field flared around the Death Guard’s leader. It mingled with her energy pulse, a storm of tiny, writhing energy traces ­crackling around the newcomers before dissipating.

			No effect. 

			Another volley from her fusion blasters, their intensity at maximum. Still that writhing, greasy-looking shield of force protected them from its burning wrath.

			Her battlesuit blipped a proximity alarm. A knot of slumberers was closing on her from behind. Her blood felt sluggish and hot. The intruders had been playing for time, just as she had. 

			Oe-hei bravely interposed himself, ramming one of them in the throat as he sent a shimmering shield of energy to hold back the others. One of the fallen lurched upwards and grabbed him, dashing him to the ground. The slumberers came forward as one, babbling half-cogent phrases, muttering and tutting as their eyes flickered behind mildew-gummed lids.

			She leapt sidelong on instinct, blasting flechettes at the nearest slumberer. So many hit home they sent him reeling backwards with a full inch of flesh torn from his torso. Kicking out at a second with a jarring impact, she sent a fusion blast into the guts of a third, cutting her in two at the waist. Too close to evade, Oe-ken-yon rammed another, only to be caught by a lurching sleeper that looked no older than fifteen t’au’cyr. The human gripped the drone tight and dashed him into the stone lintel at the edge of the bridge before stumbling away as if drunk.

			She heard more laughter, then. One of the diseased gue’ron’sha was chanting rhythmically in a language even the autotrans could not parse, tendrils of black smoke pouring from his filth-encrusted fingernails. The others were simply watching her as she fought for her life.

			‘– – SHE IS FASTER THAN SHE LOOKS – – THIS ONE – –’ said the one called Glurtosk.

			‘– – HARD TO SEE HER – – CLAD IN MIRAGES AS SHE IS – –’ said his cowled attendant. ‘– – MAYBE SHE NEEDS A MANTLE OF FLESH TO DRAPE AROUND HER SHOULDERS – –’

			‘Shimmersky, the Manta is en route but I’m out of time here, and the Devilfishes are already away. If you can find a way to focus fire on the hostiles on the bridge west of your–’

			A pair of slumberers yanked at her weapon arm, then, pulling her off balance with uncanny strength. ‘Now!’ she cried. ‘Shimmersky, now!’ Her damage control suite flared red in three places, the battlesuit’s arm twisted so badly it would hardly respond to her haptic link. 

			‘High commander, something is choking the engines, I–’

			Shadowsun felt something slam into her helmet and went down onto one knee, her broken jetpack flaring. She batted her assailants away with the barrels of her fusion blasters. Her second blow connected hard with the temple of one of the sleepers, sending him veering away, but another attacked her almost immediately, fists hammering hard enough to dent the hyperalloy of her suit and send alerts blaring across the plexus display. She discharged her missile pod at close range as the smell of burning filtered in through the olfactory link, blasting another two of the sleepwalkers to messy chunks and bowling her backwards in the blast. 

			It bought her a moment, but a microdec later another of the gue’la sleepers fell across her from behind, pinning her arm at an awkward angle. She jerked hard in her control harness, the haptic links sending her battlesuit flipping almost upright as she tried to shrug off her assailant. It clung on tight until Oe-ken-yon burst from a tangle of corpses and rock dust to ram it away from her. More of the nightmare-things were emerging to encircle them, and the gue’ron’sha warriors, unhurried, were stamping in close.

			Surrounded, cut off and earthbound, she rolled over the edge of the bridge’s ornate stone railings and dropped like a stone.
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			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Palace Mosaical, Linat Primau, Pekun

			Shadowsun crunched hard into the mouldering earthen base of the trench-moat, her battlesuit’s hoof-like feet leaving deep imprints. She was under the bridge’s shadow an instant later with her drones close behind, running through the mounds of dried leaf litter across the width of the channel. The gue’ron’sha on the bridge had missed their chance. Slowed by rot and age, their forms obese, they were built for strength over dexterity. In their arrogance they had failed to close their trap, overweight hunt-hounds trying to corner a fox in the prime of its life. 

			Another rain of bodies, a stone’s throw to the west, as the out-of-control drop-ship poured out the last of its hapless passengers. They landed hard, yet some still rose to their feet, stumbling with eyes closed towards the nearest t’au. She circled them as a late priority target for the Manta, reasoning she still had time to get back out of the other side of the trench before they became a problem.

			There was a crackling snap of energies behind her, her battle­suit blaring an alert. She turned to see the air curdling, shimmering, coalescing into something that looked for all the world like a giant disc of disease-ravaged skin. Giant sores suppurated and burst upon it; boils bulged and swelled transparent to pop open in gouts of foul liquid. They left holes in the air, windows into another vista behind them, lush and verdant whilst being thick with hideous rot and a misty miasma thicker than a Dal’ythan swamp. Through those apertures crawled some manner of alien, their forms so strange and foul Shadowsun found herself momentarily at a loss.

			The creatures were both starveling-thin and fat-bellied at the same time, their bodies naked but for a few scraps of filthy rag. Their skin was like that of fallen apples left to rot, brown and sunken with rashes of livid white and yellow dappled across them. In their hands they bore rust-caked swords so twisted and weird they were hardly worthy of the name. On their bald pates they each had a single horn, lethally sharp in some cases and like broken branches in others, below which they had a cyclopean, cataracted eye. 

			The newcomers were crawling through the sore-holes as if pulling themselves from a clump of vile cocoons, half falling in showers of unclean fluids to the leafy ground before standing up, bow-legged and droning away in some guttural tongue. With one eye she glanced at her autotrans, but it spooled only gibberish. 

			Something in Shadowsun’s soul twisted in revulsion at the sight of them. Her battlesuit’s species archive silhouetted them for a moment, but it found nothing.

			Alien allies of the invaders, they had to be. Her caste’s book of conduct, the Code of Fire, had strict guidelines when encountering a new species. Those that had not openly attacked were to be addressed first to see if a peace could be brokered before an inter-species war began. Sadly, it was often only a formality, and outright war broke out moments later. But it was by command of the ethereals that an alien should not be judged on appearance alone, and she had never knowingly disobeyed them.

			This new race was foul indeed to look upon, but clearly sentient, given the fact they wielded blades. More than that, they were clearly proficient in the use of transdimensional portals, a technique that would be of immeasurable use to the T’au’va. Open fire on them and she might deny key assets to the glory of the Greater Good.

			Her instincts, however, spoke of a very different scenario. Every iota of her hunter’s instinct cried out: destroy as many as you can, and retreat to higher ground.

			Yet the code was the code, beaten into her through her formative years and beyond. To trust her instincts without conscious modulation would be to break something within as well as without.

			‘I do not wish to fight,’ she called out in Low Gothic. They slipped and slithered upright, the sounds relayed over the audio link making her stomach twist. ‘But if you take one more step forward, you will all die.’

			The closest of their number fixed her with the milky orb of its eye. It was taller than the rest with a protrusion of twisted bone jutting from its spine and tattered, sore-pocked skin blue-black with necrosis. Its forehead wrinkled for a moment, then its jaw dropped, far further than it should have. Out from its gullet came a stream of what Shadowsun at first thought to be smoke, but then realised was a horribly thick swarm of flies.

			Shadowsun took an involuntary step backwards as the swarm hurtled forwards to engulf her, flitting right for her sensor units. She pulled up an emergency hex and launched a cloud of incendiary chaff to intercept them, flame blossoming across her view for a moment. Oe-hei, veering out from her left, took the rest on his shield. The insects fizzed and cracked to fall lifeless from the skies. 

			More of the hideous alien creatures pulled themselves through the suppur­ating, blood-dripping portal. One carried something in its hand that she thought at first was a rock, but then realised was a decapitated head so bloated with rot it was almost spherical. 

			‘Go on then,’ she said. ‘Throw it. Let’s see how well that goes for you.’

			The alien grinned, pulled back its hand and hurled it anyway. As soon as the ghastly projectile left its hand, there was a flash from her fusion blaster, and it was gone, atomised in the blink of an eye. The creature’s hand was gone, too, a smoking stump black to the elbow.

			The creature laughed, a hollow, soul-wrenching sound.

			Another swarm of flies came from the leader’s maw. She answered with a blast of fusion energy. A backwash of evaporating biomatter dispersed, catching her in its blast zone. Her suit’s seals were still sound and fully engaged, thank the T’au’va. So long as her suit remained intact, not even a single microbe could breach them.

			The creatures were coming towards her now, loping and limping with their swords held high. It was not a charge, as such; they moved with no more urgency than if they came to hack apart a training mannequin. She redrew her targeting solutions, but they kept slipping free. For some reason the creatures were not registering properly on her command-and-control suite’s bio-scanner.

			Her missile pod, ammunition fed from a hidden bandolier in the false arm of her battlesuit, was down to its last three warheads. Instead she slid her blasters’ output faders down to high diffusion and disabled the target lock. Ducking around the side of the stone pillar, she bathed all three of the oncoming creatures in a cone of superheated energy.

			Fusion blasters were the most powerful standard-issue weapons the earth caste had ever mass-produced. Even at their widest dispersal setting she had seen them melt rock, and a wide dispersal could reduce a crowd of ­unarmoured enemies to bursts of evaporating fluid. Shadowsun’s were the most advanced of their kind, a triumph of the earth caste’s deadly art. 

			They did little more than burn the oncoming creatures red, as if they had stood too long in the sun. 

			One of them croaked like a frog, a horrible echo of the laughter of its masters above.

			‘How?’ she breathed, putting one of the bridge’s stone pillars between them out of instinct. The creatures were so illogical, so other, that somehow, on some soul-deep level, something inside her had been cut away.

			Her certainty, perhaps.

			‘Force fields,’ said Oe-hei. ‘Gue’ron’sha technology.’

			‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘That must be it.’

			‘Here they come!’

			She was about to move along the length of the moat, trusting to her suit’s camouflage, when she realised that doing so would bring her into the crosshairs of the gue’ron’sha on the bridge above.

			‘Not worth the risk,’ she said, her mind still racing. If this was a trap, it was an improvised one. More likely it was a distraction from–

			A blurt of alarm came from Oe-ken-yon as two of the creatures came for her around the other side of the stone pillar. She saw the shimmer of Oe-hei’s force field blossom outwards, but it was a moment too late; for such large creatures, the newcomers could move fast. Oe-ken-yon distracted one of them with a stark white discharge of energy, but the other brought its blade down hard.

			The alien’s weapon was a mangled thing, as twisted as if it had been run over by an Imperial caterpillar tank. It dripped some manner of black liquid, rust mingled with verdigris and even patches of mould along its blade. Poor as it was, its core was sound, and it bit deep into her already-damaged weapon arm. 

			She kicked her assailant away and stumbled back into the shadow of the bridge, putting some distance between them and taking stock of the impact on the damage control suite. The red glow of a compromised asset seemed to be spreading. Soon the entire forearm was red, analysis screeds skidding fast as her software desperately sought a cause-effect correlation.

			The creature’s hideous, half-rotten face leered large as it lunged forwards, pus dribbling from its sores and dry, cracked skin. It was inside the reach of her fusion blasters, but she let fly a cloud of flechettes from her suit’s shoulders instead, the tiny explosions spraying decayed flesh and black, sludgy fluid across her suit as they tore the thing to ribbons. 

			A cyclopean face came from the left, distending in a lacerated leer. Another two lurched from the right. A flare from Oe-hei’s shield batted the first away. She took the second with a slash of fusion energy. The third lunged for her throat.

			There was a flash of metal and, in a welter of diseased blood, the first alien’s head was torn from its neck. A moment later a crescent blade burst from the third creature’s chest, the silver tip lifting it bodily upwards before dashing it down with a crunch of bone. The monstrous thing seemed to dissolve, spreading to nothing like squid ink diffusing in a rock pool. 

			Behind it stood Opikh Tak, quills bristling, a sickle-shaped gardening tool in each of his strangely clawed hands. 

			‘Come,’ he said, his beak clacking in sharp emphasis. ‘Be quick.’

			The kroot turned and ran, and she ran with him. His skin was turning grey and mottled as he ran, its texture changing to become moss-patched and rough like the walls around them. She followed, trusting to her battlesuit’s digital camouflage. Her main viewscreen showed a pack of the hideous, fly-belching creatures sloping after her. Above them there was a blipping icon, a wide triangle coming in fast.

			‘Get into cover,’ she called out to Tak as a progress signal chimed its completion on her viewscreen.

			‘We must keep moving!’

			‘No. I have a parting gift.’ She circle-designated the three of the bridge arch keystones nearest the palace, swerving as she ran to shoot her fusion blasters at the fourth. They made short work of the keystone, the huge wedge of masonry running like sludge. 

			The pillars supporting the bridge trembled.

			A moment later, there was a whoosh of displaced air, the whip-crack of heavy railgun shots blasting into the pillars supporting the bridge. The air filled with rock dust as the back of each of the pillars was blasted out, the exit wounds of the railgun tearing massive, tumbling craters from the far side. A moment later the Projection of Force swept overhead in a graceful arc, bay doors open to let team after team of Crisis battlesuits drop down into the warzone. Despite the horror and confusion around her, Shadowsun bared her teeth in pleasure, the savage grin of a hunter whose trap is sprung.

			With a groaning rumble, the entire bridge collapsed.

			An avalanche of shattered masonry came down hard, bury­ing the freakish disease-creatures under a hundred tons of cut stone. Shadowsun and Opikh Tak had to move fast to avoid the falling rubble, but the collapse pitched the gue’ron’sha above into a maelstrom of dust and rock. The noise was loud enough for Shadowsun’s audio dampeners to cut in. She blink-caught some footage for the water caste to optimise, or perhaps simply for her own gratification should she make it out of this situation alive.

			Opikh Tak looked back at her, a milky yellow eye amidst the knobbled grey skin that by now looked almost identical to the rocky walls around them. The other side of the moat was within reach, now. She was not sure she could make the jump to the edge, even with her battlesuit lending her strength. 

			‘More rubble, wrecker-t’au,’ said the kroot. ‘Make it swift.’

			She let her actions speak for her, circling the masonry nearest the far side of the bridge and letting fly a blast of fusion energy that sent the jutting remnants of the bridge toppling downward onto the piled rocks beneath. After the thunder and dust of its collapse, several much larger pieces of masonry lay piled on top of the first scattering.

			‘That suffice?’

			Shadowsun was already moving fast towards the makeshift ramp, bounding with the power of her battlesuit to land on one outcrop, then another. There was a crunch of masonry to her left. She panned a view-hex to see a dust-covered brute push himself upright, leaning heavily on one trunk-thick arm. He was massive, a Fio’taun stone statue coming to life. Three horns jutted from his eye-slit helm, more like the twisted branches of some spiky underwater coral than those of a plainsbeast. 

			Looping back with his arm carving through the air, the kroot shaper lashed out with his sickle, a blow so swift it would have decapitated an ork without slowing. It did nothing more than rebound from Three-horn’s armoured helm with a resounding clang.

			‘These armoured things,’ said Tak, spitting in anger as he leapt to the next outcrop. ‘Unkillable.’

			The gue’ron’sha picked up a hefty piece of rubble in his oversized fist and threw it with killing force. Tak twisted, attempting to bat it away, but it caught him a glancing blow to the flank. He went down even as the giant hauled his bulk upright. The brute let fly a volley of autocannon shells as Tak writhed, spasming like a snake. Rubble was kicked left and right by the force of the detonating bolts, blood puffing from Tak’s spall-wounds as his rock-grey skin was torn open in a dozen places. He made himself a hard target, but he would be caught and ripped to pieces any moment.

			Shadowsun sent a pair of missiles shot from her pod, hitting not the giant but the rubble beneath his tread. In a flash of light, the stone was turned to scree. The brute’s foot skidded through it, overbalancing him so he thudded down onto his gut with his lightning-wreathed gauntlet scrabbling towards Tak’s leg. Giving a caw of triumph, the kroot hauled up a rock the size of a drone and brought it down with all his might on Three-horn’s head. The boulder broke rather than the helm.

			Still, the blow had bought the shaper a moment of respite. He jumped from stone to stone, whipcord muscles seeing him reach the sheer wall of the trench’s far side to catch up with Shadowsun in a startling burst of speed. 

			In the skies above, the Projection of Force was already coming back around for another pass.

			‘Weapons free,’ she sent to the ship, eye-circling the enemy amidst the ruin of the bridge. The gue’ron’sha were still hauling themselves out of the rubble with varying degrees of success. There was a flare of greenish light. Then the whip-crack of heavy railguns cut the air and smart missiles shot low to scour the trench with fire.

			Shadowsun gained the edge of the moat, taking footage of the railgun strike for later analysis as she bounded up the rubble and ran hard towards the outer periphery of the maze over the moat’s lip. Opikh Tak was somehow alongside her, scarily fast, his gangly frame taut as his hunter’s garb flapped behind him.

			What she saw then, on the remote-view relay from her drones, would stay with her until the day of her death. 

			There, inside an oily bubble of green light, was a hunchbacked and cowled gue’ron’sha crawling on all fours into a slick of mulch at the bottom of the moat. A whirling tornado of burning leaves lit the trench-like space around him, the entire zone a confusion of rock dust, leaf litter and tongues of flame still burning after the Manta strike. 

			Gue’ron’sha mind-science. The most dreaded aspect of all humanity’s nonsensical, counter-intuitive ways of making war.

			The Death Guard psyker was the eye of the storm, his grotesque bodyguard lumbering in close to watch over him. At his side was the giant with the scythe, dragging himself into the swirling vortex’s epicentre even as Three-horn staggered, clutching his dented helm, to join them. In the middle distance, the Projection of Force was growing larger. Its pilots would not need Shadowsun to guide them. Markerlights were already flicking down from the palace’s crenellated walls to pick out the gue’ron’sha. The invaders were out of time.

			Still howling unintelligible words, the cowled hunchback plunged his ­taloned hands deep into the mulch. Glowing green light poured from his eyes, his nose, his ears, appearing like the discharge of some especially vile disease. The ground around him erupted as he shuddered and screamed, hurling great handfuls of rotten slop skywards to mingle with the raging winds that spiralled like dust devils from one end of the trench to the other. 

			Shadowsun grimaced as the air around them turned the colour of dark mould, spiralling out and spreading with the speed of a cyclone. Like a sudden squall of rain, it coated the walls of the palace, turning bright ­mosaics to dull, swampy green. The conjuration spattered across the t’au on the battlements, the Devil­fish squadron withdrawing the garrison survivors, and the gue’la troopers running on the perimeter road, sending them all stumbling in confusion and panic. Most of them were wiping their eyes and coughing up welters of black-green fluid. 

			The strange, wet phenomenon slicked the moat’s walls from grey and beige to sludgy brown. It coated the castle walls and those slumberers still staggering, groping and bumping their way along the top of them, but it did not stop there. Rising into the air like an expanding sphere of force, the wave of discolouration burst across the oncoming Manta to spatter its entire front section and occlude sensors and viewing panels alike. The craft veered sharply, peeling off from combat airspace; to do otherwise would be to fly blind. 

			A heartbeat later, Shadowsun’s XV22 was slathered with that same strange liquid growth. Her sensors darkened as the rampant spread of the substance outpaced the ultrasonic cleansing field that her battlesuit automatically engaged to clean it off. 

			She felt a queasy well of panic deep inside. Her visuals were turning greenish grey, her gun read-outs registering the grey-black of occluded barrels. In a matter of microdecs the invaders had found a way to rob her of her sight, her certainty, and her weaponry. There was every chance her life would be next.

			An idea struck her. She stamped down on the ground in front of her, deploying her underheel punch-cylinders to take a small geological sample and paring off the top layer with a swipe of her left eye in order to force a swifter conclusion. The analysis was swift. Algae, or some manner of slime mould. Either way it was growing at an exponential rate, thickening to the point it was coating everything around them in dark green matter. Only the strange cylindrical shrine with the many-limbed statue seemed immune, an island of ochre and white in a sea of green on her failing distribution suite.

			‘High commander,’ said Oe-ken-yon, his tone tense but calm, ‘my pan-spectrum optical readers are compromised. Some manner of slimy ­residue has–’

			‘Sensors obscured!’ bleated Oe-hei. ‘Counter-scramblers ineffective! Reroutes inoperable! Airjet cleansers at eleven per cent efficacy! Shas’O Shaserra, I cannot protect you!’

			She made out the white disc of the guardian drone just to her right and laid a hand on it even as her visuals dwindled to nothing. ‘Fear not, little one, we still have other senses.’ She felt the old fire inside, that burning desire to prove that those who underestimated her had made a fatal mistake. ‘And Oe-ken-yon, thank you for your patience. Just listen for the tone of my voice, amp up the aural sensors and key in my suit’s sonic pattern as a directional source if you haven’t already. Stay close to that and we can both still do our duty.’

			‘I have called up relevant imagery from our visit thus far and am complementing it with echolocation,’ said Oe-ken-yon. ‘I believe I have enough of a picture to guide us the rest of the way.’

			‘Heartfelt thanks,’ said Shadowsun as a grainy grey image appeared on her command-and-control suite. ‘That should suffice, if we are swift.’ 

			She made for the edge of the maze by memory, setting a weapons solution that would see her fusion blasters make short work of the hedge wall before her and cut to the heart of the primitive labyrinth beyond. She blink-clicked the blasters’ fire icon as her screen darkened, the ambient light cut down as the maze wall loomed.

			Nothing happened.

			She tried again, but the battlesuit was glitchy, slow to respond. She could feel it becoming compromised, the haptics either failing to catch her movements or simply meeting some manner of soft resistance as she moved. The XV22 slowed, grinding now rather than moving smoothly, and emitted a series of high-pitched whines.

			‘High commander,’ said Oe-ken-yon, ‘I fear we may be critic­ally compromised.’

			Behind her, she heard the booming of heavy, solid-shot weapons. A jagged chorus of small-arms gunfire was swallowed by a crackling, blurring static that was making her audio feed hard to parse. Clearly the projectile guns atop the gue’ron’sha ships were still operative, their primitive construction largely unaffected by the hideous biological weapon their masters had unleashed. Without the t’au keeping them pinned and with their noisome cargo released, the bulky craft had taken flight once more, the din of their crude mechanical guns blending into a rumble like thunder as they thickened their fire. 

			The XV22 was really struggling, now, alert signals propagating across its displays with worrying speed. She watched, a thick knot of concern in her throat, as the slide-scale icon on the right dropped towards the dreaded hue of charcoal. Linger any more, and her battlesuit would be reduced to a malfunctioning deathtrap.

			‘Shimmersky, where are you, for the love of the T’au’va! I don’t care about your damned fail-safes, I need the Claimant airborne and on my position immediately!’

			There was no reply.

			‘Calmstone? Dawnchaser? Come in!’

			The audio relay crackled, then spat out a thin trickle of words, too distorted to be intelligible. She thought she heard a strange gurgling laughter, then, as if the cadrelink was crossed with another broadcast from outside. 

			Outside, where the ghosts lurked, and hungered.
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			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Palace Mosaical, Linat Primau, Pekun

			‘Flame,’ said Shadowsun, bringing back a measure of focus. ‘Flame, twinned with ice.’ 

			She punched in the emergency release sequence, pressing her palm against the reader to doubly confirm her intent. With a clunk, the plexus hatch released its hermetic seal, the gripping haptic sleeves on her arms and legs relaxing to let her withdraw her limbs.

			Reaching back, she unfolded the single-use enclosure helm from the emergency cavity behind the nape of her neck, placing it with a surgeon’s care over her head before sealing it around the collar at her neck. Gold symbols of completion glowed on the inside of the helm’s display, her flight suit adding its own affirmations. Twisting, she took her pulse pistol once more from its storage at the small of her back and slid it into a lockslot at her hip.

			‘High commander,’ said Oe-hei, his tone strangled, ‘it appears very much like you are making preparations to exit your battlesuit. Are you sure this is wise?’

			‘No,’ she replied. ‘But it’s no longer operative, and I am. I cannot simply stay here, awaiting the knife. I believe I can find the Rightful Claimant swiftly enough. You two will watch over me, of course.’

			‘Of course,’ said the drone, his tone still baffled. ‘It is our sole function.’

			With a hiss of depressurisation, the battlesuit hinged open, letting her slide out and drop lightly to the slime-slicked gravel with a muffled crunch. A moment later the XV22 closed behind her, auto-locking itself as it did so.

			It was a profound relief to have the power of sight once more, her surroundings spattered grey-green but at least in clear focus. There was the horticultural maze, taller and more imposing now she had stepped down out of her mantle. It seemed made of thorns, the occasional yellow-white flower a pale eye staring from a mass of dark foliage.

			And there, in the shadows, was the crouched, sparse frame of Opikh Tak, his rough, toad-like skin glistening faintly in the gloom.

			Shadowsun ran for her life. She could see little in the swirling storm of algae other than the looming walls of the hedges, the greenish-white discs of her barely functional drones and the lanky, quick-moving physique of the kroot shaper Tak. With her XV22 all but out of commission and her cadrenet down, she had to withdraw, to get to the Orca in the heart of the maze and bring in fresh forces. Her plan to be the bait of her own Kauyon, a strategy that had worked so well against the Imperium on Prefectia and Mu’galath Bay, had spectacularly backfired. Yet the battle was not over yet. 

			Running half-crouched, she made it to the lee of the maze just as the storm of algal-green filth began to die down. With a shocking roar, a blast of fire blazed barely an arm’s length away from her, great craters ripped in the foliage. Oe-hei’s field flared, deflecting the next volley as it tracked her progress, and the flight suit took some of the impact, but thorny shrapnel ripped her skin nonetheless. The pain cleared her mind to knife-sharp readiness.

			When under fire, we show our true selves.

			Tak gestured right with a long claw, sprinting off. She ran close behind, her drones bringing up the rear with Oe-hei’s shield taking the incoming fire without complaint, but the long-limbed kroot was almost half her height again and it was nigh impossible to keep up. In a blur of movement, Tak leapt sidelong, and was gone.

			The entrance to the maze loomed, a dark rectangle of greenish black against the walls of emerald foliage. There was another crack-boom of fire behind Shadowsun as she ducked inside, the spherical blaze of force coming from Oe-hei’s deflection generators lighting her path for a moment. It led left, right and straight on. She darted right, running hard towards a bend that led to a T-junction.

			‘Shields recharging at only six per cent,’ said Oe-hei. ‘Without knowing the vectors of the attacks, I will be forced to burn through them at an unsustainable rate.’

			Shadowsun winced, peering through a thin part of the hedge to scan the palace roofs over the other side of the moat. Sure enough, the quad-barrelled guns had been redirected from the drop-ships and now pointed right in her direction. To climb high enough to get a visual on the ship inside the maze would be to risk getting ripped apart; with Oe-hei running so low on power, a volley of sustained heavy weapons fire might wipe out his reserves altogether. Thorny and dense as they were, the hedges would provide little cover against high-calibre cannon shot. Her best hope was to go unseen, trusting to her hunter’s instincts to find the Orca the hard way.

			‘Oe-ken-yon, how are you doing for power?’ she said as they paced towards another junction, reaching out to wipe the algae from his sensors with a delicately placed fingertip.

			‘Seventy-nine per cent,’ he replied.

			‘Excellent. Remote link with Oe-hei and refuel him, please. Ensure even distribution.’ The command drone blipped his assent, wise enough not to protest. She ducked low, scanning the ground on either side of her for a moment. 

			And by the grace of the T’au’va, there it was in the gravelly dirt, the fresh, three-toed, spatulate footprint of a kroot at full run. 

			‘The wise leader knows when to follow,’ she muttered to herself, jogging after the trail. 

			To her horror, the track petered out in less than twenty metres. The footsteps had led to a slightly lower point in the hedges; likely the kroot had leapt right over them to make a shorter journey to the maze’s heart. It was unlikely, but if the shaper made it to her Orca before her, he could potentially overcome her aides, murder Shimmersky and take the Rightful Claimant for himself. 

			Her blood pounded even faster at the thought. Her jog turned to a run; moments later she came to a corner, then a junction that doubled back the way she had come. A growing sense of floundering confusion joined the simmering panic in the depths of her heart.

			To devise a maze was to rely on expectations, and confound them. Her understanding was that most standard humans favoured their right hand. Surely an Imperial citizen would prefer the left turn to be the way to the heart of the maze, so they could let their gun barrel lead the way. Therefore, any competent designer of labyrinths would instead ensure the correct path was to the right.

			Deeper she went, following her instincts with the drones relying on audio to follow the light gravel-crunch of her footsteps. Shadowsun kept one eye towards the heart of the maze, keeping her bearings as best she could. A switchback led to another junction, then another. 

			She turned the corner to find a pile of pallid humans lying sprawled on the ground, slumped and limp as if shot by tranquiliser darts. She ducked back. They must have sensed her presence somehow, for they were already groaning and slipping in the thin layer of slime coating the dirt and gravel. To her horror, in places some of their flesh appeared to have melded with that of the others, the slime mould substance sticking them together to form stretching sheets of skin and greenish algae. Bending unnaturally, they slowly got to their feet, some of them still out cold, others babbling in the grip of their nightmares.

			‘Top speed, fifty metres,’ said Shadowsun, tapping her drones on their disc-rims. ‘Just get us past them.’ 

			‘Acknowledged.’ The drones shot forward without question, and she was close after them, keeping within Oe-hei’s renewed bubble of force. The sleepers, upright now, spun and lurched towards them, their slime-peeling faces stricken with anguish. 

			Oe-ken-yon shot over the top of the first of them, veering to the side as one grabbed for his rim. Shadowsun shot another in the face as it stumbled towards her, pistol-whipping a third as it turned its slack-jawed, plague-mottled face in her direction. The human went over in a tangle of limbs, but the impact slowed her just a fraction.

			Shadowsun felt something horribly strong grab the rearmost toe of her trailing leg, then a sharp pulse of pain as the bone within cracked and split. She went down hard, reflexively kicking at the palsied, white-tendoned hand that grabbed her like a vice. It came apart in a mess of broken fingers. Turning, she shot the arm reaching towards her, blasting it to a fine mist as she scrabbled backwards in the gravel. Bile rose in her throat. The smell of blood and rancid flesh was so overpowering it was seeping into her pilot suit.

			Another of the sleepers leaned towards her from the pile, bending over almost backwards, like a dancer at full extension with her hands grasping for Shadowsun’s flesh. She batted the sleeper’s hand with her pistol. Its long human fingers grasped at nothing. She turned its head to a shattered red bowl with a blast from her pistol. An aerosol cloud of blood spattered across her suit’s thorn-ripped neck. She was already rolling into a runner’s crouch, ignoring the pain in her broken toe as she lunged away hard with the drones once more at her shoulders. Her suit flooded her bloodstream with hyperdrenaline. The pain faded as her headlong charge through the maze turned into a sprint. A left turn, a right, and she would be– 

			The creature around the third corner was far from human. It blocked the passageway completely, a molluscoid mass of grey-green flesh rippling with hideous peristaltic motion. Behind it was another of its kind, greyer still and with long orange fronds rippling down either side of its body. 

			Her stomach lurched as the discolouration and rot of their skin reminded her of the gangling, one-eyed things under the moat bridge. These creatures were likely from the same planet as the horrible aliens that had breathed flies all over her. Crushed beneath the beasts were more slumberers, flattened bodily into the muddy gravel in seeping pools of blood. Their limbs were twisted and broken, their skulls like shattered crockery with nameless grey-red stew spilling out of the cracks. 

			The first beast-thing was nuzzling softly at the fallen slumberers with the thick, bloodstained tentacles sprouting from its disturbing mockery of a face. The second beast mewled, a sound like a dying man gargling thin gruel. Its companion rose up from its forlorn efforts to awaken the sleepers and turned fully towards her, trilling in something that sounded like animalistic joy. 

			Then, as if at some unspoken signal, they both charged.

			The things were huge, together forming an avalanche of frilled, fungus-like flesh that left a stinking trail of slime behind them. She shot the leading creature in its centre mass, a crater of steaming grey-pink flesh appearing a foot under its yapping mouth. Still it came on, its unnatural stink thickening fast as its brother creature advanced behind it. She levelled another pulse pistol shot, this time tearing away two of the leading creature’s ­tentacles and a hand-sized chunk of what passed for its skull. It roared, but did not slow.

			‘I don’t think I can hold these ones back, high commander,’ said Oe-hei. ‘Their sheer mass is too much.’

			‘You won’t have to.’ Shadowsun’s third shot disappeared into the first creature’s maw, blasting out the back of its head so cleanly she could see daylight beyond. It kept coming for a moment before slumping in a deflated heap. The second beast roared in something approaching outrage as it slimed and writhed over the deliquescing body of its kin, lunging forward with a sudden burst of speed.

			‘Position yourselves here and here!’ she shouted, clicking her fingers in the air. 

			Responding to the sound the drones came together one atop another, Oe-ken-yon slightly further back. 

			‘I offer contrition,’ said Shadowsun, ‘but follow fast!’ She planted one foot on Oe-hei, the other on his companion, and used them as a ladder to leap as high as she could, vaulting over the hedge like an athlete clearing a bar. The drones headed after her, rising fast in her wake. 

			At the apex of her jump over the hedge there was a sudden storm of fire around her. For a second her whole world blitzed white and grey, then blue and white, before she thudded down hard on the other side of the hedge. She got up to a crouch – just bruises, thank the T’au’va, even though there were a dozen trails of smoke in the air. Loyal Oe-hei had cushioned her fall with a–

			Her guardian drone lay smoking on the ground, his fuselage shattered into pieces and his inner processing unit jetting brown smoke.

			‘Oe-hei…’ she said, her chest feeling hollow.

			‘No time!’ shouted Oe-ken-yon. ‘We must–’

			One of the repulsive beast-creatures burst through the hedge wall in an explosion of foliage. Spatters of ropy spittle flicked like whips around it. Shadowsun shot it on instinct and ran, the beast no more than an arm’s length behind her. She rounded the next corner, something about the light and the sky telling her she was near the centre of the maze. The alien monster crashed after her, yelping and burbling. She swore she could feel its hot breath, wet and humid at her back. No time to fight. No time to recover poor Oe-hei.

			Another junction up ahead. Left or right. One choice would lead to freedom. The other, very literally, would be a dead end.

			A single binary moment, with life and death hanging in the balance.
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			CHAPTER NINE

			Mount Kan’ji, Dal’yth

			The caves beneath the mountain’s shoulders were endless.

			Shas – she who would one day be called Shadowsun – had been sent down into the underground labyrinth under Mount Kan’ji’s stony crust to retrieve a perfectly rounded stone. Master Puretide said he had left it there long ago, a thing of beauty he claimed would shine like a diamond under the right circumstances. She suspected he had left it there deliberately, to have an excuse to send one of his students down here into the endless darkness, where it was said the veil between this world and the next wore thin. The true test was not one of observation, but of endurance, patience, and courage. Yet still it seemed dishonest, and unfair. The passages stretched for hundreds of miles, and there were literally millions of stones scattered amongst them.

			Had her fellow students of Puretide, Shoh and Kais, had to go through this same ordeal? She very much doubted it. Proud Shoh would no doubt have bored her with stories about it under the guise of imparting cautionary tales, giving more strength to her claims he should be known by the honorific Hindsight. Kais, the Monat Supreme, would have simply told her that he overcame it easily, keen only to reinforce his myth of solitary strength.

			The light from the cave’s entrance was a distant memory, just as the cherry scent of the mountain’s forests had been long replaced by the thick, chalky smell of the sandstone caves. She’d spent days down here, now, turning left and right in search of the largest caverns, the better to find a sprawl of stones and the circle-stone she sought.

			The grumbling of her gut made a far better internal clock than her sense of time now the sun had been hidden for so long. Around her the walls were slicked with running stone liquefying at a vanish­ingly slow pace. Over time, the algae that had thrived on that subterranean moisture had seemed more and more appetising as a source of nourishment. 

			The vague phosphorescence from long, dangling cave-worms was her only source of light. It was so weak she had trouble picking out any stones at all, let alone one of a specific shape. Every time she helped herself to one of those slimy, foul-tasting invertebrates by way of a food source, her surroundings got a little darker at its death. The metaphor was not lost on her. 

			Already her shins and feet bore a hundred bruises, cuts and scrapes. She had bound the worst ones as best she could, and applied a smear of saliva to the lighter ones, the faint sting of its natural antiseptic sharpening her senses whenever she felt her focus beginning to fade. She took comfort in the fact she had left markings on the walls to help her find her way back, engraved with the sharpest stone she could find. Every few minutes she scored the ground or the walls around her, always at midriff height, each a sidelong tick that pointed back the way she had come. Even should she be reduced to pitch darkness, she could feel those arrows out and find her way back. 

			Another stalagmite snagged her leg, drawing a welter of crimson. She hissed, but did not pay it any mind beyond that. She could do it, she told herself. She was Shas, finest of all the practitioners of the Kauyon and a past master at the arts of survival. Since her arrival on Kan’ji she had won battles of patience with arctic spiders, caught the one-eared lynx in the depths of winter, stalked and caught fire mantises barehanded with a reaction speed that even Puretide himself had described as impressive.

			She snarled in the darkness. The others, the males, so sure of their own inner strength, so quietly certain she would fail when it really came down to it. They’d always seen her as the weakest of the three students, ever since she told Shoh of the hungry ghosts that stalked her dreams. So she would find the damned stone, and return in triumph, even if there was nothing left of her but skin and bones when she got there.

			There was the faint sound of water from up ahead. Not a drip, or a trickle, but a roar. Hope flared. An underground river, thank the T’au’va. 

			Somewhere along its length, it would have a beach full of perfectly worn stones.

			She stopped, dismay settling like a cuckoo-bug in her nest of fresh hope. The sound of the river was getting louder still. Closer. That hope turned to sodden ashes in her chest.

			There was no way an underwater river would just suddenly spring into being and head towards her. Not without some kind of catalyst. Not unless Master Puretide had specifically tasked Shoh and Kais with diverting an ice-water melt’s course into a fissure in the caves…

			They would have done it, too. To disobey the master was to be punished severely, perhaps even banished from the mountain. Puretide was an inventive disciplinarian at the best of times, and even her kindred souls would not defy him for long.

			With a horrible, draining certainty it dawned on her. There was no smooth stone down here.

			This was the true test. A test of survival, whilst lost in the dark.

			‘Mont’au!’ she spat, the taboo word swallowed by the closeness of the tunnel’s walls. The rushing noise was getting louder, its insistence incontrovertible and fierce. A deluge was coming her way, as fierce as when a snowdrift atop fallen logs finally lets the meltwater come in a great plunging rush. All her progress, all her slow, logical, painstaking effort, would be for nothing.

			A rush of cold air billowed towards her, the river close behind. A moment later it was there, a gushing, roiling wave already waist high and getting higher. White spume flashed in the darkness. She waded on through the water, heading back the way she had come as best she could.

			A deluge seized her from behind, a cold and liquid hand that turned her spine to ice. She felt her feet taken from under her, her legs ripped away with impossible strength. She flailed, fighting from going under as the current dashed her left and right, kicking her legs in a frenzy. Spume slashed and slapped at her head, knocking her into the rocky walls with a thump to the skull that robbed her thoughts and filled her mouth with freezing, crystal water.

			Darkness and crippling cold conspired to consume her. The underground river bore her up, swilling and churning, erasing every mark and careful stone she had placed to guide her progress in a rushing, overpowering cascade, a tsunami trapped within a mountain.

			She went under, clawing and frantic, fighting to keep her breath and remember which way was up. Above her, the river’s surface, the tunnel’s ceiling was horribly close. Cave-worms dangled and waved only a finger’s breadth over her, tiny jaws snapping at her face, their bioluminescent lights a dim and pitiful constellation soon to be snuffed out.

			Suddenly there were two passageways ahead, each the same size. She did not recognise either of them.

			Left or right, Shas. 

			Left or right. 

			She had been forced into the choice; one not testing the logical mind, but raw instinct.

			One would likely lead to freedom, the other to death. 
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			CHAPTER TEN

			Palace Mosaical, Linat Primau, Pekun

			She darted left on instinct, desperate to see the emerald-green gap to the clearing at the maze’s centre. The repulsive attack-beast was horribly fast for its size, and the hideous warble of its voice was closing in behind her. One lashing tentacle around her ankle, one misstep, and she would be crushed, her skull shattered by its diseased bulk and its slimy pseudopods probing at her spilt brains.

			Thank the T’au’va, before her was the sight she yearned for. The entrance to the centre of the maze, a rectangle of light green in the darkness.

			‘Fire on my position!’

			She dived headlong into the clearing as the Rightful Claimant’s underslung guns responded to her particular vocal signature and swung towards her. Unquestioning, it levelled a burst of plasma so fierce her vision turned white-blue. 

			The horrible creature behind her exploded in a mass of nameless slurry, the vile spatter swiftly evaporating to nothing at all. 

			Her eyes strained against the retinal glare. There was the gangling form of the master shaper Tak, dazed and lying on his side in the gravel. Blood was pouring from his flank. His skin had gone back to its original mottled green, the superheated gore from a plasma wound a dark red spatter against it. 

			She squinted, peering beyond the fallen shaper. Two infected humans converged on him, half stumbling, with their hands groping as if to find a lost treasure. Behind Tak was the Orca, the squat, rectilinear carrier craft struggling to get airborne with a crowd of sleepers clambering atop it and trying to drag it down. 

			The ship was leaning drunkenly, its engines turned to face the ground as it fought to counter the extra weight. Great gouges were left in its fuselage where the infected humans were digging their fingers into the metal. 

			Her aide, Calmstone, was leaning out of one door, shooting her pulse carbine one-handed at the nearest sleepers as even more of them climbed onto the ship’s fuselage. One of the infected humans went down, its head taken from its neck, then another, then a third. The focused expression on Calmstone’s face did not so much as twitch, even when one of the sleepers came at her from under the tank’s fuselage. It caught a bolt of plasma in the throat as a result. 

			Dawnchaser was on foot, blasting away at a hole torn in the other side of the hedge maze. Teeth gritted, eyes wide as her scalp lock swung around her shoulders, she was holding a knot of sleepers at bay through the sheer intensity of her barrage. She pulled a photon grenade from her belt and put her thumb over the priming node. 

			Shadowsun shielded her eyes. A split microdec later the disc-shaped device exploded amongst the sleepers in a multi­spectral burst of light and sound. 

			She had seen photon grenades blind and deafen a dozen types of enemy, crippling entire platoons of Imperial gue’la and sending even orks howling back in disarray. It made not a single bit of difference to the infected humans. Lost in a nightmarish reality of their own, they saw nothing of the real world, and staggered on.

			But the sudden burst of light she could still use.

			‘Shimmersky, fire on that emanation!’

			Pop-down turrets extruded from the Claimant’s underside, long-barrelled burst cannons, point defence guns and a bulky missile pod whipping around as Dawnchaser fell back and leapt onto the transport craft’s rear ramp. A fraction of a microdec later the knot of sleepers were ripped bodily apart by pulse carbine fire. 

			Running towards Opikh Tak, Shadowsun kicked the legs out from one of the approaching slumberers and blasted the other backwards with her pulse pistol. The energy bolt cored the second sleeper’s torso front to back, filling the air with the stench of burning bone and cooking human meat.

			The first of the two, having toppled into the gravel with a wailing cry of anguish, grabbed for her legs. She took its arm from its torso with one shot and put it out of its misery with another to the face. She took aim on the backs of the heads of the three sleepers still clambering on the Orca and, steady as if she were on a firing range, decapitated them one after another.

			‘My thanks, high commander,’ called out Calmstone, shooting the last two sleepers from the rear of the Orca with tightly grouped bursts.

			‘Are we clear for launch?’ she said as she approached the fallen kroot. The Orca beyond him, once a spotless white, was mottled green, black and blood red. Streaks of slime mould and algae occluded its sensors and viewports, just as they had her XV22.

			‘Kor’vre Shimmersky thinks he can make it out on muscle memory alone,’ came the reply, ‘but with the engines compromised he is refusing to reach escape altitude.’

			‘So we evac to the space port as high above ground level as we can manage. It’s an Orca, it can take a little punishment.’

			‘If we leave now, perhaps,’ called back Calmstone. ‘If you leave the kroot. Come on!’

			‘Who shot him? This is a pulse wound.’

			‘A shas’ui guard from Pekun, by his markings,’ she called back, her usual staid demeanour beginning to crack. ‘He had a drone with him. Come, please! I’ll debrief you once we’re safe. Hurry!’

			‘We have need of this one.’ Shadowsun hoisted the kroot up as best she could, the gangly giant’s limbs heavy as oaken boughs. Worse still, they were oily, and very hard to get a grip on. A cratered wound yawned in his flank, half-cauterised, half-torn. It stank of ammonia and rotten meat. 

			‘He could die if you carry him like that,’ said Calmstone. She leaned back into the Orca’s interior. ‘Kor’vre Shimmersky, please move south-south-west until I give the call to stop.’

			The craft drifted towards her, Calmstone acting as its eyes. Shadowsun glanced around for a new attack, breath coming fast.

			‘Oe-ken-yon,’ she said, ‘the contact salve.’

			‘At once, high commander.’

			The drone slid through the air, a hatch sliding open on its underside to extrude an aerosol no bigger than one of Shadow­sun’s fingers. She took it from him, depressed its top to spray it onto the kroot’s wound. In moments the analgesic foam expanded, tough and resinous, but porous enough to let the damaged tissue breathe. She sprayed the remainder on her own wounds, shallow as they were. Another priceless innovation of the earth caste that had saved countless t’au lives. 

			If the kroot lived, it might save thousands of their auxili­aries to boot.

			Tak’s eyes flickered open as he stirred to consciousness, the stimulants in the analgesic foam kick-starting his body once more. ‘I give you thanks,’ he said, pushing himself upright. ‘Not all your kind would see me live.’

			The Orca drifted within reach. Shadowsun gave the kroot her arm as he hoisted himself up into the side hatch, folding himself inside as if climbing into the bole of a tree. Checking around her, she followed him into the ordered perfection of its crew compartment. 

			Dawnchaser emerged from between the inert Crisis suits that hung from the cargo bay’s central rail. A faraway look in her eyes, she ran her fingers along them as she did so, a subconscious longing in the gesture that Shadow­sun knew well. But roles were roles, and Dawnchaser’s was not that of the XV8 pilot; neither was Calmstone’s, at that. They had given their life of study to the world of infantry tactics instead, for the Greater Good. 

			The cadre Fireblade nodded to her as she stepped forward, reloading her gun and replacing her spent grenades from a replenishment rail on the ship’s side. On the other side of the ship, Calmstone moved back to fill the door so she could better guide Shimmersky as the Orca lifted above the maze’s central enclosure.

			In a matter of moments there was a booming cough in the distance, high-calibre shot thudding into its nose cone with a series of shuddering impacts. Shadowsun was off balance for a second. Calmstone ducked back in for a moment, calling out coordinates to Shimmersky as the pilot eased them over the top of the maze. More punching impacts, alerts blipping from the pilot suite in the nose of the craft. Shadowsun moved forwards to assess whatever read-outs it was still manifesting. 

			There was the familiar chime of markerlights linking to their console, and a moment later the Orca returned fire upon the target their fire warrior reinforcements had painted. It levelled a storm of energy that far surpassed the usual capability for a craft of this size, the light of the weapons discharge reflecting from a million sharp thorns atop the hedge to glimmer like a cloud of phosphorescent plankton. Shadowsun smiled as she heard an explosion in the middle distance, the impacts on the ship’s hull suddenly ceasing. What use was wearing the skin of a grazer-beast if the predator beneath it had no teeth?

			‘Change of plan,’ she said. ‘Move to the maze’s entrance, please, just by the shattered bridge. I have unfinished business there. Shimmersky, when I tell you to, please bring the craft in as low as you can before directing the engines to the ground.’

			‘Time is of the essence,’ said the air caste pilot. ‘I have incoming from the north-east, high altitude. If we stay low there’s no way the ventral guns can engage them.’

			‘Just get me down there.’

			A few moments later the Orca hovered smoothly over the entrance to the maze. Shadowsun could see her XV22 standing statue-still nearby. The slime upon its exterior had spread to become a thin coating of furry, mossy growth.

			Beyond the roofs of the Palace Mosaical, teams of Crisis suits were fully engaged against not only huge, scab-bodied aircraft but also weird, buzzing shapes. They were like giant, swollen insects with no right to stay aloft, especially with pot-bellied riders atop them. She scanned the area for foes, be they slumberers, the aliens from under the bridge, or worse, gue’ron’sha. 

			The three-horned giant that Opikh Tak had tried to decapitate was stamping with stone-crushing force up the slope of rubble leading out of the moat. By the rivers of grey rock that trailed across the hillock of masonry, it was not for the first time.

			‘Not built for speed, these ones.’ She tapped the communion bead at her collar. ‘Stalker suit, unseal and make ready for boarding,’ she said. Recognising her voice, the XV22 battlesuit shuddered, though with so much vile growth upon it, its hatch did not open.

			‘Bring us in close, Shimmersky. Turn engines landward and let them clean the landing zone.’

			‘Yes, high commander.’

			With a blazing, shimmering roar of combusting energy, the backwash of the Orca’s engines engulfed the ground below, including the XV22 itself. They scoured it top to toe, the blast of engine discharge burning away the layer of slime that had settled upon it in a matter of seconds whilst doing little more than discolouring the hyperalloy beneath. 

			‘Twist right and drop!’ Shadowsun pushed past Calmstone, ready to leap to the ground as soon as the Orca was low enough to give her cover. ‘Suit, open for boarding!’

			To her relief, this time the battlesuit obliged, clunking open with a hiss of green-grey steam. 

			‘High commander,’ said Oe-ken-yon. ‘I really must protest. There is a gue’ron’sha hostile close, and the suit is compromised.’

			‘Shimmersky, get in low and turn the ramp towards the XV22. That’s a prototype down there, the only one of its kind. We already lost Oe-hei. I’m not leaving without my suit.’

			Calmstone and Dawnchaser shared a glance, and the former stepped over to her. 

			‘We’ll come with you, high commander.’

			‘You will not,’ said Shadowsun, jumping out of the Orca to crunch down onto the gravel a full ten feet below and immediately break into a run. ‘Cover me!’

			The hulking, three-horned monster that was climbing over the lip of the moat opened fire as she darted for the cover of her battlesuit. The long-barrelled cannon under its arm spat flame. It pointed at its eyes with two fingers of its massively oversized fist, then extended them towards her: I see you.

			Shadowsun slid under the roaring fusillade, gravel spraying even as Dawnchaser returned fire at the gue’ron’sha warrior. Her plasma bolts burned holes in its thick, grey-green armour, but the monstrosity did not so much as break stride, stomping towards her with its helm lowered like a mono­ceros ready to charge. A guttural laugh bubbled up over the din of battle.

			She leapt, twisting, and landed inside her control cocoon in one smooth movement, arms and legs slipping into the half-open haptic collars with a motion she had practised a thousand times. Every sense screamed this was an unnecessary risk, that if the suit malfunctioned – turned from pristine white to a sooty, flaking black through its trial by plague and fire – then she would have thrown her life away for nothing, and likely the fate of the Fifth Sphere along with it. 

			Even a broken sword can kill.

			The suit’s hatch hinged down, the helm and torso clicking into place even as a thunderous impact punched her backwards. Another shot, then another, her suit taking an involuntary step with each thumping blow. To her immense relief, its armour held fast, though the systems were glitched even more than they had been when she had left. The gue’ron’sha’s cannon was anti-tank calibre, and even her cutting-edge XV22 could not take much more.

			‘Come on,’ said Shadowsun, stabbing at the manual override. ‘Come on, just reroute, or… Yes!’

			The display on the command-and-control suite shimmered to life, multiple hexes suddenly showing the scenes before her. Though the airjet cleaners of her sensor hood had struggled with the sudden growth of biomatter, cleaning soot and ash from her optics was well within their power. 

			A sight to chill the blood greeted her. The horned monstrosity that had gained the edge of the moat was charging, raising a massive, energy-wreathed gauntlet the size of its own torso for a killer punch.

			She took his legs from beneath him with her fusion blaster, then looped the gun around in a slashing figure of eight that cut the disgusting thing into four steaming pieces.

			‘By the T’au’va,’ transmitted Calmstone across the cadrenet. ‘It’s good to have you back.’

			‘We’re not safe yet,’ she said, striding forward and jumping so the battlesuit landed square on the wide-open rear ramp of the Claimant. She activated the magnetic clamps of the XV22’s feet and stamped up into the Orca before turning to survey the corpse-strewn mess of the palace grounds. ‘A long way from it. But the wind has turned.’

			As the Orca moved off, Shadowsun saw another bulky creature gesturing up at her from the edge of the moat, its helm cast in the image of a fly. Only after zooming in did she see it twitch, a long tongue extending from between clacking mandibles to lick its compound eyes. That was no helm. Somehow, against all possible reason, the insectile, misshapen thing atop its neck was its head. It seemed to stare right back at her, chittering and pointing with a finger of black chitin.

			Next to the bestial thing was the cowled, hunched elder with the mouth like a yawning black pit. It was calling out, stamping over to the fallen body of the hulk she had quartered with her fusion blasters. She watched in fascinated horror as it thrust the heel of its staff into the largest part of the fallen gue’ron’sha and threw back its head, guttural syllables spilling from its maw.

			The psyker’s staff seemed to sprout, reminding her at first of a sapling growing strong from a bank of compost. It fast became a vast, fat-bodied tree that spread out and out again, putting down roots into the cadavers scattered around. Those roots thickened and bound together to form gigantic limbs and broad shoulders, a wide knot of boles forming the head. Branches and twigs swathed it, some exploded diagram of a venous system writ in rotten wood.

			A great cloud of insects burst out of the cowled gue’ron’sha’s maw. He placed a palsied, albino hand on the throat of his fly-headed comrade, and they gushed from that creature’s mandibles as well. Whirring up in a vile black storm, the fat-bodied insects clothed the towering tree-form of veins and arteries, gathering so thick around them that they seemed to become a black and crawling skin. Even as she watched, it had become a bestial thing, towering over the hedge maze, looming over even the mosaical domes of the palace to the west. 

			The creature grew larger, heavier, more obese by the moment as the Orca slid away. Its gross limbs filled out, sausage skins being pumped overfull of rancid fat. The Rightful Claimant’s underslung guns spat fire, rivers of plasma and a quartet of missiles ploughing into the ugly mass of the thing’s chest. Blubbery flesh flew, but it was like taking potshots at a midden-heap.

			A maw that was more a tear in reality than a true mouth yawned open, a stretching skin of tissue pulled apart like strings of melted plastic to expose teeth the size of grave markers. A guttural laugh erupted from the thing’s throat as it pulled itself free from the morass of dead bodies.

			Then, to Shadowsun’s horror, it lumbered after them.
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			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Palace Mosaical, Linat Primau, Pekun

			Dawnchaser was at her side, eyes wide and staring. ‘What in all the septs is that thing?’

			‘I have no idea,’ said Shadowsun. ‘I’ve never seen the likes of it. Not even in the Silent Zone.’ 

			She scanned those few t’au left around the palace, still fighting with everything they had to hold back the half-mad, sleepwalking humans that poured towards them.

			‘Just outdistance it for now,’ she said, looking with a growing sense of unease at the lumbering, monstrous thing lurching after them. ‘When we get to the space port we will make a proper counter-attack from an airborne vector, where their ground assets cannot–’

			The creature ripped a tall tree from the ground with nonchalant ease, the massive trunk withering, curling and turning black, leaves and bark sloughing off to leave only an evil, gnarled crutch. With a ground-shaking shout it hurled the tree at them, spinning end over end. 

			‘Brace!’ shouted Shadowsun. 

			Shimmersky veered hard, but the tree had been thrown with terrific force, slamming into the back of the Orca to rip away its rear right engine in a spray of fire. Alerts blared from the Orca’s command suite as the ship lurched hard. Tak fell sideways. Dawnchaser, readying her gun, staggered left until Oe-ken-yon veered under her outstretched hand to steady her.

			‘Shut the rear doors!’ shouted Calmstone.

			‘We can’t,’ replied Shimmersky. ‘Those systems are unresponsive.’

			The creature was accelerating, now, its former slothful lumber turning into a full charge. With the Orca veering around in a wide circle, it was gaining on them. It was mutter­ing something, too, iridescent slop waterfalling from its mouth. Two rheumy eyes the size of Shadowsun’s head fixed on her, its gaze so full of ancient hatred it made her want to vomit with fear.

			You do not belong here, in the dark half of the spiral.

			She felt its contempt rather than heard it, the words forcing their way into her mind like a wave of rotten driftwood speared into a golden beach. 

			But do not fear. It pointed up at the silvered hex-ring in the sky, the distant form of the Startide Nexus glinting high above. We will deliver such riotous gifts to your true home.

			The monstrosity reached out a hand as if to grab her, despite it being a hundred metres distant. It closed its digits, twisting its wrist as it did so. Sand spilled from between its fat fingers, conjured from nowhere. A rash of discolouration spread across the rear of the Claimant, the craft’s extremities crumbling with rust and mould. In a matter of microdecs, they fell away in clumps of rotten alloy and melting hyperplastics. The Orca, stricken, began to trail a thick pall of smoke.

			‘Get us out of here!’

			‘I’m doing my best,’ said Shimmersky, his tone still admirably calm. ‘But we won’t make it to the space port with these damage readings. We might not even make it to a viable landing zone.’ The Orca sped forwards, shuddering as it did so, and the monstrosity dwindled behind them.

			‘Into the suits,’ said Shadowsun. ‘All of you.’ She tapped her comms bead four times, and the dormant XV8s lit up, humming on their rails as they responded to the electronic signature of a high commander. ‘Vocal loop, all suits. Prepare for boarding.’

			Their plexus hatches slid smoothly open, a warm glow revealed inside each one.

			‘Dawnchaser, Calmstone, I take it you are familiar with the XV8, despite your roles as Fireblades?’

			 ‘I put aside my right to the Hero’s Mantle during my tenure with the Fourth Sphere,’ said Dawnchaser. ‘But in extremis, if you break those strictures, then yes, I can pilot.’

			‘As can I, though it means going back on our oath of office,’ said Calmstone. ‘We would no longer be Fireblades.’

			‘It has come to that,’ said Shadowsun.

			‘I recognise the need.’ 

			‘Agreed,’ said Dawnchaser. ‘Together, alongside a Manta strike, we three can bring that thing down. An act of atonement.’

			‘That is not my intent. The Projection is inbound on a wide loop. All of us are donning the mantle. All of us. We will bring it down before it does the same to us.’

			‘That is a step too far, surely!’ said Dawnchaser. ‘The Code of Fire forbids it. For t’au not of our caste to don the Hero’s Mantle is unthinkable. But one not of our race? Have you abandoned all sense?’

			‘These are extreme circumstances. I have the authority to improvise even within the strictures laid down by our caste. All of you, get in. I will take it from here.’

			Her own XV22 battlesuit was compromised, and badly. Several systems were glitching, one of its blasters was inoperative and it stank like the bottom of a recently drained lake. Wrinkling her shio’he, she admitted to herself it was too damaged to be a practical asset. Authorising the auto-homing program that would see it seek out the nearest earth caste facility for a full-spectrum cleanse and repair, she opened its hatch and slid out of it once more. 

			‘Shimmersky, program a full loop, maximum acceleration, destination wherever that thing is on completion. Then get inside the nearest suit. You need not pilot it.’

			‘With due respect, high commander, we are under direct attack and losing altitude. We’ll crash long before the Orca’s loop is complete.’

			Outside, the repulsive giant was closing in, crashing through the shanties of the human city as if they were made of nothing more than paper. It bellowed something unintelligible, batting an outcrop of rockcrete in their direction that scattered far and wide. A jagged hunk of masonry soared towards them as if launched from a Fio’taun trebuchet, but to Shadowsun’s relief it fell just short.

			‘We’ll keep you airborne, Shimmersky. Now you, Tak, into that XV8. Fold yourself in like a Pechian stick sculpture if you have to.’

			‘No,’ said the kroot. ‘I will not go inside one of those things, even wounded.’

			‘Then die in flames when the Orca crashes, your salvation within arm’s reach. No doubt your people will perish soon after. Your choice.’

			She turned, putting her back to the shaper. ‘Suits, prepare for linked boarding.’

			Calmstone and Dawnchaser were first inside, sliding in with their faces still as stone. ‘We are in your hands, O’Shaserra.’

			‘Oe-ken-yon, my friend,’ said Shadowsun, climbing into the suit nearest the rear hatch. ‘I have a special task for you.’

			‘Anything, high commander.’

			‘Slave these four to the lead suit, with the XV22 last to leave. No other input.’

			‘Simplicity itself.’ The lower discs of the command drone’s fuselage glimmered and shone. Lights winked on the sensor arrays of the Crisis suits in response.

			As Shimmersky hurried from the bridge to climb gingerly inside the penultimate suit, Shadowsun leaned around the hatch of her own XV8 to see Opikh Tak in the corner of the Orca. She risked another quick glance outside. The monstrous beast that had assailed them was lurching closer, now, and fire was trailing from the craft’s rear.

			‘Well?’

			The kroot snarled something in his own language and leapt, grabbing the jetpack of the rearmost suit and swinging around in a near full circle to fold himself inside the control cocoon.

			‘Good. All suits close, lock and establish launch sequence.’

			The Crisis suits chimed their readiness as she leaned back in her own Crisis suit. The cocoon felt luxurious and roomy in comparison to the XV22. To her relief, the interface was fundamentally the same as it had been when she had first learned to pilot an XV8 battlesuit so many t’au’cyr ago. 

			Already she could see Oe-ken-yon had done his work in slaving the other suits to hers. The thrust/vector suite showed the Orca dipping low. In Shimmersky’s abandoned cockpit, an alarm subroutine blipped ever more insistently.

			‘Deploy.’

			The battlesuits slid seamlessly out of the Orca’s rear door in quick succession, the ship’s custom dispersal program seeing them fan out in good order. Last to depart, her XV22 engaged its stealth field and crunched hard in an ungraceful landing before stamping towards the horizon on its automatic homing program.

			Shadowsun took point, immediately curving back on herself to boost alongside the Orca with the other four XV8s roaring forward to match her position in a perfect diagonal extension. Extruding the Crisis suit’s hydraulic hands, she grabbed the part of the craft near the engine that had been torn away. She locked its position with a flick of one eye, sliding the Crisis suit’s jetpack yield to maximum with the other so it formed an improvised engine. 

			Nearby, the other XV8s did the same, hands extended to grip nothingness as they aped her own movements. It looked peculiar indeed, but as long as the slaved suits kept alongside her it made little odds how they did so.

			Thankfully, the Crisis suit’s jetpack compensated for the Orca’s missing engine with ease. The power drain was significant, and the battlesuits were only capable of short bursts of flight before their recharge time kicked in. Still, her manoeuvre gave the Orca the boost it needed, levelling the craft’s progress out. It skimmed a dozen metres from the ground, its lethal descent stymied at the last.

			A sense of strength filled Shadowsun’s chest. She had been making use of stealth tech for so long she had forgotten what it was like to pilot the exemplar of battlesuit technology. Was this the strength that Farsight, the traitor Shoh, took for granted? Was this raw power, this feeling of invulnerability inside a tank-grade war asset, the thing that had turned Farsight from inspirational leader to traitorous rebel?

			In her heart, she had a suspicion it had more to do with whatever the Fourth Sphere were hiding than the intoxicating potency of a mantle well made. 

			The Orca came round in a wide loop, its monstrous pursuer looming large once more on her XV8’s command-and-control suite. Even over a remote link, it was so hideous it hurt to look at it. She dropped a crosshair over the three-lobed tattoo upon the largest of its rot-pocked, wobbling chins, sliding its digital echo onto the spread-winged shape of the Manta on her console. She knew from experience the Projection’s heavy railguns could split an Imperial Titan in two. Against an organic target, no matter its size, they would make the kill with ease.

			Not necessarily, said some nameless instinct in Shadowsun’s head. Not this time.

			The Orca had gained altitude, now, but its damaged engines were gouting smoke, and they were slowing. Shadowsun sketched an engagement pattern on her console and transmitted it to the disc icon of Oe-ken-yon as he hovered at her side. A moment later, she broke from the Orca, letting it limp onwards. The rest of the XV8s followed suit, keeping the exact same dispersal. Together they touched down on the roof of a sprawling Imperial factory complex, turning to face their nightmarish pursuer.

			The vast, wrecking-ball mass of the anomaly was now thunder­ing through a sprawl of industrial buildings, a cascade of rubble and cloud of dust billowing out in all directions as it ploughed relentlessly towards them. Its eyes burned green-white as it saw them take their stand. A long, ribbed tongue capped with a snapping mouth slid from its ulcerated lips to lash around like a trapped serpent.

			‘One chance,’ said Shadowsun to Oe-ken-yon. ‘We had better not miss our mark.’ 

			The Orca dipped alarmingly, engines whining. The mountain of flesh thundering towards them was getting closer, well within engagement range. 

			‘Strength in communion,’ she transmitted over the link. ‘Our destiny cannot be denied!’ 

			She launched, and the four XV8s launched with her, blasting skywards. The Crisis suits fanned out and opened fire, plasma rifles spitting white-blue lozenges of energy. Against a more conventional target, with the battlesuits slaved as they were, the shots would have been so widely dispersed that most of them would have been useless. Yet their enemy here was the size of an Imperial manufactorum. Three of the five plasma volleys struck home.

			The creature laughed, the flesh of its wobbling, sore-ravaged torso leaking yellowish fluid as it heaved up and down.

			‘Not enough!’ came Dawnchaser’s voice over the cadrenet, her tone strange as she broke formation. ‘I can’t stand the sight of it. Nothing is sacred! I let them die, at the Du’lun Lakes! At Kysan! We turned against the spirit of the T’au’va, and this is our reward!’

			‘What? Get back in position, Fireblade Dawnchaser! Now!’

			‘I offer contrition, high commander, but I have seen too much! Engaging at close range!’ There was a ring of fierce fury in her voice, of elation, and something else, something chaotic and dark. 

			To Shadowsun’s horror, Dawnchaser burst forward. Some­how she had overridden the slave protocols. She touched down for a moment, then put her suit at full jet, blasting right towards the creature.

			‘In the name of the T’au’va,’ shouted Dawnchaser, ‘be gone!’

			A spear of fusion energy lanced out from her XV8, slashing the behemothic creature’s face and bursting its eye like a rotten egg. It bellowed in outrage, an awful wall of sound shaking Shadowsun to her core.

			Lunging, the beast swung one of its giant paw-like hands towards Dawnchaser as she slashed another fusion beam into its neck. She cut her jets and dropped, swerving under a flabby, wobbling arm the size of a mag-train to turn her fusion blaster and plasma rifle on its exposed back and burn a deep crater in its flesh.

			She stayed there a moment too long. 

			Turning, the behemoth swatted the Fireblade as if she were no more than a bothersome shardsparrow. Her XV8 hurtled to crash against a tall, buttressed temple. The entire frontis wall collapsed, burying Dawnchaser under countless tons of rubble. Her icon turned from gold to charcoal on Shadowsun’s read-out, then faded into a hollow circle.

			‘No!’ Shadowsun leaned forward, the other XV8s following suit. ‘Whatever you are, beast, you will pay for that.’

			There was a sudden whip-crack so loud her sonic dampeners kicked in. Two cylindrical trails of distorted air appeared as the Projection’s hyper­velocity railguns discharged, the upper chest of the monstrosity exploding in a welter of blood. Behind the creature two red rivers had appeared, fed by spattering waterfalls of gore from its exit wounds. As the Manta whooshed overhead, two triple flights of missiles followed close behind the railgun shots. They detonated with building-shaking force upon the creature’s upper torso. Bleeding craters appeared in its rubbery flesh, deep scarlet pits shot through with puce, green and grey.

			The creature’s darkly jovial expression soured, a look of indignation shuddering across its jowly face. 

			That was most unkind, it said, raising its flabby arms to the skies. Allow me to retort.

			Thick green lightning gathered in the creature’s palms, the stench of sour ozone filtering through the XV8’s olfactory relay. 

			‘Do as you please,’ replied Shadowsun. ‘Just so long as you keep your focus on us.’ 

			For a moment the beast looked confused. Its eyes went wide.

			Then the burning Orca completed its loop and struck its target. The fleshy monstrosity’s torso exploded around it in a blossoming halo of filth. The Rightful Claimant, having travelled full circle since they left it, had struck the beast from behind, right in the steaming crater that Dawnstone had left in its back. 

			Where the rapier had failed, the sledgehammer had done its work. The sheer, massive force of the burning Orca had seen its blunt nose tear through the creature in a spectacular spray of offal and half-clotted gore. 

			Shadowsun leant back hard, the battlesuits narrowly evading a spatter of viscera that rained down on a dozen buildings at once. Spluttering in defiance, the monstrosity stared straight at her, its form shimmering into transparency as it died. There was deep sadness in its cataracted eyes; sadness and resentment.

			Upstarts, it said, its words shimmering in and out of hearing as it faded from view. Mayfly fools. You cannot escape Grandfather’s embrace. Entropy will always–

			It dissipated into greenish mist, and was gone.

			Acidic bile burned in Shadowsun’s throat. A noxious cocktail of horror, guilt and confusion threatened to swamp her mind, but she rode it out, and swallowed it down.

			‘We will do what we were born to do,’ she broadcast at the slime-spattered ruins before her, the XV8’s speakers shaking dust from the buildings nearby. ‘For we are the t’au, and we bring light to the darkness.’

			Her mind slipped its moorings for a moment. She hit the autopilot, and faded away.

			‘High commander!’

			A blipping noise from her command-and-control suite, insistent and annoying.

			‘High commander Shadowsun,’ said Calmstone, her urgent tone shaking her from the clutching shadows of a disturbing reverie. ‘I mourn for Dawnchaser too. But we must act.’

			The command-and-control suite was alight with requests for orders, for clarifications, for emergency measures. Shadowsun screwed shut her eyes, just for the briefest moment, before replying.

			‘We continue for the space port.’ 

			The ground sped under her with every powered leap as she took control from her autopilot, the slaved Crisis suits around her landing and relaunching after her with automated precision. She saw another of the strange cylindrical temples on her left as she leapt, the faceless, many-armed statue atop it still strangely pristine despite the sludgy algae and slime that had coated the rest of the palace grounds. It made her skin crawl. Decoupling the slave link to the other suits under Oe-ken-yon’s control, she levelled a swift blast of her plasma rifles to melt the statue into a pillar of slag. 

			The act felt good, though underneath the rush was the sensation of an old wound reopened.

			‘Iconoclast as ever,’ said Calmstone.

			‘You saw that thing, Calmstone. That shrine, or whatever it is. It has no place here. It reeks of Imperial mind-science, disguised as something of our own empire. And by its rudimentary shape, it is not of fio construction.’

			‘It does seem strange that it was unaffected by the growth phenomenon. Though perhaps there was no need to–’

			‘Perhaps nothing. Oe-ken-yon, patch through to Fio’O Kejata of the earth caste, appending the image capture I’m sending now. When all this is over I want these non-sanctioned shrines and temples demolished, and all such perverse images erased. They are an offence to the nature of our society, and they draw the eye of undesirable powers.’

			‘At once,’ said Oe-ken-yon.

			‘Do we not have other priorities here?’ said Calmstone.

			‘Just sit tight, Calmstone. The XV8s will see us to the space port.’

			‘There to rally and re-engage the active gue’ron’sha?’ 

			Shadowsun spared an eye to unfold her Fireblade’s communion hex on the XV8’s display. Calmstone’s face was neutral and patient as ever. She had just lost her closest friend in battle, witnessed a visitation from the worst species known to the T’au’va, and been thrust inside a tool of war she had specifically forsaken to better serve her caste, but she was as measured and controlled as if the whole thing had been a simulation.

			‘Perhaps,’ replied Shadowsun, taking a measure of comfort from her friend’s constancy. ‘But let us first put some distance behind us so we can see this all a little clearer.’ 

			The memory of the gargantuan creature would not leave her mind. It felt like a stain, like rotting cephalopod ink smeared on the crumpled silk folds of her grey matter. She looked to her communion hexes, meeting Calmstone’s eyes for a moment, and muttered under her breath. 

			‘Oh, for but a fraction of your poise.’

			‘Poise? High commander, you are known for it.’

			‘What? I said nothing.’

			‘You are from Vior’la.’ Calmstone frowned as if the truth were self-evident. ‘Your ingenuity and flair are twin blades we Sa’ceans are taught never to draw. In truth, I wish I were more adept at improvisation. At inspiration, across the breadth of the empire.’

			‘You do not want the weight that I carry. Trust me on this.’

			‘You inspire billions of us every day. Despite the fire in your blood, you comport yourself as a sword of ice, wielded not by the hand of another, but by your own steel will.’

			‘How kind of you.’

			‘Perhaps that is the mark of true greatness. Perhaps that is the legacy of Puretide.’

			‘It matters not!’ Shadowsun bit back another outburst, cooling her mind with a deep breath. ‘This is no time for introspection, Calmstone. We shall resupply, rally what we can, and gather a stealth cadre before re-engagement. We can ill afford any more deaths.’

			‘Ah, if I may interject, high commander,’ said Oe-ken-yon, patching through a comically small comms hex to diminish his interruption.

			‘You may not.’

			‘As you wish.’

			‘High commander,’ said Calmstone. ‘We need all the intel we can get.’ 

			‘You are testing me, Calmstone,’ Shadowsun sighed. Anyone else and she likely would have demoted them for impudence then and there, but something about the Fireblade’s tone cooled her rage. ‘Continue, friend helper.’

			‘There may be some data points we are unaware of,’ squeaked Oe-ken-yon, his usual confidence as fragile as ancient porcelain. ‘I’ve taken the liberty of linking with the space port booster antennae. It seems Commander Surestrike seeks your wisdom.’

			‘Surestrike,’ said Shadowsun, her tone leaden. ‘Very well. Establish communion.’

			The Fourth Sphere officer’s scar-pocked face appeared, lit from behind so he appeared to be limned with a halo of yellow energy. ‘Honoured ­O’Shaserra,’ he said. ‘It is with regret that I have to seek you here on Pekun.’

			She was finding it hard to concentrate. That thing’s leering, metres-wide smile… The horrible maw… It waited behind her eyes, making the sleep her body so badly needed seem like a deadly liability. She almost thought she could smell the beast, its stench lingering like the reek of a rotting cadaver buried under a wooden floor.

			‘Nonetheless,’ Commander Surestrike continued, his olfactory canal puckering in confusion at her lack of response, ‘I am glad to see you are alive.’

			‘Given the circumstances.’

			He inclined his head, just a touch.

			‘What is it you want, Surestrike? We are still in an active war-zone. Have you and Horizonchild found my reinforcements?’

			‘I have assessed the latest compiles as regards the Palace Mosaical, sent to me by the garrison operatives Shas’ui Laen’ta and Ou-dae 1-1. It appears errors have been made. Grievous ones.’

			‘The planet has been invaded by gue’ron’sha shock troops, and no normal ones at that. These Death Guard are a different order of warrior, and they truck with foul allies. This engagement is unprecedented. What errors do you speak of?’

			‘I believe you are fully cognisant of them.’

			‘You have no idea of what transpired down here,’ she replied, her tone hollow and thin. ‘It has shaken my belief in our entire undertaking. Our race’s understanding of how things work, and the forces ranged against us. We encountered things here that have no right to exist. Things from another reality.’

			‘So you begin to learn.’ His tone was grave-cold, an edge of cruelty in his slight smile. ‘You begin to open your eyes at last, and see as we have seen.’

			Shadowsun had no answer.

			‘I assume you concur in that we must end this plague before it spreads any further.’

			‘Plague?’ she asked, a cold feeling playing across her shoulders. ‘You mean the Imperial affliction?’ 

			‘Imperial?’ His face folded into an expression of mock confusion. ‘Would that we could make such a distinction, high commander.’

			‘The human infected. Where they appear to be asleep, but act as assailants nonetheless.’

			Surestrike looked at her askance. She did not like his expression, not at all. It held something of the executioner, watching the condemned with an expert eye.

			 ‘We must stem the breakouts,’ she continued. ‘Firewalls and quarantines. This is basic sept-world protocol, commander.’

			‘It is,’ said Surestrike, leaning forward until his haloed head filled the entire screen. ‘But we are not in the sept worlds any more. Different rules must be followed. Therefore it is with great sadness that I recommend the saturation bombing of the Palace Mosaical, and the entire city around it. The rot has spread too far. We have no other choice but to purge.’

			‘I forbid it.’

			‘It is already in motion.’

			‘Then you will suffer Malk’la!’ she shouted. ‘You will answer to the ultimate judgement! To me, and to the ethereals themselves!’ 

			‘There are no ethereals on Pekun,’ he replied. ‘Aun’La is not in comms range. We must act quickly if we are to stop this plague from spreading before it is too late. I have already issued the relevant no-transit code. View the appended footage, and you will understand.’

			She took a deep breath, and blink-clicked the compile.

			Crystal-clear images unfolded like origami sculptures in reverse, each new panel showing a version of the same thing. T’au citizens, staggering and sightless, their eyes closed as they lashed out around them. Some were smashing their heads to bloody mush on the mosaic-patterned edges of tall Imperial buildings, others were tearing each other apart in the broad plazas of otherwise pristine t’au worlds.

			‘The sleeper plague is spreading,’ said Surestrike. ‘It is spreading fast, from human to t’au, and not only here on Pekun. We cannot contain it without extreme measures. We must burn the alien auxiliaries upon this world, and those who have worked with them. It is our only chance.’

			‘No,’ Shadowsun said, but there had been no force to her denial. Hundreds of thousands of gue’vesa would die if they were to enact the quarantine, and thousands of t’au with them. Yet the awful malaise could not be allowed to spread. The destruction of the palace and its environs could end the gue’ron’sha spreading this plague amongst their kindred and end the threat of their biological weaponry for good. Better yet, that of their horrible, reality-warping allies.

			She heard the voice of Puretide, deep in her memories of Kan’ji.

			Fire can cauterise, if used properly. Flame can heal as well as hurt.

			The hideous leer of that gigantic anomaly spread wide in her mind once more, the memory of its laughter clawing at her sanity. She choked out a wet cough as she felt her gorge rise, a spurt of vomit-laced spittle escaping her lips to patter down her front.

			There were crimson threads in amongst the bile.

			‘High commander,’ said Surestrike, his face a graven stone. ‘I must press you for your orders.’

			A moment in time passed, stretching into infinity before shattering into the present.

			‘Do it,’ she said as her vision faded away. ‘Burn this place to ash.’

		

	
		
			PART THREE

			THE LIGHT WITHIN

			‘It was Y’amado that said there is no enemy that cannot be eliminated with the precise application of superior firepower. That is wisdom from an earlier age. We who have ventured the furthest have had to learn a new set of truths. There is another reality out there in the darkness. To notions of logic and sanity it is most unkind.’

			– Shas’O Shaserra, Commander Shadowsun
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			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Hexpod 5-Ores’Mesma, Startide Nexus, Nem’yar Atoll

			Shadowsun lay as still as death in her salvesuit, staring at the data display screens around her bed with a mounting sense of desperation. The thick layer of medical apparatus that clung to her from top to toe was uncomfortable to say the least. She missed her battlesuit interface keenly; that at least was dry. Though the salvesuit too allowed a free range of movement, it was permanently slick and wet on the inside, exuding a mnemonic unguent that learned and adapted to her biorhythms as it healed. It felt awful, as if she were trapped inside some repulsive myelin sheath, but she had no choice but to put up with it.

			Upon their emergency evacuation and return to Startide Nexus nearspace from Pekun, the earth caste had brought her back to consciousness and explained that her condition was worsening. She had insisted upon being quarantined – after all, being airtight, the salvesuit was an isolation measure in and of itself. The med-personnel had nodded as if she had given sage counsel, but she had a feeling that they would have insisted on her wearing it either way.

			The tickling feeling in her chest, her throat, and the inside of her mouth had grown steadily worse since the battle at the Palace Mosaical. Since then a long, white strip of stem cell dispensers had clung to her ventral line, a needle-legged centipede that ran from her chin all the way down to her navel. It was a rare prototype made by a contemporary of Kejata’s, its use unsanctioned by the council of high scientists, but according to her medical overseers it was the main thing keeping her alive. 

			She had seen a little of the data the earth caste had amassed on her affliction, and it made for disturbing reading. Not the horrible, unexplained somnambulism that had affected so many, for she had full control of her faculties. It was quite another phenomenon.

			Shadowsun was not the only one to be suffering from the same appalling malady after the saturation bombing of the Palace Mosaical. In the next bier along was Calmstone, one of the very few who had also contracted the unnamed disease and survived. She was at the first stages of the infection, perhaps having only had a minor exposure to it; Shadowsun, by contrast, was caught in its teeth, and was holding onto consciousness through sheer force of will. It was not something she lacked.

			Together the two fire caste officers had been far from idle, even in their repose. At Shadowsun’s request, a dozen gaze-activated screens had been installed around the ceiling of the room, each showing a different aspect of the wars unfolding across the system. Even now they were assessing, amassing conclusions, and coordinating. 

			‘I suppose it is fitting,’ said Shadowsun, her breath coming as if through a tiny glass tube, ‘that the pioneers of the new frontier encounter the aged spectre of disease.’

			‘As you say,’ said Calmstone. She fought back a cough, then gathered herself. ‘Unfortunate, then, that it should claim the one most likely to save the entire expedition.’

			‘Fortune has little to do with it,’ said Shadowsun. ‘That giant of a creature…’

			She trailed off.

			‘Trust in the earth caste,’ said Calmstone. ‘They will see us through.’

			‘Of course,’ said Shadowsun. ‘Of course.’

			Early on in the formation of the T’au Empire, shortly after the ethereal caste had appeared to save them from self-destruction and anarchy during the Wars of the Fio’taun Plateau, the earth caste had made it a point of pride to wipe out every known form of disease from t’au society. With impeccable dedication they had eradicated them one by one, turning their diamond-sharp scientific focus to the best solution one after another. With the castes united in their ultimate goal of furthering the t’au race, enacting the cures had been a simple matter of logistics. 

			Since then there had been dozens of generations born that had no conception of plague in anything but the most abstract of terms. The t’au of Shadowsun’s generation looked at the very notion with pity and distaste, something that non-sentient and unenlightened races had to deal with as punishment for their own regressive attitudes and lack of empathy. The cures and antidotes for debilitating, self-replicating diseases of all kinds were often first amongst the bargaining chips used by the water caste whenever they brought another world into the embrace of the Greater Good. That alone had won entire planetary populations to their side, seeing them bolster the T’au’va soon afterwards.

			But no matter what the earth caste tried, no matter how inventive, ­thorough or resourceful they were in their solutions, her body was slowly breaking down. The only solution they had found was to regularly replace the tissue that was deliquescing with stem cells. She felt a desperate, awful sense of horror and denial. It was as if her own shadow, dragged through rot and entropy, had climbed inside her to infect her every cell, and was intent on killing her from the inside out.

			No matter. She had work to do.

			A thousand possibilities played out on the system defence grid displayed above her, the distributions and stellar diagrams moving and overlapping as she delved ever deeper into the myriad layers of cause and effect. She had practised such detailed thought exercises for years, and had always found them a great method of extracting the best course of action from a disastrous situation. 

			There was so much, though. So much collapsing, so many warzones falling apart through lack of resource, and with the kor’vattra so thinly spread she could see no way to put them right.

			‘How are you feeling, high commander? Can I help you in any way?’ Her command drone glided forwards from his habitual lurking place behind her head, turning his broad disc a full rotation and letting a glimmer of coloured lights cascade across his rim by way of greeting. 

			‘A pleasing display, faithful helper,’ said Shadowsun. She was surprised to find she actually meant it. It was the closest thing the drone had to a bedside manner, and on some strange level she was glad of it. ‘I am recovering, I think, or at least am stable. No doubt the kor’vattra presence in-system has increased dramatically since I was last here.’

			‘Ah,’ said Oe-ken-yon. ‘That is not, in fact, the case. The nearest reinforcement fleet was waylaid by a be’gel ambush point nine decs ago.’

			She swallowed down a painful wad of mucus in her chest, taking a deep breath before continuing. ‘Calmstone, do you think our resource allocation could be optimised?’

			‘Perhaps, high commander,’ answered her Fireblade companion. ‘I must admit that I took the liberty of analysing it over your last sleep cycle.’

			‘Your conclusions?’

			‘We are hard-pressed in the Thaxaril and Ennua systems, both under attack by a significant spaceborne presence of the be’gel, commonly called orks by our allies. Provided their attack does not reach the critical mass required for an orkoid crusade, the forces assigned to them should be sufficient.’

			‘And elsewhere?’

			‘The Chalnath Expanse has repeated reports of strange bio-forms amongst the Imperial populace, some of which are far beyond the usual mutation spectrum of their species. Footage captures of extreme discolouration, cranial protrusions, and even extra limbs that echo the form of the y’he are becoming ever more frequent, especially in the Yo’vai and Kor’tal annexes. We cannot relax our cordons there.’

			‘As to the annexation of Imperial space?’

			‘The humans remain troublesome and unpredictable as ever,’ said Calmstone. ‘That in itself is not of major concern, for the water caste are well versed in pacification through non-military means. It is the incidences of so-called miracles that I find most difficult to explain. There appear to be no visible sources of the phenomena that their so-called “saints” are able to manifest on occasion where the gue’la military take their stands.’

			‘It troubles me also,’ admitted Shadowsun. ‘Though I am given to understand that our brethren upon Mantra Primau are undergoing their own investigations.’

			She could hold the urge back no longer, and fell into a wracking coughing fit, pain shooting through her chest as if the splintered branches of some brittle tree were shaking inside the meat of her torso. Slowly, summoning all her focus, she forced the spasming to stop, just lying still for a moment before continuing.

			‘What do you make of the fleet inbound to our position, Oe-ken-yon?’

			‘Nothing conclusive,’ he admitted, bobbing his disc side to side. ‘They have kept in relative proximity. On those rare occasions we have taken the flagship’s shields down, we have been unable to inflict meaningful damage. These are no normal ships, even by the Imperium’s standard. One only has to take a remote view to appreciate that. I have the relevant footage.’ A light winked on his rim, and a new data symbol flashed on the largest overhead display.

			Shadowsun steeled herself. She hated the sight of the things, but duty came first. She eye-slid the air caste hexes marked with a red border to the front. The image of several massive, spacegoing cathedral-ships clad in rust and rot splashed across the displays in grisly detail.

			‘With the Fourth Sphere’s resources so badly depleted and ours already locked in the wars for the periphery of the sector, we have stretched our optimum dispersal to its limit,’ said the drone. ‘We cannot rely on reinforcements to blunt the spear they are thrusting towards us. Instead we will have to find a way to do it ourselves before they reach the Startide Nexus.’

			‘The Kauyon is in place,’ said Calmstone. ‘All that remains is to close the jaws. But we will have only one chance, and if we fail, the entire T’au Empire may be infected with these super-plagues.’

			‘As you say. If I have to give my life to hold back this… this supernatural threat from the sept worlds, then that is what I will do. First, of course, we must seek the counsel of the ethereal caste.’

			‘Have Aun’La and his entourage made dock at the Nexus, Oe-ken-yon?’ asked Calmstone.

			‘Just this dec,’ said the drone. ‘That is what I came to tell you. They have sent me a communion request. Are you feeling capable of a remote Elemental Council? It has been ratified, given your condition.’

			‘What other choice do we have?’ asked Shadowsun.

			‘Well,’ said the drone. ‘None, in truth.’

			‘At least the Kindred Soul will be less likely to attempt murder this time,’ said Calmstone quietly.

			‘There is more to that outburst than you realise,’ said Shadowsun. ‘But if the ethereal caste is here, and ready for an audience, it can wait. One moment, please.’

			Her companions waited as she gathered herself, revisiting memories of better days in her youth until she had some semblance of her old confidence back.

			‘Patch them through when their symbols reach gold, Oe-ken-yon.’

			‘Establishing communion now.’

			The multiple displays above her and Calmstone went to holding screens for a moment before filling with familiar faces. There was High Magister Rivertell, clad in an ornate, high-necked gown trimmed with stylised waves and ripples, his long face creased with concern. Fio’O Kejata wore simpler attire; the high scientist nodded at her and made the linked thumbs of mutual respect. She had come to visit Shadowsun in person – albeit in a hazard suit – only two cycles ago. Admiral Horizonchild seemed almost comically youthful amongst their company, especially given that the Kindred Soul in the hex next to him was an ancient, blindfolded gue’vesa woman whose blue-black skin was as wrinkled as a peach stone. Last to unfold, of course, was the image of the council’s ethereal delegate, Aun’La. He looked at Shadowsun with a great well of sadness in his eyes.

			‘My friends, my fellow seekers of truth in the T’au’va,’ he said. ‘It is a sad day to greet you in this fashion, but urgency demands it. I hereby suspend our previously established formalities that we may reach an accord all the quicker.’

			Gold symbols of assent flickered on the delegates’ images. Shadowsun was quick to send one of her own.

			‘First I must introduce to you the council’s new Kindred Soul. Sadly, Ven Tah Regah of the nicassar proved to have a deep-seated need for conflict, so in her absence I present to you our honoured guest Makendra Vella. She prefers to be blindfolded unless absolutely necessary. As an Imperial wise in the arts of mind-science, she finds too much visual input confusing to her inner calm. Her knowledge of the esoteric, however, is impressive, and she speaks under my aegis.’

			The Kindred Soul nodded, her hands unfolding in a passable sign of precipitous meeting. ‘I am called Makendra Vella of the Barolyr Gue’vesa. I bid you fortune as you go forth in the name of the sacred T’au’va.’

			‘Impressive gestural vernacular,’ whispered Oe-ken-yon, ‘for a human.’ Shadowsun managed a thin smile, reaching over to push his disc away as far as she could without moving her head from the sensor above her.

			‘Let us assess our current scenario with regard to the Nexus itself,’ said Aun’La. ‘High commander, I know you are indisposed, but you have the most field experience by far. Would you be able to summarise the Nem’yar Atoll situation for us?’

			Shadowsun felt something aching in her chest. She drew a deep breath and forged ahead nonetheless.

			‘We are engaged on a dozen fronts, with the vast majority of fleets and cadres already allocated. The most pressing concern to my high command is not the ork invasions coreward of our position, nor the rising Imperial belligerence, nor even the ominous hints of the y’he having an eventual presence in this swathe of space. It is the fact the gue’la fleet approaching the Startide Nexus seems resistant to our naval assault.’

			‘Something of an understatement, I feel,’ said Admiral Horizon­child. ‘Our fleets are finding it all but impervious.’

			Shadowsun cast him a sharp glance, and he paled, motioning her to continue.

			‘In conjunction with the gifted pilots of the air caste, I have attempted to lead their elements away, disperse them, and scatter them across a wide series of engagements. Still their core remains resolute. However, we have elements in place for a decisive strike as soon as they break formation to pass through the gate.’

			On the hex bearing the icon of the air caste, Admiral Horizon­child made the sign of unfortunate truths.

			‘Is that not leaving it dangerously late?’ said Aun’La. ‘I have… concerns.’

			‘The fact is,’ said Surestrike, eyes boring into Shadowsun’s own, ‘we have failed to destroy the flagship of the encroaching fleet, or even to misdirect it. In taking the metastrategy recommendations of High Commander O’Shaserra, called Shadowsun, we have allowed the invaders to surge forth towards their original objective.’

			Shadowsun felt her eyes narrow, but said nothing. 

			‘We have given them a full eighth of an astronomical unit in which to advance,’ continued Surestrike, ‘all in the name of a trap that has yet to be sprung. There are those amongst my sphere who believe that given the wider situation, the high commander’s Kauyon might not bring its teeth to bear before they are able to assault the Nexus itself. It may be that when we level our strike, it is not enough.’

			‘Is that fair to say, O’Shaserra?’ asked the ethereal. ‘Would a decapitation strike of Mont’ka have yielded better results than the traps of Kauyon?’

			Shadowsun found her blood running cold. It was a reductionist version of events, but the threat was still at large – and the occupiers had made planetary raids on the worlds closest to their trajectory in the meantime.

			‘There is truth in it,’ she admitted.

			‘Worse still,’ said Surestrike, ‘these intruders have used the time we gave them to introduce a virulent contagion into the ranks of our allies – and from there, those of our own kin. We have burned out the infection where we could, but it spreads nonetheless.’

			‘This is unheard of,’ said Aun’La. ‘High Scientist Kejata, surely a cure for this disease is within our reach?’

			‘Sadly not, honoured one,’ said the earth caste supremo, her fingers interlacing palm upwards to make the Treatise Unfurled. ‘There is more than one contagion afflicting our ranks at the present time. Thus far, the exact nature and best treatment of these viruses remain unknown to us.’

			‘No biological assailant is above the aegis of the earth caste,’ said Aun’La. ‘This is well known.’

			‘My personal theory is that they are not true diseases as we know them, but phenomena born of the dimension known to our gue’vesa allies as the immaterium. This would explain their highly aggressive and unorthodox manner of propagation.’

			‘That being?’ asked Aun’La.

			‘The necrotising plague that the high commander and her closest advisors have contracted appears virulent, but within our power to hold at bay. Three other contagions have come to light since the raids on Pekun and Dexia, the first being an advanced form of palsy, the second a haemorrhage-based contagion, and the third a drastic expulsion of bone matter.’

			Shadowsun shuddered despite herself. On her first return to consciousness after the battle on Pekun, she had witnessed the latter disease in the healsphere across the hexpod facility’s floor. The cracking of skeletal matter was one thing, the vivid image of spines of bone bursting through flesh seared into her memory, but the screams, shrill and desperate, had been the worst. They had seemed to go on for an age before the earth caste technicians had pulled the plug.

			‘T’au’va be true,’ swore the ethereal. ‘We, as a society, should be past this.’

			‘Though horrific in the extreme, these latter ailments have at least responded to airtight protocol and advanced quarantine tactics. The vast majority of the affected are being attended to only by drones. Those who fall beyond recovery are quarantined, and their remains are incinerated immediately upon death.’

			‘Please,’ said Aun’La, ‘though we sympathise with your plight and that of your wards, it is not those lesser afflictions we speak of. We have not much time. Tell us of this so-called Slumbering Plague.’

			‘We have done our best to keep knowledge of that particular phenomenon from becoming widespread,’ said Kejata reluctantly. ‘Yet word travels, almost as fast as the disease itself. It affects the mind more than it does the body, causing the sufferer to fall into a state of deep and impenetrable delta-wave slumber. When in this fugue state, the sufferer’s normal limits on physical strength seem to be suspended.’ She paused, looking uncomfortable. ‘If anything, their prowess is dramatically enhanced.’

			A memory bubbled up like swamp gas from the murk of Shadowsun’s ordeal on Pekun. She could see it in her mind’s eye with horrible clarity, one of the afflicted ripping an earth caste worker’s arm clean from its socket before whipping it around with desperate energy as if they were fighting off a horde of invisible assailants.

			‘And the vector?’

			Nervous, Kejata fiddled with something in her thick-fingered hands that looked like a childhood toy.

			‘It appears to spread spontaneously,’ she said, touching her forehead with pinched fingers to indicate the best-of-all-poor-conclusions, ‘and to manifest the night after a severe nightmare. I believe the implantation event is tied to a fear response, and those fears are brought about through learning of the disease’s existence.’

			‘So the vector is memetic rather than physical,’ said Shadow­sun. 

			‘That is the latest theory, high commander. It does not rely on physical contact or even airborne transmission. Yet it is viral in its spread.’

			‘I see. And do you have any theories as to how to deal with such a curse?’

			‘I do not,’ said Kejata. Her tone was so tight it was almost choked.

			‘Anyone else on this council?’ asked Aun’La. ‘Makendra Vella, you are here to provide insights that we t’au might otherwise miss. How best to contain and eradicate this sleep-borne plague?’

			‘At this point, there are certain extreme measures that the Imperium would consider.’ The blindfolded woman was careful as a finger gingerly probing a rotten tooth.

			‘I know that of what you speak,’ said Aun’La. ‘The Arkanusha Purge. The measure they call Exterminatus.’

			‘Indeed. Combined with a comprehensive shipping annulment and comms blackout, that would stop the word from spreading. But given that it is the spectre of just such excessive, inhuman measures that led me to my faith in the sacred T’au’va, I would not recommend their use.’

			‘Anything else come to mind?’ asked Horizonchild. ‘Perhaps something that would not rip the heart out of the entire Nem’yar Atoll?’

			Makendra Vella inclined her head, just a fraction. ‘They say to tackle the disease rather than the symptom, do they not? Tackle it at its source?’

			‘Rustic wisdom,’ said Aun’La. ‘But perhaps, in this case, relevant.’

			A great tension welled up inside Shadowsun. Then, like a river held back too long by a cracking dam, it spilled forth.

			‘I believe the source of this contagion to be allies of the gue’ron’sha that hail from another dimension,’ said Shadowsun. ‘A breed that appear to not only linger in a stage of advanced disease, but to also be formed from it. They are largely immune to physical law. Our weapons proved useless against them more than once, despite their having no armour, protective equipment, or defensive tech of any kind upon them.’

			Utter silence.

			‘As such, the contagions they carry may be similarly unusual, and likely impervious to our scientists’ efforts. I encountered several of them upon Pekun.’

			‘This would be after your illicit meeting with the kroot prisoner of war, Opikh Tak,’ said Aun’La, ‘formerly of this council and now disgraced to the point of permanent imprisonment.’

			Shadowsun felt a cold knife of fear in her heart.

			‘You know of that, then,’ she said before she could stop herself.

			‘I have reviewed the footage of it. Footage from your own command drone, in fact.’

			Shadowsun looked sidelong at Oe-ken-yon. His colourful lights were gone; in fact, he looked completely inert.

			‘Furthermore, I believe it was your decision to interrogate Tak without permission that has led us to this point. A point where not only the Nem’yar Atoll is in critical danger, but perhaps even the home worlds in core sept space.’

			‘No,’ said Shadowsun. ‘We still have time.’ 

			‘If your expedition was intended as some manner of avant-garde Kauyon, it has proven extremely ill-judged.’

			‘It lent me insights that may prove vital.’ She paused for a moment, as much to get her breath back as to make her point. ‘Not only in the cauterisation of this infection we now face, but perhaps even in our understanding of the cosmos beyond our own frame of reference.’

			Aun’La’s eyes became sad, as if she had made up his mind for him.

			‘That knowledge is the province of the ethereal caste, high commander. Out of respect for Master Puretide you have been given more leeway than any other of your rank, but such matters you do not define. Nor will you.’

			‘Of course,’ said Shadowsun, averting her eyes. ‘I offer contrition, noble one, but I must finish what I started.’

			Aun’La looked at her for a long moment.

			‘I am afraid to say your unfortunate exposure to the Pekun contagion means you must concentrate on recovery, high commander. From this point on, Commander Surestrike will take over your role in coordinating the defence of the Nem’yar Atoll.’

			‘As you wish,’ said Shadowsun. Her chest felt as if something pulled at it, deep inside. Whether it was the device attached to her fighting the plague festering within her, or the pain of her swift demotion, she could not tell.

			Either way, without the air caste to close the trap in time, her system-wide Kauyon had failed.

			‘You absolutely must remain under the treatment of the earth caste until your full recovery, O’Shaserra,’ said Aun’La. ‘Your survival is vital to the propagation of the Greater Good.’

			Commander Surestrike made the diamond sign of wisdom made manifest. ‘I concur with the most gracious ethereal.’ Shadowsun swore she could see satisfaction in his eyes as he continued. ‘Too many chances have already been wasted as a result of your decision to enact your favoured metastrategy of the Patient Hunter, O’Shaserra. As acting high commander, I prohibit you from expending another t’au life in this war effort.’

			‘You cannot impose that restriction,’ she said. ‘I do not answer to you.’

			‘For the moment, that is true,’ he replied. ‘Though I have the highest authority save that of the ethereal caste in matters of the Fourth Sphere’s dispersal. The plague of Pekun is becoming widespread due to your laxity, and a split authority will only slow us further. You are welcome to summon your own troops from the theatres in which they are engaged, of course.’

			‘You know as well as I they will not reach us in time to defend the Nexus!’

			‘I cannot speak for them,’ said Surestrike. ‘Nor for our gifted pilots.’

			‘The reinforcements have been delayed! You know this!’

			‘That is a matter for the air caste alone. Be glad it is not the Malk’la you face this day.’

			‘So you sideline me,’ she said. ‘Just as the moment is darkest.’

			Horizonchild spoke, and Kejata over him. Surestrike raised his voice to continue. Suddenly, everyone was talking at once.

			‘Be silent,’ said Aun’La. 

			The delegates stopped speaking instantly. 

			‘I care not who orchestrates the victory,’ said the ethereal, sighing heavily. ‘Only that we are victorious. Surestrike, you will have your chance at high command. You are to coordinate with the air caste, engaging the foe at range as soon as our naval reinforcements arrive. Only by minimising the danger these plagues pose to us can we hope to keep what we have established here.’

			‘Of course,’ said Commander Surestrike, his smile set just so.

			‘O’Shaserra, you are to commit yourself to a full recovery. You are no use to us on the threshold of a self-inflicted death. Please return to health as swiftly as you can, and leave the warzone once more in Commander Surestrike’s hands.’

			She forced a smile, then, though in her soul she was falling fast.

			Aun’La stared at her hard, then Surestrike. 

			‘Do you comprehend the gravity of these strictures, commanders, and the fact you will be subject to Malk’la should you transgress against them?’

			‘I do,’ said Shadowsun. 

			Surestrike made the gesture of complete understanding, staring at her as if she were a hated foe. ‘As do I.’

			‘Good.’

			Part of Shadowsun’s world toppled away as the ethereal put his palms together in a gesture of conclusion. 

			She felt something, then, under the wrenching, sickly pain in her chest. It was a deep and galling feeling she had only ever experienced long ago, during her first mistakes on Mount Kan’ji, but never in public, and never to this extent.

			Disgrace.

			Perhaps fifteen microdecs had passed since the council had disbanded. Still Shadowsun felt like the acid of her multiple stomachs was about to erupt and overflow into her mouth. She sought old routines to help her assimilate the information, trying to fight her panic down. Recall, assess, view from multiple standpoints. Yet even these, even attaining that old familiar territory of emotional detachment, could not overcome the gnawing feeling that was eating away at her.

			‘You should not blame yourself,’ said Calmstone from the bed next to her. ‘You acted in accordance with Master Puretide’s teachings.’

			‘Who else to blame, then?’ said Shadowsun. ‘In the end, even his insight was not enough to help me.’

			‘A rushed conclusion can do more harm than failing to act at all.’

			‘These invaders go as they please, Calmstone. That should not be… That cannot be allowed. We must disrupt them somehow, before they pierce the Nem’yar Atoll and bring these horrific plagues to the core septs.’

			‘To trust in the other castes would hardly be misplaced,’ said Calmstone. ‘Especially given the spaceborne nature of the threat. The kor can take care of their fleet, and the fio will stymie the spread of these diseases.’

			‘They would have done so, by now, if they were capable of it. Their efforts are bent towards quarantine and reduction of impact alone. We know this better than most.’

			‘There may be some truth in that,’ said Calmstone. ‘Yet I feel sure they will unlock the relevant sequence soon enough. They intimated as such.’

			‘They give us hope purely to engender a psychosomatic response,’ sighed Shadowsun, ‘thereby helping our bodies fight these infections. Geniuses the earth caste may be, but they make for exceptionally poor liars. We have a few rotaa left at best.’

			Calmstone folded her hands across her chest, but did not reply.

			‘High commander,’ said Oe-ken-yon, nudging forward, ‘I wish to offer the deepest contrition concerning the events that led to this ruling.’

			‘Be silent, drone,’ said Shadowsun. ‘If you remember how. You have disclosed quite enough already.’

			‘I must protest. I had no option! As with all true citizens of the T’au’va I am first and foremost loyal to the ethereal caste, and as a command-pattern drone it is my solemn duty to–’

			‘Enough,’ said Shadowsun. A vast and deathly weariness was rising up within her to smother her soul. ‘Leave us, Oe-ken-yon, and do not return.’

			The drone reeled, rim up in disbelief. ‘High commander?’

			‘I shall commandeer a standard communion link drone in your stead. A basic model should prove sufficient for the purposes of my resignation, and will no doubt be in just as much of a hurry to disclose my every activity to the ethereal caste.’

			‘As… as you wish.’ Rim dipped in subservience, his disc-like form slowly drifted down until it was almost touching the floor. ‘Is there any last task I can do for you before I leave your service? Perhaps fetch an earth caste attendant with a soporific, that you might sleep a little?’

			‘No. Just leave.’

			Oe-ken-yon turned on his axis, gliding slowly towards the door and opening it with a flicker of light on the sensor. Shadowsun heard a cessation of his burring anti-gravity motors for a moment as he paused on the threshold, but she did not look around. Then the door hissed shut once more, and he was gone.

			A long spate of quiet stretched past before Shadowsun spoke again.

			‘I have it.’

			‘You do?’ Calmstone looked over from her hover-bed, an expression of deep suspicion on her face.

			‘I am not to endanger any other t’au lives,’ said Shadowsun. ‘That I heard loud and clear. But there was no prohibition against endangering my own.’ 

			‘O’Shaserra… this is not like you. You sound like him.’

			‘I’ve seen the breakdowns of the counter-attack at Arthas Moloch. Farsight did not sit idly, nursing his wounds when his warriors died on his behalf.’

			 ‘Shas,’ said Calmstone uneasily. ‘Commander Farsight got all three of his ethereal advisors killed.’

			‘Aun’La will never be in the line of fire, that much we have ensured already. And whilst we’re on the subject, the traitor O’Shovah also mounted a one-man attack on a gue’ron’sha capital ship and not only survived but crippled it in the process.’

			‘You are in no fit state to attempt anything of the sort.’

			‘I would need help, that is for certain. But the path least trodden is sometimes the right one to follow. I have the hunt’s end in mind.’

			‘You are forbidden from seeking it, are you not?’

			‘Did Aun’La forbid me from making use of our various allies? Did Commander Surestrike? Did he even consider it, in his outright prejudice against them? No. Perhaps, as one of the Fourth Sphere, he considers them unworthy of mention.’

			‘From your salvesuit’s link to the med-slab,’ said Calmstone, ‘I can see your health status is still in copper, verging on tin. Any stress or wound could see you slide rapidly into gunmetal, even charcoal. Even leaving this hexpod you risk a rapid decline. You cannot serve the Greater Good with a useless death.’

			‘I will have the finest of shields at my side,’ she continued. ‘After all, our faithful drones are not t’au. With a remote requisition, I could assemble a highly effective team.’

			‘And how would you embark on this highly dubious endeavour, with none other than Aun’La himself in forbiddance?’

			‘I would be forced to ask for help from a confidante,’ she said. ‘One who is known for her level head and grasp of what is right for the T’au’va.’

			‘I cannot believe I am hearing this.’ 

			‘Calmstone. Please! I implore you. I must go through with this!’

			‘We both have some manner of alien plague! How can you possibly think this is the right time to stake your command, your entire life, on a fool’s errand?’

			‘There is no sense in attempting to dissuade me. The matter is already in progress. I have requested audiences with the necessary personnel whilst I still have the practising rank of commander.’

			‘I see.’

			‘All that remains is for you to have some manner of seizure at the far end of the corridor.’

			‘What? I am not doing that. You cannot ask that of me.’

			‘The earth caste will not suspect duplicity. With my signs stable, they will attend you alone. Even when my absence is discovered it will take some time for them to untangle the fu’llasso of authorisations, exceptions and counter-informationals I intend to leave them.’

			Calmstone closed her eyes and sighed, long and loud. It caught in her lungs, and turned into a hacking cough. Shadowsun thought she could see blood on her companion’s lips.

			‘Please,’ said Shadowsun, quietly this time. ‘We don’t have much time left. Let me serve the Greater Good as I was born to do.’

			Another moment passed, stretching out long, a glimpse of hope atten­uating to almost nothing.

			Then Calmstone stood unsteadily, took a deep breath, and padded softly towards the iris door.
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			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Stealther Bringer of Truth, Nexus nearspace

			The interior of the Bringer of Truth was cramped and humid, but not simply because it was small. Shadowsun was still in awe of just how much stealth tech the earth caste had condensed into the Blindshark stealther’s compact fuselage whilst still keeping the ship void-capable. Some seventy per cent of its construction had been given over to covert prototypes. Its pilot cocoon was empty, the ship running on a ­preprogrammed autopilot that ­Shimmersky had set for her after a long and difficult conversation as to the grey areas surrounding her mission.

			Though it had a hold just large enough to contain a team of XV8s, the stealther was all but invisible to other craft. It would fly under the sensor array of any t’au ship of the line, and baffle an Imperial craft’s auspex with ease. As a post-Mu’galath model, much of its insertion tech had been based on the Ghostkeel stealth suit, the far larger, battleline version of a stealth mantle that had been refined into her own reconstituted XV22. 

			To her immense relief, the fluid-slick, all-enclosing salve­suit that she had worn in the med-pod of the Startide Nexus gave her near full mobility. Not only that, it was compatible with the Hero’s Mantle, just as its specification hexes had claimed. Only a few t’au’cyr ago the earth caste had relied almost entirely on static healspheres for the treatment of severe wounds, but with the march of technology constantly leading them forward, they had devised a portable version. Though the battlesuit’s haptic loop and eye-triggers had needed to be realigned, the salvesuit and the strange segmented device atop her chest was so low in profile that the XV22 still read her input just fine.

			Shadowsun breathed out carefully, taking care not to trigger a wracking cough, then took a slow lungful of cool, processed air. Back in her suit, she felt like she was not that far from normality, especially with a cocktail of hyperstimulants patched to her thigh. So long as she did not concentrate on the dull, aching pain in her ventral line, or look at her status line on the med-hex, so worryingly close to the red zone, she could pretend things were almost normal.

			Soon she would face the gue’ron’sha – and almost certainly their horrific allies, those creatures that did not belong in this dimension at all. And she had brought some of the finest alien allies in the Nem’yar Atoll alongside her. 

			Brought them with her to die.

			The dotted line on her strategic display took her right through the scattered remnants of the enemy fleet, past the second largest spacecraft and straight forward on an intercept course with its flagship. She called up the air caste’s visuals of the behemoth once more, trying to read the primitive logic of the structure beneath.

			‘Autopilot,’ said Shadowsun. ‘Establish a link to Fio’O Kejata, Admiral Horizonchild, and the human psychic Makendra Vella.’

			‘Establishing,’ said the AI program. ‘I will inform you when the link is tenable.’

			Shadowsun forced herself to focus on those around her. To say the four other passengers inside the Truth were eclectic would be to do the T’au Empire a grave disservice. The human Makendra Vella had turned down her request to accompany them on the grounds of her advanced age and loyalty to the spirit of Aun’La’s ruling, but the rest of those she had approached had seen the need for her mission to be a success in the name of the Greater Good. The allied races represented in their group had been recruited from the furthest corners of her society, and true to the letter of Surestrike’s prohibitive stricture, there was not a single t’au life amongst them.

			‘I suggest we clarify intent before the Truth makes its approach run,’ she said. ‘Are we fully charged?’

			‘Of course, high commander,’ came the high, piping reply – the timorous voice of Oe-hei 3-0. After a lengthy data reconstruction, the drone – or rather the drone’s sentience in a new chassis – had been ecstatic to return to her service. The artificial intelligence downloaded from the Nem’yar mainframe was not complete, for the drone was void of the memories since his last communion link, yet he was enough like the cautious little helper that she felt a little more at ease just being near him. The broad disc of his fuselage bobbed happily whenever she looked towards him, and she felt her spirits rising each time. Out of habit, she looked around to see Oe-ken-yon hovering near, and felt a pang of loss to see him gone.

			‘We are to make our entrance as swiftly and effectively as possible,’ said Shadowsun. ‘Shimmersky’s program will get us inside. Our noble nicassar friend, Ven Tah Regah, has volunteered to take point in the initial intrusion.’

			The nicassar she had summoned from the remnants of the Fourth Sphere’s delegation nodded, her aura of weight and power reassuring despite her outlandish appearance. She was a giant of an alien, something like an ursus-predator in her snouted head, heavy, furred body and spatulate paws, though her rangy, strangely flattened arms seemed more those of a jungle simian than a bear. The sheaf of hair-spines jutting down her back looked sharp and barbed, yet they paled in lethality next to the sickle-like claws curving from her hands. Clad only in stowage straps and a shimmering, oily force field, she kept her head upright and proud.

			Shadowsun made the overlapping palms of heartfelt thanks. ‘Her psychic shield, together with the force field emanating from Oe-hei, should turn aside any counter-attack long enough for a complete embarkation.’

			‘You know this. Of we nicassar.’ Ven Tah Regah spoke in the stilted, heavy way of her kind, snorting in a nasal hum after every declaration. ‘We fight only. When we need. But we fight well.’ Her voice was deep and resonant, the basso profundo of a cultured giant. ‘I know myself. I must fight, before I take the Last Walk. It is in me.’

			‘I would wager you could rip apart even a gue’ron’sha shock trooper if needed,’ said Oe-hei.

			‘If I was the kind. To make a bet,’ said Ven Tah Regah, looking at the backs of her curling claws, ‘I would say. I leave this mission. As pristine. As I go in.’ The giant alien gazed down her snout at the savage-looking warrior strapped in to her right. ‘The kroot, though? Him. I do not vouch for.’

			‘I have no wish to eat the plagued.’ Opikh Tak sat at ease, rapping his knuckles on what appeared to be a primitive anti-tank rifle strapped to the bulkhead. ‘I intend to fight at range whenever I can.’ Known as a kroot gun, the weapon was usually mounted on the haunches of a giant, ox-like creature, but Tak had proven strong enough to carry it himself, and even attached the long, curving blades of his species’ hunting rifle. 

			Shadowsun was surprised the master shaper had agreed to come with them, given his distaste for disease. Still, unlike Ven Tah Regah – who had taken serious persuasion before finally agreeing – Tak had been quick to join Shadowsun’s cause. 

			‘You are sure that respirator will be enough protection?’

			‘I very much doubt it,’ he continued. Such were the talents of the kroot in the arts of mimicry, his mastery of t’au speech had blossomed in the space of a few rotaa. ‘I also doubt your earth caste would fit one of those stealther battlesuits for a kroot. Those ones I can admire, as a hunter. I will ensure the enemy’s destruction nonetheless.’

			‘Good to hear,’ said Oe-hei drily.

			‘Then I will return to feast with my kin, knowing this threat to our home worlds is over. It is right to do so.’

			‘The T’au’va is already in your debt,’ said Shadowsun. ‘We will need a good tracker in there if we are to make it to their bridge and cripple the ship from within. If you make it back, I will see what I can do about getting you a stealth suit of your own. A Ghostkeel, even.’

			Tak laughed, a staccato caw like the call of a jungle bird. ‘Ah, making it back. Yes. A fine idea. It will need to be quick. Though if you fall in battle, large one’ – at this Tak drummed his paired, dextrous claws on the bulkhead next to Ven Tah Regah’s throat – ‘I cannot promise to hold my stomach’s curiosity as to what makes you so strong.’

			A shimmer in the air, violet and strange.

			‘Barbaric.’

			The charpactin elder clinging to the wall on the other side of the compartment glowed gently in indignation. Far from humanoid, genderless and strange even to Shadowsun’s experienced eye, they were something like a ridged cylinder in form. A nest of long mycelium-tendrils extended in fronds from their underside, another jutting at their waist. A wide, hard cap of muscle topped their upper half, the skin taut across it rippling with light. A’haia, they were called, and of all the alien client species Shadowsun had worked with, they were the strangest. The charpactin had no discernible face, and wore a translucent sheath that muted their colours to an indiscriminate greyish yellow. Just as well, given the fact the light they emitted could provoke a dozen kinds of involuntary reactions from a spasming fit to a complete shutdown of neurone response.

			‘On my planet, eating one’s allies is frowned upon,’ they continued. ‘Hard to believe that Great T’au’va allows it at all.’ 

			‘That Great T’au’va allows it?’ asked Shadowsun. ‘The T’au’va is a philosophy, not a god.’

			‘If you like,’ said the charpactin. ‘I feel sure she would take no offence at the misnomer.’ They spread their mycelium in clusters, grouping them into a fan of limb-analogues that they then held in various postures around their frilled trunk. ‘Unlike the practice of eating the flesh of one’s fallen allies.’

			The kroot’s quills rattled, raising slowly.

			‘What you find barbaric, A’haia, is a key part of our foremost ally’s culture,’ said Shadowsun. She made the sign of fortuitous stars aligning, glad that the XV22 left her hands free enough to return a gestural vernacular, even if the charpactin’s many-limbed posture made her feel distinctly on edge. ‘The kroot eat not to satisfy hunger, but to harness beneficial genes for their own evolutions. It makes for an uncomfortable sight, but it is a price worth paying. Without their fearsome carnivore squads, our empire would have crumbled long ago.’

			‘Would that your species had found we charpactin sooner, then.’ The peculiar burr of A’haia’s lipless mouth all but eradicated the consonants from their speech, and Shadowsun had found herself glancing at her autotrans more than once when they joined the conversation. ‘With the subtle skills of your water caste united with our own expert diplomats, we of the T’au’va could have built a second empire without a single shot being fired.’ A tentacle extended, lazily gesturing at Opikh Tak. ‘Or a single corpse being devoured.’

			‘Do not stiffen your frills on my account, mind-warper,’ said Tak. ‘I find the taste of greatfungus to be offensively bland. You have little strength to inherit in any case.’

			Shadowsun turned away, glad her team were at least talking to one another. Focus was vital, but she knew better than to demand it point-blank from such a disparate group of alien dignitaries.

			‘Sometimes I am glad to be a drone,’ said Oe-hei softly as their companions continued their verbal sparring. ‘I do not understand how you can work with so many different species without a member of the water caste to aid you.’

			Shadowsun sighed. ‘To be honest, sometimes I wish I was one too.’

			‘The kroot do not eat alloy, do they?’

			‘No, little helper, they do not.’

			‘Hyperplastic?’

			‘No.’

			‘How about electromagnetic–’

			‘You have nothing to fear, Oe-hei! You will be fine! We will all be just fine!’

			The outburst hung in the air for a long moment. It was so obviously a lie that Shadowsun felt like crumpling into a heap, then, and never getting up. 

			She had damned them all.

			‘What we do here,’ said Ven Tah Regah slowly, ‘it means something. Our people will be proud. This ground, today, we share. And that is enough.’ She paused, clacking her claws together softly in the gloom. ‘We will not come back.’

			The hold fell very still, then.

			‘We still look to assault the neck of the ship?’ asked Opikh Tak. ‘Not its bridge? Simpler to go for the head, is it not?’

			‘I don’t want to risk it,’ said Shadowsun. ‘They have at least one mind-science specialist. If he detects us somehow, all our stealth capability will be instantly obsolete.’

			A’haia flashed jade, the colour somehow soothing. ‘She’s right. I am ­baffling our psychic signature as best I can, but to risk a direct causal connection to a target psyker would be foolish.’

			Eventually the oppressive quiet was broken by a soft beep. ‘Link established,’ said the stealther’s AI program. ‘Transferring.’

			Three viewscreens unfolded on Shadowsun’s helm display. The first showed O’Kejata, her blunt features stony as tiny sphere-drones orbited her brow like moons around a planet. The second held the youthful, tapered visage of Horizonchild, a study in youth bowed under too much responsibility. They both held their hands in a gesture of greeting. The wrinkled, pitted face of an elderly human female filled the last screen, a silk blindfold with a recursive pattern bound across her eyes.

			‘Shadowsun,’ said Makendra Vella. ‘You are en route, then.’

			‘I am,’ she said. ‘And I have one last request. One from each of you, in fact.’

			‘Anything,’ said Horizonchild.

			‘First of all,’ said Shadowsun, ‘I need a diversion, Admiral Horizonchild. I will send across the exact time at which it will be optimal to strike.’

			‘I will be the judge of that,’ said Horizonchild. ‘Though I am open, as ever, to your point of view.’

			‘We both know at this point that whatever firepower we level at the leading ship is all but wasted effort. The lesser ships are not so well protected. If we can finally isolate and lead away part of their fleet, we may yet be able to break their strength. Our comrades on the other side of the wormhole will thank us.’ 

			‘That was my own conclusion.’ Horizonchild smiled, then, a flicker in his eyes. ‘So I do not feel any breach of protocol in pursuing it.’

			‘Honoured O’Kejata,’ said Shadowsun. ‘Is it possible to disrupt the constancy of the Startide Nexus for a time?’

			‘Not without risking the collapse of the wormhole altogether,’ she said. ‘In truth, even I do not entirely understand its parameters. Not yet, at any rate.’

			‘But it is possible.’

			‘It is. It would mean a temporary evacuation of the facility, followed by a deliberate destabilisation of the nodes around the perimeter. It is one of several contingencies I have prepared in case of the Nexus’ malfunction.’

			‘Then do so at the moment of the lead gue’ron’sha ship’s ingress. The safety of the sept worlds depends on it.’

			Kejata pulled her dronespheres into a rough hexagon, tapping them and subvocalising commands until they spilt data in neat screeds around them. She stared hard, adjusting one and spinning another, pulling screeds of information from here to there with stout but nimble fingers.

			‘I think I can set the waveform into a quantum state, but only for a few minutes at most,’ she said. ‘Any more than that would risk a total collapse, stranding us beyond sept space entirely. That I cannot allow. Even this request is utterly against the spirit of the entire endeavour.’

			‘We cannot let that infected monstrosity reach sept space. You know this.’

			‘That is the only reason I am considering it. We will waylay it if we can. But it is an entire fleet we face here. We can perhaps disrupt the alpha, but as to the rest of its pack…’

			‘We need extreme solutions,’ said Shadowsun. ‘There is no other path.’

			‘I can see that,’ said Kejata. ‘It appears, by the passage of your signature, you intend to personally board the enemy craft.’

			‘The prohibition laid upon me has to do with endangering other t’au lives. It does not include my own.’

			Kejata shook her head, her expression as old as time. ‘Fire caste,’ she said. ‘At least you are never dull.’

			‘We do as we must.’

			‘Just know that the shields these gue’ron’sha use are linked to their subspace drives, which in turn are linked to some manner of mind-science. They can disintegrate or shift even a hypervelocity shot in a single instant so that it never reaches the generator behind. The only way to pass through them is to turn off all systems and drift through momentum alone.’

			‘I know my Damocles Campaign,’ said Shadowsun, skimming data on her XV22’s command-and-control suite. ‘A risky manoeuvre, given the unpredictability of human tech. We must have faith in our course.’

			Makendra Vella cocked her head. ‘A strange choice of words, for one so secular.’ 

			‘The true warrior makes weapons from everything in arm’s reach.’

			‘And that includes me, it seems.’

			Shadowsun made the cupped hands of the grateful supplicant. ‘I have a favour to ask, yes.’

			‘But what if we do not wish to be used as tools, high commander?’ continued the human. ‘How many times do you need to be told?’

			‘I respect that you did not wish to accompany me on this mission, Makendra Vella,’ said Shadowsun. ‘All I ask of you is that you do that which you would likely do anyway. Just at a specific time.’

			‘And that is?’

			‘Pray to your people’s conception of the Greater Good at the exact chrono­point I am transmitting now. More than that, ensure that all who have the same faith pray at the same time, if you can.’

			‘What do you understand of prayer?’

			‘Very little, I admit. But do this for me. It might make all the difference. For the Greater Good.’

			‘I have no small amount of influence in gue’vesa society,’ said Makendra Vella, jutting out her jaw. ‘I will see what can be done.’

			‘I believe in you. You will not be acting alone. I still have contacts across the system, and have relayed requests that the same be done in all those subcultures that adhere to the same creed.’

			At this, A’haia flashed a calming cyan ripple upon the walls. Ven Tah Regah linked her curving claws, a nicassar gesture of sisterhood that translated well into t’au. Even Opikh Tak gave a solemn nod; he had spoken to his fellow shapers in council earlier that very cycle.

			‘To what end are we praying?’ said Makendra Vella.

			‘If there is truly power in faith, as the Imperials so fervently believe,’ she said, ‘then perhaps the gue’ron’sha who once shared their beliefs feel the same. Through ritual and belief, we can turn such conviction against our enemies. I would have you pray for them to defeat themselves.’

			‘Are you sure it will work, high commander?’ said Oe-hei, his voice high and tremulous. 

			‘No. Not by any means. In fact, it goes against my understanding of the cosmos. But given the circumstances…’ She thought back to the algae bomb on Pekun, and the fact it had left the strange statue-temple entirely ­unaffected. ‘I have come to believe it might make a difference.’

			‘High commander,’ came the autopilot’s artificial voice from the cockpit. ‘Less than three decs from our destination.’

			‘Any pings? Target sweeps?’

			‘Negative.’

			‘Good. My thanks, friends, for your assistance. I fear we walk the only path that does not lead to total disaster, so we must stay together, no matter how far apart we are. I wish you strength, in the name of the T’au’va.’

			The guests on her command suite made gestures of farewell, and one by one their screens folded away. 

			For some reason, it left her with a profound sense of loss.

			Shadowsun enlarged the hex of her macro distribution suite. There it was: the image of the enemy capital craft, looming like the tide-gnawed wreck of some impossible warship left to rot. A mile of concentrated, layered filth, the shape of a starship was barely visible beneath its encrusted surface. 

			‘Finish the loop and run beneath it until we reach the foremost section, where it tapers to a point,’ she sent to the autopilot. ‘I wish to approach the bridge, and I’d rather not risk detection.’

			‘That will take forty-eight point six per cent longer than our current vector,’ said the autopilot, its voice an approximation of Shimmersky’s own.

			‘I’m comfortable with that. Enact it.’ 

			In truth, she was anything but comfortable. Her throat was a mess from talking in person for the first time in days, and her chest and lungs felt full of lumpy, burning fluid. There would be a heavy price, said her body, and it would be one from which she might never recover. But what other option was there?

			‘Are we beyond its sight? The big ship?’ Opikh Tak scratched his wattled neck, his tone one of only passing interest.

			‘The Truth can fool these crude Imperial sensors with ease. But with their vessels having viewing bays, those inside might still detect us with the naked eye.’ She paused, weighing up whether to continue. ‘Or with something else. Mind-science, maybe, though I think they have powers beyond even that. They deal with things from another reality that we can never understand.’

			‘Approach vector set,’ said the ship. 

			The vile, green-grey coral reef of the thing’s underside came into view on the relay screen, a ceiling of jaw-dropping scale that petered off to a starscape in the far distance. Its shields shimmered, vast walls of light-warping energy that rippled and swam.

			‘On my mark,’ said Shadowsun, ‘all systems power off. Ship-based and personal.’

			‘Acknowledged,’ said Oe-hei. ‘Shutting down.’

			‘We kroot don’t have all that fancy junk,’ said Opikh Tak. ‘We make full use of our bodies, minds, and souls. They are enough.’

			‘How limiting for you,’ replied Shadowsun. ‘Nice gun-tech you have there, by the way.’

			The kroot laughed, long and loud. She found herself laughing with him, then, for a moment. It hurt, but it was worth it.

			The rippling shields loomed, a wall in space that distorted the stars beyond.

			‘And… mark.’

			A moment later, Shadowsun sat in near darkness, the only light on the interior of her suit the faint bioluminescence from the Dal’ythan plankton-strips that lined the upper surfaces of her control cocoon.

			Faith, she told herself. Have faith in the T’au’va. This will work.

			There was a shimmer in front of her, then, pushing through the wall. It came for her, rippling over her knees, her thighs, then her arms, face and torso. Wherever it touched her she felt a greasy, unwholesome shiver. Her shio’he clamped shut in reflex at the unnatural sensation. Then, with a scalp-tingling sense of dislocation, it was over.

			The lights came back on, the ship powering itself up once more as Oe-hei chimed his readiness.

			‘Unpleasant,’ said A’haia.

			Shadowsun ignored them. ‘Contact, pilot?’

			‘Point two decs.’

			‘Good. Weapons free.’ 

			Tak hefted up his long-barrelled anti-tank rifle and peered down its sights. Opposite him, the charpactin drew a series of dull metallic spheres from within the folds of their translucent sheath and squeezed them with their primary mycelium, each globe glowing a dull red.

			‘Ten microdecs till impact,’ said Shimmersky’s AI pilot. ‘Nine… Eight…’

			Shadowsun slid her battlesuit’s master fader up to full yield, checking the response of her fusion blasters and false-charging them to strengthen the haptic loop.

			‘Seven… Six…’

			Opikh Tak took up a gunner’s crouch a few metres back from the rear hatch, his skin paling to match to the off-white colour of the hull’s inner hyperplastic. He kicked a stability stand from the nose of his anti-tank rifle and set it against a ridge of the ship’s interior.

			‘Five… Four…’

			Ven Tah Regah loomed up like a rising iceberg. She moved towards the ship’s rear, cracking her neck to one side and then the other.

			‘Three… Two…’

			At Shadowsun’s side, Oe-hei dipped his rim in a gesture of respect, sliding forwards to take point before the nicassar with the faint shimmer of his force shield rippling white.

			‘One… Impact!’

			There was a hard thud, followed by the awful tearing sound of metal being ripped away. The entire hull slanted downwards for a moment, almost toppling Shadowsun and making a branch of pain flare in her chest. The upper rear of the craft engaged its electromagnetic locks. There was a ringing boom as it clamped hard against the underside of the enemy flagship. Breaching alerts screamed insistently, joined soon afterwards by the urgent blip of the craft’s integrity sensors. Likely the proximity to the weird, rotting alien craft was affecting its systems already. 

			Shadowsun watched anxiously as the circular hatch’s fusion cutters ran their loop, over and over, each circuit delving deeper into the substance of the spaceship. 

			‘May Great T’au’va watch over us all,’ said A’haia.

			A sharp hiss and a gold glow inside the hull indicated the inner airlock had established its seal. The airlock boomed open to reveal the crypt-like gloom beyond. 

			The stench that came for them was foul enough to choke the dead.

			The first through the breach was Oe-hei 3-0, his force shield a lambent bubble in the gloom. Ven Tah Regah was close behind, her long white head swinging to check the corners. 

			Something cackled wetly in the darkness, skittering forward. Shadow­sun caught a glimpse of a slug-like thing on too many legs. The nicassar raised a claw in a gesture of repulsion. Even though it was some ten metres away, the scrabbling creature was hurled backwards by Ven Tah Regah’s mind-science, slimy skin shrivelling and flaking away as it tumbled over and over. A moment later there was a thunderous bang from Opikh Tak’s gun. The nameless thing exploded in a shower of dust and red-pink fluids. 

			Shadowsun was next to enter, her battlesuit sending out sonic pulses into the interior of the ancient ship to echolocate the limits of its internal structure. She blink-slid a permission pulse to the ship’s autopilot, and with a soft clank it disengaged from its airlock unit to slide away into the void. 

			The corridor ahead was a tripartite leaf in cross section, ugly runnels of brackish slop running down the two bottom pipeways, which were divided by a central partition of something more like porous bone than metal. The XV22’s sensors had already built a picture of the way ahead on her command hex. The passageways – all rust-gnawed and unsettlingly organic – stretched out beyond sight into vague, hesitant lines that firmed up as the echoes helped define them into areas to explore.

			‘The bridge is this way,’ she said, stabbing a light in the direction of the ship’s travel. 

			‘You sure?’ asked Ven Tah Regah.

			‘For all their size, Imperial ships are staid. One is much the same in pattern as another. Keep on me and I will see us there.’

			The stanchions, the dripping, rusted roof, the buttresses and reinforced joists, everything about the ship had been abraded and shaped by the passage of time until there was not a single straight line left anywhere in her view. The place was a horrible melange of greens, greys and rusted oranges, all bleeding into one another and with a crimson discolouration like that of infected blood shot through its walls that made them look much as if they were made of flesh rather than metal. As they passed through one vaulted archway at the end of the first pipe-corridor and into a vestibule that led to the second, Shadow­sun saw hideous, horned gargoyle-faces leering down at her, their waterspout faces drizzling nameless fluids onto the scabbed, spongy floor.

			‘This is an unwholesome place,’ said A’haia, their colours shifting uneasily under their sheath-skin. 

			The kroot gave a barking, clacking laugh audible through his beak-respirator, tapping the barrel of his gun in appreciation of the understatement. ‘You are not wrong.’

			‘Evil has soaked it. Saturated it,’ said Ven Tah Regah, her long snout ­wrinkling in distaste. ‘We cannot let it reach the sept worlds.’

			‘It will not reach them, not whilst I still stand,’ said Shadowsun, pressing forward with her fusion blasters raised. ‘We kill its crew, disable its controls, and send it on its way past the Nexus. Set it on a collision course for the system’s sun. Fire can heal.’ She gritted her teeth, surprised at the intensity of emotion rising within her. 

			‘But these ones will all die in white-hot flame.’
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			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			The Nephylum, Nexus nearspace

			‘Something is coming,’ said Opikh Tak, his headquills rattling softly. ‘Smells of foul water.’

			Shadowsun punched up the audio on her pickups. Sure enough, there was a rush of liquid ahead, as if a river had burst its banks. The sound brought back a sense of animalistic panic for her, but she folded it away as if it were just another hex screen.

			‘Tak, A’haia, get up onto the walls as best you can,’ she said. ‘Oe-hei, manifest a moat-field around Ven.’

			‘That will drain my shields at a dangerous rate,’ said Oe-hei, ‘given the sheer size of her.’

			‘Friend drone,’ she replied, ‘you would consider it an imposition to protect a swampgnat unless it was sitting atop my head. Just do it.’

			‘Of course,’ said the drone, flashing an amber light across his rim in a gesture of contrition. Ahead of them Opikh Tak, having wedged his rifle amongst the stanchions and pipes that ran along the upper half of the corridor, was already climbing into the close confines of the ceiling. A’haia was using their mycelium webs to pull up after him. Ven Tah Regah was perching unsteadily atop a bulkhead, an outsized gargoyle in furs with Oe-hei’s shimmering bubble of force around her. Shadowsun set her jets to median, hovering in the heart of the tunnel.

			The rushing sound was louder, now. The smell of the ship’s cadaverous interior, already foul as a mouthful of rotten teeth, had intensified to the point she minimised her olfactory synthetics with a grimace of distaste. The sound of an underground river swelled and grew more all-encompassing.

			Then it came, a torrential swill of bilgewater that plunged around the corner of the next turning in an awful rush. It filled both pipe sections of the corridor to waist height in moments, splashing, gushing and churning. In amongst the morass were green-grey creatures no bigger than Shadowsun’s head, bobbing and spinning, their high voices raised in something like childish glee. 

			The tunnel-river crashed onwards into Shadowsun’s corridor section with splashing, urgent force, spume flying high. She suppressed a shiver, the claustrophobia of her plight under Mount Kan’ji rising up from some deep, buried crypt in the depth of her soul. Forcing herself to focus on the lumpen blobs in the water, she zoomed in on a pair of the fat-bodied, diminutive monsters, their slime-slick balloon bodies suppurating with sores and their emaciated arms waggling as they giggled with idiot pleasure.

			‘What in the name of…?’

			The creatures had to be the extra-dimensional aliens’ equivalent of children. They looked like fat-bodied versions of the disease-things she had encountered at Pekun’s Palace Mosaical. She shuddered again as a realisation came from nowhere. These were the ship’s analogue of hunter-cells in a bloodstream, but in reverse: their role was not to eradicate infection but to ensure that nothing escaped the ship’s bone-deep corruption.

			‘Don’t be fooled by their stature,’ said Shadowsun. ‘These ones look harmless, but they carry diseases, and potent ones at that.’ Her stomach churned at the admission, causing her to stifle a wet, phlegmy cough. ‘Take them down before they touch you.’

			Up amongst the tangle of the ceiling, Opikh Tak tensed to strike, his legs folded amongst the rusting pipes. Suddenly he bent backwards like an acrobat to stab down with a long, wicked-looking knife at the bobbing forms. One after another, he burst the creatures as he jabbed down hard and fast, a merciless scorpion killing its way through a nest of rats. A’haia dropped one of their red-glowing spheres as a clutch of the creatures came in close, an explosion of shrapnel shredding half a dozen of them in the space of a single explosive moment.

			A swathe of the things spiralled and flailed, giggling in a phlegmy falsetto as the current bore them amongst a sudden wall of spume that all but filled the corridor. The revolting little creatures bumped up against her and tried to climb up her suit, but she paid them no mind, for her allies at last were clear. She eye-slid her fusion blasters to the lowest emanation and, using a wide dispersal, bathed the waters’ roiling surface with intense energy, boiling away a finger’s width of water into plumes of discoloured steam. The intense energies caused several of the pimple-creatures to swell briefly into stick-limbed spheres of pallid flesh, many of them making rising whistling noises before they burst in a stomach-churning mess of wet meat.

			Ven Tah Regah clung unsteadily to the corridor’s wall; where the water met the force field it was diverted in an instant. 

			‘Three atop you!’ called the nicassar. The ursine psyker threw out a claw, and a pair of thin screams rang out. Shadowsun saw her primary hexes smeared by a tiny, flabby gut, the echo-locator sensors of her suit spattered by rancid grease and the suit’s audio suddenly unresponsive. 

			She headbutted the wall next to her as hard as she could. There was a spatter of fluid as the vile little thing on her sensor suite burst with a despairing shriek. A sonic pulse shiver-cleaned her visual apparatus – newly optimised by the local earth caste on her specification since the disaster at Pekun. To her dismay, her echolocation suite was still the charcoal grey of death.

			The bobbing, spinning creatures were thinning out. Tak had crawled his way along the ceiling like a cave spider to reach the arch of the next corridor section, his stabbing knife a blur as he lanced down again and again wherever the creatures bubbled to the surface.

			A sense of relief welled up inside her, but also shame. Here, they had faced the least of the foe, and still they floundered. But for Opikh Tak she may have been overwhelmed, sensors compromised once again.

			Is that not why you assembled this team? Her internal voice was kind, for once, its reason dispelling the black cloud of hope­lessness that threatened to engulf her. Is that not the ultimate strength of the T’au’va, recognising that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts? You trusted your allies, and saved valuable ammunition for the real fight to come.

			‘Well fought,’ said Shadowsun as the waters drained to only a few feet in depth. ‘They may have been small, but they were almost certainly highly toxic. This species is its own biological weapon, and it thrives on rampant contagion. We must take care not to let any of these things touch us.’

			‘Too late,’ said Opikh Tak. ‘Even by breathing the air here we risk a living decay. We do not all have sealed suits. As your nicassar friend says, this is a one-way trip.’

			‘I refuse to believe that,’ said Shadowsun, motioning for them to press forwards. ‘I cannot.’

			‘Be alert,’ said A’haia, their mycelium-limbs methodically unfurling the plastic sheath around the weird, fleshy pillar of their fungal form. ‘I can feel minds approaching. Human ones.’

			Shadowsun saw something dark in the water, humanoid but inert. Then another, limbs swilling lazily around it. There were more of the floating bodies ahead, carried by the bilge-current. Some of them were corpses, white and pallid, drifting past with their mouths open wide in rictus screams to let the water swill into their throats. Others still lived, staring and thrashing as they fought to right themselves.

			‘Sleepers,’ said Shadowsun. ‘Infected gue’la. Kill on sight.’

			A pair of wiry, pallid hands shot out of the water and yanked hard on her right-hand fusion blaster, immersing the end in the unclean water. Another leapt up to grab her around the waist and launched backwards, forcing her to plant a foot on the tunnel below or go under completely. She triggered her flechette launcher on a tight loop, the tiny darts whipping out and carving back to detonate at her waist and rip the flesh of her assailants to scattering rags of matter. Her mouth twisting in disgust, she brushed off a disembodied arm that was still clutching feebly at her waist.

			‘Fight on,’ she cried out. ‘We cannot let them stymie us here. We will be overwhelmed.’

			‘Easy to say,’ said Ven. ‘Not so easy to do.’ The nicassar was swiping out at a ragtag crowd of humans sloshing fast through the waters towards her, those long, flat arms like boathooks shredding straw. Each whipping blow tore open a torso, yanked out a clutch of ribs, pulled a red-pink explosion of intestines from a gut. The infected crowded in nonetheless, shifting and splashing as more and more were borne by the brackish river. ‘There are more coming,’ said Ven Tah Regah. ‘If we slow. We will all die.’

			The nicassar lashed out a hooking limb again, the blow tearing the throat out from one slumberer and bowling over the one to its right. She held up a claw, repulsing another two of the sleeping humans with a burst of telekinetic force. Oe-hei held back a trio by himself, a push from his repulsor unit sending them staggering back. Shadowsun sent a beam of fusion energy to meet them, and they came apart.

			One of the slumberers burst from under the water and caught Ven Tah Regah’s taloned hand, snapping it at the wrist with an awful crack. Bone speared through the back of her arm like a jagged knife. 

			The growling scream that ripped from the nicassar’s lungs disturbed Shadow­sun on a deep and primal level. 

			Oe-hei was there in a moment, ramming the blunt edge of his disc into the creature’s throat to send it splashing back into the water, but it was too late. Ven clutched her quill-backed arm in horror, teeth bared in pain.

			More of the slumberers were carried down the corridor towards them. Legs locked in the pipes above, Opikh Tak leaned over backwards as they passed, catching the scruffs of those he could with one hand and slitting their throats with the other, but he could not intercept them all. A new arrival grabbed his arm as he lunged for an escapee that had swirled past him. It yanked him so hard he came splashing down from his ceiling perch in a tangle of rotting pipes. Two more of the creatures grabbed him, and he went under.

			Shadowsun felt something wrap its arms around her waist and pull her sideways with shocking force. She went with the motion, feeling something’s skull crunch as her hip slammed it against the wall to her left. The grip loosened. Righting ­herself, she enlarged a hex limned red to catch her attention, her suit’s sensors picking up a new foe. Approaching them from behind was a pack of slump-shouldered aliens with single eyes and jutting horns, the same species as those they had fought at the Palace Mosaical.

			There was no way out.

			‘Cover your eyes!’ shouted A’haia. ‘T’au’va!’

			Shadowsun engaged her blacksun filter as a cascade of flicker­ing, multi­spectral light pulsed across the tableau of insanity ahead of them. Wherever it hit, the sleepers collapsed backwards as if freed from some twitching, invisible spider’s web, one by one dropping down into the water in a wave of surrender. In twos and threes they floated inert past Shadowsun, several staring blindly, others face down like corpses. In a moment the way forward was clear.

			Then the charpactin’s psychic light bathed them again, the water lit by stuttering violet-and-pink pulses. As one the slumberers awoke. They thrashed and swam, crying as if suddenly bereft. Many of them looked around in sudden, terrified recognition at their plight. One looked right at Shadowsun with a pleading expression, but their strength was gone. The river of slurry was already carrying them away.

			‘You did it,’ said Shadowsun in disbelief, capturing the auto-record for later viewing. ‘Their neural responses are not too far gone for them to be saved. I wish I had known this at Pekun.’

			‘I too wish that were true,’ said A’haia. ‘It is a matter of finding the right brainwaves to affect. But those have dwelt here too long, and carry their own doom within them.’ The charpactin flicked a feathery tendril out at the one-horned aliens approaching from the way they had come. ‘Likely because of these horrors, these nightmares made real. The daemons of the warp.’

			Shadowsun felt a black stone of fear drop into the sea of rage boiling within her. Daemons. How could the ethereals, given their knowledge touched upon all things, keep the existence of such things from the wider castes? And how could the t’au race call itself enlightened when the greatest lie of all hid an entire dimension of sentient creatures from their sight?

			Then the fear and anger were gone; only fiery, killing certainty was left behind.

			‘Daemons or not,’ she said, ‘they will all die.’

			She sent a double blast of fusion energy searing down the passageway. The intensity of the shot burned the first two of the creatures alive. Those behind them simply sank down into the water, their evil, rot-toothed grins disappearing from sight until only ripples remained.

			‘We go on,’ said Shadowsun. ‘There is nothing to be gained here.’

			She pressed forwards, taking them to the next junction, and then the next, recalling the route as best she could from her echolocation sketch before that system had shut down. Then she reached a T-junction, and was suddenly unsure.

			‘We are not even halfway to the bridge,’ she said. ‘And I confess I am lost. Do any of you know the right way? Opikh Tak?’

			Silence, but for the rattle of quills as he shook his head.

			‘Then we must choose a way. Time is of the essence. The gue’ron’sha can call upon worse than even those daemons we left behind.’

			‘I rather doubt that,’ the charpactin replied.

			In her mind’s eye Shadowsun saw, for the seventh time that day, a hideous mountain of rotting flesh rise up before her in the ruined palace grounds of Linat Primau.

			‘I can just sense it,’ she said, almost to herself. ‘We still have the peak to climb.’

			The ship’s lights flickered in response, then went out altogether to plunge them into wet, humid darkness.
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			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			The Nephylum, Nexus nearspace

			They had been pushing through the guts of the ship for what felt like days. Shadowsun’s stablights lit their way, a necessary evil if they were to make fast progress. 

			Every time the dark rivers had flowed past them, they had clung to the walls and ceiling as best they could, legs braced on the top of the two lower pipes to let the unclean waters gush past. Every time a pack of slumberers had stumbled towards them, A’haia had pulsed their strange, multispectral light, and seconds later the diseased humans had toppled to the floor, their faces slack and their eyes wide open. They were making progress, but the ship was vast, and none amongst them were truly sure of the right paths to follow.

			Those few naval ratings that they had encountered had turned tail and run, no doubt to summon their gue’ron’sha masters. Tak was always faster, sniping them with a deafening boom of weapons discharge or bounding after them to cut their heads from their necks. Ven Tah Regah had regained her confidence, broken arm bound tight in a sling that Opikh Tak had improvised from his own leathery jerkin, and repulsed a daemon attack purely through the force of her own mind-science. Every skirmish they came out on top. Still, Shadowsun could not shake the feeling they were losing, and losing hard.

			‘Would I be right,’ said the nicassar, ‘to venture the prospect. That we are utterly. And completely. Lost?’

			Shadowsun was almost glad when Tak, his gangly form limned with light as her XV22’s torches stabbed into the gloom, held up a hand for silence. Ahead was another T-junction, the latest in a series of what felt like a score of the things. She felt a deep tiredness in her bones at the sight. She was struggling to keep her eyes open as the plague inside her chest bubbled and spat, threatening to tear her innards to a dark, bloody soup.

			‘Which way?’ said Tak.

			‘You tell me, kroot,’ replied Shadowsun, her exhaustion so severe she didn’t care it had reduced her etiquette to tatters. ‘You’re the tracker.’

			The master shaper gestured at the brackish stream of slurry beneath them. ‘So much spoor here it’s impossible to tell what leads where. The rivers keep changing direction. It is unnatural. Like the ship wants us to get us lost.’

			‘Is that even possible?’ said Oe-hei. 

			‘Not really,’ said A’haia. ‘But here we are.’

			‘We need more data before going any further,’ said the guardian drone.

			‘So go and get it,’ said Opikh Tak. ‘This place will shut its doors between us, divide us if we spread out. A drone, it might not notice.’

			‘I cannot leave my charges, honoured Tak, even if commanded to.’

			‘We must use our instincts,’ said Shadowsun. ‘There is no other way.’

			A’haia flickered red, pink and green. ‘Surely we cannot risk our entire expedition, and the fate of the sept worlds, on a hunch?’

			Ven Tah Regah nodded her long head in agreement, the claws of her injured arm twitching close to her barrel chest. ‘The wrong choice, and we all die for nothing.’

			Staring at the two passageways before her, Shadowsun found she could not reply.

			Shas half dragged herself to the mouth of the cave network. Starveling-thin and bedraggled, she stumbled towards the blessed sunlight. It hurt her eyes to look at the outside world, and she shielded them with her forearm.

			Part of her was disgusted at what she had become. An animal, a troglodyte, trapped under the mountain by her own need to prove herself. Her own failure to see the trap that had been laid for her. A trap she had blithely wandered into, with her own hubris convincing her she would walk back out just as easily.

			An automatic Kauyon, she thought as she emerged from the cave. No need for a patient hunter to spring it, for she was prey and doom as one.

			And there he was, the orchestrator of her disgrace. A silhouette against the rising sun, cross-legged on his disc-shaped hover throne with an expression of cold distaste on his heavily lined features. 

			Master Puretide.

			‘The mountain finally releases its bite.’ As ever, each phrase was a pronouncement heavy with meaning. His voice deep and unhurried, with no more emotion there than if he were commenting on the weather to come.

			Shas frowned, scrabbling forward into a kneeling posture. She made a clumsy attempt at the student-begging-the-master’s-wisdom, but her hands were shaking, and it was rendered the gestural equivalent of gibberish.

			‘I offer contrition for the length of time it took to escape the snare,’ she managed, ‘and that I did not find the perfect stone you sent me in for.’ 

			Her voice was rasping and cracked, as broken as the skin on her hands. The deepest part of her longed to scrabble right up to Master Puretide and beg like a dog for something to eat. The rest of her clamped down on that animal impulse like a steel vice. She would sooner starve to death.

			‘Attend me, wayward pupil.’

			She looked up at him. In one of his hands, he held a perfectly smooth, disc-shaped stone. As she got to her feet and approached him with all the dignity she could muster, he dipped it in a bowl-field full of crystal water at the arm of his hover throne, and showed it to her. In it, she could make out her reflection, hollow-cheeked and gaunt, but with her eyes as intense as ever.

			More so, perhaps.

			‘The heart of the mountain holds many such gems as this,’ he said, ‘though the wisest student looks past the trappings of the ­physical world. In doing so, they find a deeper truth.’

			‘I see. I am the stone. I was to search for something within myself. The lesson is that I must lose my own rough edges, worn smooth in adversity that I might move frictionless along the river of fate.’

			‘No!’ said Puretide. The word was like a blow to her. Though she did not move a muscle, part of her flinched back like a frightened hound. ‘Only the impudent child presumes to know the mind of their teacher. You insult me!’

			‘I can only offer the deepest contrition,’ she mumbled.

			‘Your body is starving, so we shall speak of it no more. Though if the student attempts to put words in the master’s mouth again, the punishment will be most severe.’

			The master tapped something on the edge of his hover throne. A holo-schematic of the tunnels under the mountain unfolded from a cube of scarlet light until it hung between them both.

			‘You made a choice, in the dark heart of Kan’ji,’ he said. ‘A choice that was not dictated by reason.’

			‘I… I did, yes,’ she said.

			‘And from whence did that conclusion arise?’

			‘From…’ For a moment Shas was at a loss. ‘I consulted something… No, you are right. It was more like something rose up from within. Something from here’ – at this she put her fist on her solar plexus, then lifted a finger to her forehead – ‘rather than here.’

			‘Just so.’ He nodded, heavy eyes fixed on her. ‘Sometimes, when our data and logic is denied to us, we must act nonetheless. And it is in those times that we must reach for something deeper.’

			‘Instinct,’ said Shas. ‘As sharp a hunter’s tool as the bow or the knife.’

			‘Wrong,’ said Puretide. ‘Instinct is of the clay. The guiding hand was deeper still.’

			Shas blinked, wrong-footed. She was dehydrated and confused, and her head hurt like fury.

			‘Faith, girl. Faith in yourself, and in the innate wisdom of the T’au’va that lives within you.’

			‘The ethereals, master, they teach that faith is a concept only for–’

			‘You stand upon Mount Kan’ji, girl! To win victory, one must sometimes leap the chasm without sure knowledge of the landing. Have I not taught you this? It is something only those with the flame of our caste can truly know.’

			She nodded, the dawn of his meaning beginning to break.

			‘Wise as they are, the celestial caste can never understand. That difference is what makes a great warrior, and a visionary military leader. Faith in oneself, and in the knowledge that comes not just from bone, from gut, but from every cell of our being. We of the fire caste are born to fight. We must trust that which lies within, and in doing so, inspire those without.’

			‘Master,’ she said, the coal of defiance flaring hot in her breast. ‘I must ask. What if one acts on faith, and in doing so, makes the wrong decision?’

			‘Swiftness and certainty are weapons in themselves,’ he replied. ‘Kais knows this. Even Shoh knows it, though he clouds his own thoughts enough to blunt them. Any decision, when made with strong words and decisive action, can be the stone that starts the avalanche. Its impetus will gather more power to its side until the enemy is utterly crushed.’

			‘This I see,’ said Shas. ‘Alacrity and surety has strength of its own.’

			‘Your greatest asset is deep thought,’ said Puretide. ‘But it is also your deepest flaw. Your patience can turn upon you. It is not enough simply to wait, and wait again, when a resolution is needed for optimum result. Hone the Kauyon, for it is your gift. But I will teach you, girl, how to strike suddenly from within.’ He banished the holo, turning his throne to stare at the sun as it shimmered the day’s last light in the purple Dal’ythan skies. ‘And if you die in the process, so be it.’

			The hover throne moved down the path, stately and soundless.

			Shas held out her arms in the gesture of the supplicant, grateful that the posture meant lowering her head so Puretide could not see her expression. After she was sure he would not turn around, she went after him, stumbling on the rough rock of the path. The voice of despair and self-hatred within her whispered its cruel, jagged words. He cared for her not at all. She disgusted him. She was unworthy to walk the soil of Kan’ji.

			Another voice came from within, kinder and full of reason.

			So why then had he come for her, and waited for so long?

			Shadowsun straightened her back, fixed her eyes on the sunset and strode to walk at Puretide’s side.

			‘We go left.’

			Her team, clustered around her with their weapons held ready for another attack, looked her way with doubt emanating off them.

			‘Of this you are sure?’ said Ven.

			‘Yes. Trust me. The bridge is to the left. Another few decs and we’ll be there.’

			Opikh Tak leant over to her, detaching his respirator and flicking his spiked black tongue in her direction.

			‘She believes it,’ said the kroot. ‘It is in the air.’

			‘You can taste the truth of her intent through a hermetically sealed suit,’ said A’haia. ‘Miraculous.’

			‘I too have gifts,’ said the shaper, his quill-sheaf bristling. ‘Well-taken from the fallen souls I have killed and eaten in the past. I make better use of them than they ever did.’ 

			‘If you say so.’ The charpactin flashed deep blue and yellow.

			‘I am still alive, for instance. And yes. I can taste minds, if they are close enough.’

			‘So you have some psychic ability,’ said A’haia. ‘Not so rare, in the empire of Great T’au’va. I believe the commander and her shield-machine are the only ones amongst us who do not. Though if you have tasted our minds, you would already know that.’

			‘Yours tastes like oily road-snow.’

			‘How vile.’ The charpactin’s colours rippled violet and red, their fronds bristling something akin to indignance.

			‘Enough,’ said Shadowsun. ‘We are close, I know it.’ She pushed into the dark, dripping corridor ahead, her suit’s lights spearing out. Her team followed without complaint.

			It took the best part of eight more decs for them to find their way out of the tunnel system, but when the corridor flared to join a far larger passageway Shadowsun felt her heart leap. There was a huge arch at the end, malformed daemon-cherubs squatting like caryatid sculptures atop the pillars on either side. They looked as if they had been made from rotten fruit and rusted piping, their tattered crow’s wings a mess of grease-slick feathers.

			Shadowsun’s stealth suit had blended her colouration with that of the walls, and Tak’s skin was practically indistinguishable from them. Even A’haia had changed their colour to match the surroundings. The three crept forwards, slow enough to evade the notice of the strange cherub-guardians. But when Ven Tah Regah and her drone companion made their way towards the archway, the creatures atop the pillars sat up, goggle-eyed. They cackled and squealed in alarm, waving their tiny arms in panic. A microdec later each of them had a kroot throwing knife jutting out from their pallid torsos. Their racket fell silent.

			‘There,’ said Shadowsun to herself. ‘We found it.’ She adjusted the gain on her sensors, the better to see into the cavernous interior beyond the pillars. It was a massive hall lit by dozens of smouldering electrosconces, the nerve centre of the entire gue’ron’sha invasion. 

			The flagship’s bridge.
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			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			The Nephylum, Nexus nearspace

			The starship’s bridge was built like the nave of some twisted cathedral. Giant, armour-clad warlords were stomping around its confines, some of them robed, others holding massive scythes like walking staves. Most were looking intently at the giant, baroquely ornamented viewscreens that formed the ship’s navigational instruments, upon which was displayed the vast circular edifice of the Startide Nexus itself. They were approaching the wormhole portal at speed. To Shadowsun’s horror, the crosshairs draped upon it looked very much like missile solutions. 

			‘Just do it,’ she told herself. ‘Cut off the head. It matters not what comes afterwards.’

			She opened a frequency to the ear-beads of her team. ‘All operatives, we are at the target. Tak and I will go in first, and get as far as we can without notice. When the alarm is raised and all eyes are on us, the rest of you slide in as best you can. Oe-hei, stay with Ven and A’haia. On my signal I want you to replay the sample I edited for you. Ensure as many of them are looking your way as possible.’

			She did not wait for a reply, but slid her thrust/vector suite to minimum lift, just enough to clear the inches of filthy water that swilled around the bridge. Her XV22 drifted left along the wall into a tangle of machinery and primitive, boxy consoles. Her stealth suites worked to blend her into the darkness and sow her jetpack’s soft burr into the ambient white noise of the ship.

			She saw a flicker of infrared movement on her screens as Opikh Tak took up position on the other side of the bridge’s entrance, sliding behind a humming generator until only the muzzle of his kroot gun poked out.

			So far, so good. 

			Divert the shield, and the hidden blade can sink deep.

			To her left, some revoltingly swollen human was asleep at his station. Drool was strung from his black-toothed maw and his eyes were crusted shut. Somehow, his hands were still working the controls with a slick efficiency of motion. The contradiction was so unsettling, so unnatural, it made her limbs feel heavy with doubt.

			She put her fusion blaster to the back of the human steersman’s neck and slid it to minimum discharge. A near-invisible shimmer of energy boiled his brain inside his head. Half his face sloughed away like wax onto the console. For several long moments, his hands still worked away at the machine. Then, much to her profound relief, they slowed, and fell still. The next corrupted gue’la died in the same manner, and the one after that.

			The fourth slid forward with his death, hand brushing against some Imperial rune she did not recognise. There was a flash of light from the main screen as the ship loosed a ruby beam of energy into the void.

			‘Bridgeman Thrunn!’ came a booming shout from the front of the bridge. ‘Why in Great Nurgle’s name are you…?’ 

			There was a sudden clanging, splashing noise from the control dais as the ship’s admiral pointed his long scythe in her direction. 

			‘Intruder! Fenst, bring her down!’

			A creature reared up from the shadow of some hanging chains to rush at Shadowsun, massive and foul. It was the mutant with the blowfly’s head, buzzing fiercely as its mandibles clattered. 

			In front of her, long-fingered claws extended from her assailant’s horribly insectile thorax. Below its barrel chest was a fat abdomen clasped in ill-fitting armour that had split in a dozen places to let bristles of hair and bulging rolls of fat spill out. 

			‘A most unwelcome guest,’ shouted Glurtosk, striding towards her with his scythe gripped tight. ‘But we shall give her a welcome gift to remember!’

			‘That’s it, you fools,’ said Shadowsun. She opened fire with both fusion blasters at once, one spearing beam tearing off the fly-headed creature’s leg at the hip as the other turned its shoulder to slag. ‘Focus on me.’

			The fly-beast screamed, backhanding her with a grotesque, bone-ridged claw. The power of the blow sent her slamming back against one of the control stations. She felt something rattle in her chest, then, a solid feeling amongst the liquid burning of her lungs like something had been knocked loose. The rot inside her was spreading, she could taste it.

			The fly-creature came forward, screeching and buzzing. She put a cluster of flechette rounds into its face, bursting one of its compound eyes to send black liquid spurting in all directions as its mandibles thrashed and clattered an inch from her sensor-head. Pushing away, she got her knee up against its chest and forced it back, but it was too strong; it had grabbed her forearms, and was coming in hard. She rolled back with the momentum instead, triggering her jetpack to reinforce the movement with a sudden blast. Together they shot back hard into the console. Her assailant’s head slammed into a jutting spar of rusted iron, the tip of it bursting from the back of the fly-thing’s distended cranium.

			On a hunch, she shrugged its spasming corpse upright as if embracing it, keeping it between her blasters as she held them out wide. The mutant danced and jerked as the gue’ron’sha at the fore of the bridge opened fire, their mass-reactive bolts thudding in to crater their deceased comrade’s armour and send blossoming gouts of torn flesh high into the air.

			‘A noble act of contrition, friend fly,’ muttered Shadowsun. ‘I believe those little gifts were meant for me.’ She pushed her jetpack to full burn, compensating for the thing’s dead weight, and shifted sideways. A moment later, the dangling chains were between them and the gunners atop the railing-steps at the fore of the bridge. 

			More explosions came, setting the chains dancing wildly. More impacts upon the corpse, its horrible resilience making it an ideal shield. More of the hated gue’ron’sha were drawing a bead on her, and worse still, rot-skinned mutants were massing from the shadows, a menagerie of horrors stalking towards her armed with everything from crude wrenches to primitive tube-like rocket launchers. 

			Two booming shots thumped into her leg in a sudden double-impact, spinning her around and setting her damage control suite alight with an angry-looking red. A rocket on a greasy trail of smoke caught her in the shoulder a moment later, the impact such that it cracked the display screen and tore away a plate of her armour. Her display flashed a warning: MIMIC SUITE COMPROMISED.

			Tank-killer fire. A few more of those, and the XV22 would be cracked open like a shieldcrab’s shell.

			Just a little more time. Then the hidden strike, and the real spectacle will begin.

			Under the covering fire of their comrades the infected gue’la militia were rushing towards her, a great roar of wordless anger erupting from their throats. She moved amongst the chains, boosting high to climb as close to the roof as she could. Any mass-reactive shot that hit a chain would detonate before it hit her, but as to the–

			Another shell blasted through the meagre cover to catch her right in the gut. She felt it, this time, a jarring impact that made her cry out. A three-eyed brute at the back of the bridge was firing at her with a double-barrelled, metres-long cannon like the one she had faced at Pekun. Unhelmed, yet too distant to kill with her blasters, he grinned with far too many teeth.

			There was a sharp crack, and his head exploded in a puff of mist. The echo of Opikh Tak’s anti-tank gun filled the bridge.

			‘Oe-hei,’ she transmitted. ‘Now!’

			‘– – WHO ARE YOU TO WELCOME YOUR NEW KING IN SUCH A MANNER – –’ 

			The words boomed out not from the bridge’s command centre, but now from near the door at its rear – the words of the gue’ron’sha who had called himself Lord Glurtosk, replayed at such volume it cut right through the furore of the bridge.

			It was an old fire caste trick, but an effective one. Hundreds of menials and lesser gue’ron’sha looked around at the deafening pronouncement, for it was their master’s voice, and full of wrath.

			As they watched, A’haia rose up like the dawn sun. Colours rippled and pulsed across the charpactin’s fungal form, odd violet light playing over the motley masses of crewmen, gunners and naval ratings that were swarming their position. 

			For a moment, nothing happened. Shadowsun felt clammy, enveloping fear as the lynchpin of her Kauyon withered and died. 

			Then the gue’la – and even some of the gue’ron’sha amongst them – started to shake uncontrollably. 

			A’haia’s colours shifted once more, this time to a weird, warm red. To a man, the entranced crewmen simply stood there, dropping their weapons and looking up at the ­charpactin with expressions of bliss on their faces. The colours changed once more, bioluminescent light spilling out as mother-of-pearl.

			One by one the crew fell to the ground as if slain on the spot.

			Shadowsun burst out from the chains, letting the corpse of the fly-mutant drop into a cluster of naval ratings who had been sheltered from the charpactin’s light. In a split dec, she had Glurtosk in her sights, her fusion blasters primed to stab out a killing surge.

			The energy blazed around him in a hemisphere, failing to so much as scorch him but at least melting the grille beneath his feet. He laughed, stepping neatly around the collapsing walkway, and raised his greatscythe. Blue-green lightning crackled along its blade – an Imperial disruption field, capable of violently wrenching matter apart with even a glancing blow. 

			He came for her, an ogre wielding a farmer’s tool. Dangerous up close, but she had no intention of letting him get there. Shadowsun discharged another fusion volley, sweeping it up his sternum. The ruinous energies blazed against his force field once more, ineffective. 

			Then the thump-crack of Opikh Tak’s kroot gun came from the bridge’s rear, slamming a solid shot into the side of the charging brute’s helm.

			‘Got you,’ said Shadowsun. She’d seen the kroot gun take down armoured ork warlords more than once. 

			Glurtosk staggered, but did not fall, instead motioning one group of gue’ron’sha to close in around her and pointing another pack towards the kroot.

			‘– – YOU’LL HAVE TO TRY HARDER THAN THAT – – LITTLE ALIEN – –’

			Snarling, Shadowsun spun like a tornado, her fusion blasters whirling in a spiral around her at full discharge. Three of the four bulky gue’ron’sha running to close the noose around her came apart, carved like meat by a laser cutter. The fourth met a tight grouping of missiles, his skull-like head blown into wet, red fragments.

			Their leader was still damnably immune to her fire.

			‘– – YOU THINK ONLY YOU CAN MAKE USE OF A DISTRACTION – – WITCH – –’

			A sudden chill crept over Shadowsun. She boosted high, evading a lancing power spear from her flank and a volley of solid shot from behind her a moment before it laid her open. Glurtosk lumbered forwards, slashing his scythe at her leg to carve away a piece of her XV22’s boot. Alerts blared.

			When the arrow cannot fell the foe, a hidden dagger may prevail. 

			Puretide’s wisdom was stark in her mind. But here, with her mimic suite compromised, and the ceiling of the chamber too close by far, there was nowhere to put it into motion.

			Glurtosk’s scythe came in again. His reach was unreal. She kicked out to deflect it. He angled the blade. It took her foot clean from her ankle.

			CRITICAL ALERT, blazed the suit.

			A moment of shock. Then, with soul-spearing suddenness, the pain was immense. Shadowsun felt a scream wrench its way from her throat as the suit’s internal systems bled a searing layer of caulk onto the wound. Its resinous polymers cured in moments, the pain fading as emergency stimulant injectors flooded her with analgesics.

			‘– – THE FIRST OF MANY PAINFUL LESSONS – –’

			‘I am the teacher this day,’ she said. She watched for the scythe to come in again, looping her fusion blaster behind one of the dangling chains as she hovered above him. Glurtosk swung his weapon overhead, intending to impale her through the torso with its tip. She whipped the chain forwards in response, not to take the scythe’s biting edge, for it would simply cut right through, but to entangle the shaft. The giant iron fetter lashed out, wrapping around the scythe’s boxy power unit and keeping it stuck fast. 

			Like all gue’ron’sha she had encountered, as soon as he had tasted blood, he had become overconfident. And like all gue’ron’sha, he would rather die than drop his beloved blade.

			She dropped hard as he fought to disentangle it, a sudden rush. Her fusion energies had been repelled by his force field, but the gross mass of her battlesuit passed through with ease. She stamped down with her good foot, planting it with every ounce of force her battlesuit could muster in the middle of Glurtosk’s forehead.

			His skull did not give. In fact, he barely moved at all.

			With a glance at her suite, she sent the geological punch-cylinder beneath her battlesuit’s sole shooting out, a sampler-system designed to punch through rock. It bit into Glurtosk’s head like a hardapple corer taking the heart from an unripe fruit.

			At last, he fell, a neat red circle the width of her wrist punched into his forehead.

			Before he had even hit the deck, she cast around, desperate to regain her bearings. There he was, in the shadow of the chains. The last of them. The cowled man, some strange respirator jammed into that awful hole that was as much wound as it was mouth. 

			The branches of the bone tree growing from his spine shivered, glowing softly as he poured some unwholesome green energy into the corpse of the fallen fly-mutant. As she watched the corpse erupted, thousands of finger-sized maggots wriggling out in hideous profusion to sprout long black wings. They sped like a living tornado into the air, thronging by the million, pouring out of the mutant’s corpse as if he were a portal to a dimension populated only by daemon flies. 

			That cannot be, she thought. Is there no terror they cannot manifest? Is the World Without so foul? 

			How can we beat this foe, when we cannot even begin to understand them?

			She launched away from the swarm, but it was already upon her. She slashed left and right with her fusion blasters on wide dispersal, the stink of cooking, unclean meat filling her olfactory relay as hundreds of the flying maggots died with every heartbeat. There were always more, and more besides. A clutch of them slammed into her sensor; she saw blind heads and chomping lamprey maws before her suit blasted them clear. Buffeted, she sought to land one-footed, reasoning it was better to do so on her own terms than be pummelled to the ground by the ever-intensifying storm. In a heartbeat the things were clustering in her engines, climbing and wriggling into every nook and cranny of her armour in their mindless, ceaseless attempts to reach her inside and gnaw her flesh to the bone.

			Alerts flickered and flared all over her command hexes, one by one fading to charcoal black as her suit’s systems were gummed up or overloaded by wriggling biological forms. The exception was the one showing Ven Tah Regah and A’haia. The aliens were chanting something, arms held out as if in benediction as Oe-hei kept them safe in his own shimmering bubble of force. Somehow, the Kindred Souls were keeping the creatures at bay. She increased the hex’s audio, manually cutting out the maddening buzz of the daemon maggots.

			‘T’au’va keep us,’ they were chanting. ‘T’au’va hear our prayer. T’au’va watch over us, T’au’va hear our prayer. T’au’va keep us…’

			‘What are they doing?’ muttered Shadowsun. Her alien teammates were moving towards her, now, a bubble of clean air around them. Even Opikh Tak abandoned his kroot gun – its muzzle stuffed with wriggling maggot-things nesting in its warm barrel – to join the chant. 

			‘T’au’va keep us, T’au’va hear our prayer. T’au’va watch over us, T’au’va hear our prayer…’

			Miraculously, the flying maggot-things recoiled. Though they buzzed fiercely, they would not go near the trio as they chanted. Moving slowly, trusting to sheer faith that no bullets or bolts would reach them, the aliens walked closer and closer until that same strange dome of clean air moved over Shadowsun as well. 

			One by one her systems came back online as the vile maggot-things that had choked them fled from the slow, deliberate chant. Insane as it seemed, their faith in their chant was repuls­ing them.

			Perhaps, she thought, perhaps they have the right of things. Or at least another piece of the great puzzle that we do not. And they have bought me time.

			I will not waste it.

			She magnified the hex with the repulsive seer pouring vile mind-science into the body of his fly-headed comrade, letting loose a cloud of flechettes that sped right for him. They blasted into his resp-mask apparatus to tear it free in a flapping mess of leather, metallic shrapnel and escaping gas, ripping great gouges in his neck and the side of his face as they did so. The gue’ron’sha gave a shrill scream, waving his arms towards Shadow­sun with a manic intensity.

			Scores of humans were teeming forward onto the bridge, now, pouring in from all sides, slumberers as well as naval ratings emerging from archways and sphincter-like openings in the bridge hall’s dark corners. Amongst them were the bandy-legged, pot-bellied monsters that A’haia had called daemons.

			‘We will lose, now,’ said the kroot.

			‘So we make it count,’ came the nicassar’s reply. ‘High commander. Go well.’

			In that moment, Ven’s great paws trembled as she remote-lifted A’haia high into the air. The nicassar shivered with the effort of the telekinesis. A’haia made a sign towards her, then, folding their tendrils into the gestural vernacular for Lhas’rhen’na – shattered jade, the noble sacrifice.

			‘I am your god!’ cried the charpactin in impeccable High Gothic. ‘Look upon me, and be at peace!’

			Hundreds of the gue’la closing in around them looked up at A’haia. They slowed, looking confused, and then simply stopped in their tracks, gazing up with expressions of rapt awe as colours cascaded from A’haia. Even the slumberers gazed up, eyes finally open, expressions of peace upon their faces at last. The daemon-things and gue’ron’sha in the crowd hacked and shoved, but the humans were so densely packed they could not get through.

			One of the gue’ron’sha drew a powered blade and threw it hard, the glittering distortion field leaving whirls in the air. Shadowsun sent her last missile after it to take it down.

			Too late.

			A spray of translucent fluid glittered in a hundred different colours as the charpactin was cut in half at the waist. They shuddered in their death throes, still held high by Ven’s telekinesis to rain fungus-blood all over the bridge floor.

			‘No!’ the nicassar howled, her long muzzle opening wide to reveal a clutch of sharp teeth. She charged forward. Three gue’ron’sha stepped in to intercept, their sidearms barking. She held out her uninjured paw, the claws as long as crackling powerblades. The bolts simply exploded in mid-air. Another volley came in from the command platform near the bridge, but Oe-hei was there in a moment, his own dome of force stymieing them in a cascade of fire. 

			Ven’s claw whipped out again, grabbing one of the three warriors by the breastplate and plucking him from his feet to slam him bodily into the second. She shoulder-barged the third to the ground, her hind-limb stamping down hard to crush his head as if it were no more than a shellnut. 

			Opikh Tak joined her, swinging his infested kroot gun like a glaive. He took legs at the knee and tore throats from under helmets. Together they hacked and slew their way towards Shadowsun, the strength of grief driving them on.

			Something hit her, then, smashing her back down and sending her skidding ten metres through the slop. She felt herself slam against something massive: an arched glassaic window almost a metre thick.

			The fly-mutant was rearing up, three times the size it had been when it had fallen. A confusion of bulging muscle and whipping limbs burst from every gap in its shattered armour. It screamed in a mixture of agony and rage. A cyclone of maggot-flies tore around it, blackening most of Shadowsun’s screens once more. Only her rearmost feed stayed true, fixed on the window at her back – a window that depicted some awful, pagan god-thing squatting before a vast cauldron.

			It looked a lot like the thing she had faced on Pekun. She recoiled at the sight, her subconscious blotting out the memories of the palace fight as best it could. The pain in her chest surged, a boiling soup of acid spilling from a cauldron half-dissolved.

			For a heartbeat, she was back on Mount Kan’ji, sitting by the fire with Kais after her ordeal in the caves. 

			‘I still fear the hungry ghost, Kais,’ she had admitted. ‘But what does it want? What does it fear in turn?’

			He avoided her gaze as usual, in no rush to speak. When he did, it drove a knife into the meat of her.

			‘We ghosts love nothing,’ he said, his black eyes lit by the fire. ‘And we fear only the void.’

			One choice left. Life or death. This time it was not a choice she was making just for herself, nor for her retinue, but every living thing on the bridge of the gue’ron’sha spacecraft. 

			‘Oe-hei! Keep Ven and Tak safe, and close on me!’

			She turned her fusion blasters on the window behind her as the monstrous thing bore down on her, moving them in a wide circle to melt away the side of the spacecraft as a diamond-cutter slices glass. Ancient, impossibly hard hullglass ran like water. Then she threw herself backwards, jets on full blast.

			A chance in a thousand. Less.

			The entire section burst outwards in a spray of armaglass, countless jagged shards sent spinning into deep space as the awful, infinite vacuum took its due.
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			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			Nexus nearspace

			The sudden, desperate pull of space yanked Shadowsun through the hull breach like the hand of an invisible god. Tak and Ven Tah Regah were tumbling after her, a hundred gue’ron’sha in their wake. Already millions of flying maggot-things had been sucked out amidst a cascade of flesh-coloured slurry, the strength of their malice nothing next to the endless might of space. Every living thing, everything not welded or bolted to the deck, was wrenched into the dark, cold nothingness of the void to spin end over end into oblivion.

			The vastness of the gue’ron’sha flagship spun before her to grow smaller, and smaller again. Flailing, desperate humans and gue’ron’sha formed a scattering of movement, a slick of living flotsam spilling from the side of a wounded galleon. 

			Tumbling head over heels, Shadowsun fought the urge to let her disorientation turn to panic. She triggered an urgent distress signal on the air caste’s priority frequency, then course-corrected with her suit’s jets until she had some kind of equilibrium. Though her XV22 was not void-capable in the manner of a Coldstar, it was still a paradise in comparison to the awful, chilling cold that the unprotected would have to endure; already they would be freezing to death. Hopefully, the vile life forms still on the bridge would be dying along with them, killed by the endless cold they had held at bay for so long.

			She called up the vital signs of her allies and drew a net across the spill of bodies pouring out of the flagship to find any possible matches. Many of the corpses-to-be were silhouetted by the light of the Startide Nexus, themselves rendered insects by the shimmering maw of the wormhole beyond. The only way out of this sept-forsaken wilderness to the sanity beyond.

			That, or death.

			Glancing back at the ship itself, she saw the bodies had ceased to spill out of the wounded flagship’s bridge. Something huge and black had sealed the hole she had cut, keeping the ship’s gue’ron’sha masters from an untimely death. 

			Pain shot through her torso, and her heart felt as if it were crumbling to clay at the sight. On the flagship went, making its way towards the wormhole at much the same speed it had kept since its translation in-system.

			It had all been for nothing.

			The stars beyond winked and shimmered, eternity itself calling to her soul, asking her to keep perspective. What was one ship, in the greater scheme of things, or even one empire, let alone a single t’au’s grief? The sprawl of the galaxy was so impossibly vast, it was all irrelevant.

			The fire inside her flickered and failed. 

			What did it matter, in the end? What was the point? Most of this cursed galaxy belonged to the crude humans. Those who ruled through cruelty, not enlightenment. They had already won. Would it really be so bad if she just spun out of control and let the void carry her away to a slow death? Why not accept it, and sink into the inky abyss forever?

			As she let the darkness take her, she heard laughter in the depths of the void.

			Her distribution suite chimed, a note of hope in a universe of nothingness. It had detected a non-human vital sign. Opening one eye, Shadowsun made out the gangling anatomy of Opikh Tak, sitting cross-legged like a guru atop Oe-hei’s broad disc, his claws clutching the rim and his gun tucked under the fold of his waist like a balancing pole.

			She saw another figure, then, spinning in the opposite direction – the giant, ursine form of Ven Tah Regah, turning gently end over end as she floated away from the vastness of the Imperial flagship.

			Unmoving.

			She forced herself to focus upon the nicassar, muscle memory kicking in as she put just enough thrust in to course-correct her tumbling flight through the void. Activating her rearmost sensors, she picked up on Oe-hei: with the drone’s jets flaring, he and Opikh Tak were adjusting their course as well. 

			The nicassar grew large on her screen. Shadowsun reached out and gently grabbed Ven Tah Regah’s ankle, pulling her in close until she could clamp an arm around her waist. Under the dense fur, the creature was surprisingly slight. Yet to Shadowsun’s instruments, she was as cold as a corpse. 

			Oe-hei caught them up before they had drifted too much further into the void. She felt a slight electric crackle on the back of her arms as the guardian drone’s field enfolded her, then heard a ringing triple-tap of Opikh Tak’s knuckles on her battlesuit, loud and sure enough to let her know the kroot was alive and well. The drone’s shield was thin, yet robust, and still had enough captured air from the bridge to suffice.

			For a time, at least.

			‘High commander,’ transmitted Oe-hei as she mag-locked her suit to his rim and swivelled so Ven Tah Regah was within the spherical force field. ‘I harnessed enough of the ship’s atmosphere for Kindred Soul Tak to survive for a time, but I doubt he will last longer than point three decs.’

			She smiled, then, despite herself. It felt like the break of a new dawn.

			‘My suit has supplies enough to last for fifty times that length if needed,’ said Shadowsun, ‘and I can vent enough of it to adjust the levels in your sphere as necessary.’

			‘Excellent,’ replied the drone. ‘Your friend here, however, appears to be without a pulse. Is there much point in keeping the nicassar within my field?’

			‘My scan is incomplete,’ transmitted Shadowsun, playing her suit’s bio-register across Ven Tah Regah with more focus this time. ‘It takes time to register with non-t’au. She might yet be alive.’

			Oe-hei said nothing, his silence somehow more damning than a contradiction.

			‘We must warn the sept worlds the gue’ron’sha are coming despite our efforts,’ said Shadowsun as she ran the scan again. The nicassar’s anatomy was strange, and she was no earth caste medic. ‘Oe-hei, you at least will make it back, of that I am sure. Listen well.’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Firstly, tell the earth caste to make use of the charpactin wherever there is an outbreak of the nightmare plague. Their brainwave alterations can heal was well as captivate. If our allies have any reservations, tell them to do it in the name of Great T’au’va. Use that exact phrasing.’

			‘It is done. Sample compile framed and sent on tight beam.’

			‘My thanks, little one. Most efficient.’

			‘Well, I am an advanced guardian drone.’ Oe-hei dipped his rim happily. Opikh Tak’s eyes widened in alarm at the sudden motion.

			‘Secondly, I formally authorise the sending of a communion drone through the wormhole. It is to deliver as much intel on the threat as possible to the sept worlds. They must be ready.’

			Shadowsun stopped. Finally, there was a blip on her vital-sign register over the scan-hex showing her nicassar friend. The spiking line of a heartbeat flashed, deep and slow.

			‘She’s alive, I think,’ said Shadowsun. ‘Alive, but with very slow vital signs.’ She felt her world brightening just enough that she found it in herself to turn towards Tak and Oe-hei, reaching out to pull them close so they hung on to one another as they drifted on through the darkness. ‘She’s entered into a hibernatory state, I believe, as a response to the ship’s voiding.’

			‘A profound relief,’ said Oe-hei. ‘With such a low metabolic rate, she’s going to use a far lesser fraction of our air.’

			‘I can do something similar,’ said Tak, subvocalising via his audio bead. ‘My kindred learned the lessons of the burrow-fish. We can last through the worst of winters in such a manner. It is something, at least.’

			‘It might buy us a few more decs,’ said Oe-hei.

			‘Then rest as well as you can,’ said Shadowsun. The pain in her foot was gradually building as her suit’s analgesics wore off, her chest was burning, and her heart felt like it would burst if she moved so much as a muscle. ‘I shall do the same, and with the grace of the T’au’va upon us, we will be saved.’

			She closed her eyes, and let her ravaged consciousness fall into deep sleep.
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			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			The Nephylum, Nexus nearspace

			Lord Glurtosk gritted his rotten teeth so hard that three of them burst into powder. His head was pounding with a cluster of black, sight-stealing headaches, and he was finding it hard to think. He had reached up to touch the wreck of his forehead after the battle, and felt great disquiet at the spongy, sloppy ­texture underneath it. Still, he had lived for ten millennia, and Grandfather Nurgle clearly was not done with him just yet. It would heal, his brain would reknit in pleasing new shapes, and another fetching scar would join his collection.

			‘It will take more than a t’au to lay a son of Nurgle low,’ he slurred, taking an unsteady step towards the bridge. Yet despite it all, she had reduced his beautiful command centre to utter ruin. If there were any justice she would already have frozen to death out there in the endless black. He tried to take pleasure in the thought, but his mind recoiled from the idea of being so powerless, so out of control, adrift in the uncaring vacuum of outer space.

			If it weren’t for dear Fenst, or rather what was left of him, perhaps that was exactly what would have happened to him.

			‘How is he holding up?’ Glurtosk had to shout over the shrill whistle of air escaping out into the void and the ship’s emergency systems belching out replacement atmosphere from grille-mouthed gargoyles.

			‘He won’t last,’ said Thurglaine, kneeling in the filth as he scored a string of darkly glowing runes around the breach in the glassaic panel. 

			Looming over the sorcerer was the giant, fly-headed spawn that had once been Bridgeman Fenst. He writhed and screamed, his abdomen stuck thoroughly in the hole cut by the xenos witch. His countless, multijointed limbs thrashed and spasmed as the cold, merciless vacuum of space pulled his innards through the plates of his back and sent them spilling out into the void.

			‘And is the matter in hand?’ asked Glurtosk.

			‘It would already be finished,’ said Thurglaine, ‘had I not been interrupted.’

			Glurtosk was about to bark his irritation, but he swallowed his anger down. ‘A work of art defiled,’ he said, taking in the countless corpses, slumberers and half-comatose ratings scattered upon every console and dais. ‘A tempest, set to rage within a once-loved sanctuary. A fine and vintage–’

			‘Oh, do shut up,’ muttered Thurglaine. 

			Glurtosk turned, indignant. The sorcerer had his back to him now, arms wide, a giant bubble of mucus extending in front of him like a snot bubble blown from some titanic nurgling’s nostril. The bubble was encapsulating Fenst, or rather his forlorn, limp remains, and extending beyond the ship to seal the breach. Somehow, against all reason, it did not burst, but hardened and thickened until it looked more like rockcrete than a mucosal bubble. 

			With some relief, Glurtosk felt his multi-lung relax its frantic, bellows-like pumping in his chest. He took a deep breath of wonderfully foetid air.

			‘Congratulations,’ said Glurtosk. ‘You did something of worth.’

			‘I stopped the ship from coming apart,’ said Thurglaine. ‘What did you manage, again, when the enemy was plunging right into your innermost sanctum? Ah yes, you had a hole punched in the centre of your head, and let her escape even with the jaws of your trap caught around her foot.’

			Rage swelled in Glurtosk’s chest. ‘I endured, as is the way of our Legion, brother. Better yet, I maintained my course.’ He gestured at the Startide Nexus, glimmering before them on the main viewscreen. ‘Soon we shall pass through the portal, and lead our fleet to new glories beyond!’

			‘I would not be so sure,’ said Thurglaine. Behind, the sorcerer’s most loyal Death Guard were shuffling forward, careful not to seem as if they were standing in mutiny, but advancing nonetheless. ‘I have consulted the Soothmask. The way to Grandfather’s grace no longer lies through the hole in space.’

			‘You lie as you breathe,’ said Glurtosk. ‘Look at your precious mask. The witch left it in tatters!’

			The sorcerer put a wizened hand across the wrecked device, his posture changing in a moment. Scenting blood, Glurtosk raged on. 

			‘The canister is breached, and its cowl torn. Surely such a gifted seer can perceive that which dangles around his neck? If it ever held the vapours from Nurgle’s Garden they escaped in the brawl, and were likely sucked out into space! Perhaps you should scurry back to the Night Hag and play at being king there instead. Perhaps your certainty itself is gaseous, and hot air at that.’

			Thurglaine stood as tall as he could, his black and lipless mouth agape. ‘I have a connection to it that you could not possibly understand. You call me a liar? You, who has grown fat off my vision, whilst doing little more than bluster and pose like a strutting bilepiper? You are a disgrace to the primarch and to the Legion.’

			‘I shall ask Mortarion whom he considers most valuable when I see him in person for the sack of the Eastern Fringe,’ growled Glurtosk. ‘Whom will he choose, I wonder? A captain who has delivered Grandfather’s curse to an entire empire, or a meek seer who turned aside at the last?’

			‘You know not what you do. If you go through that portal without a vizier of some kind to guide you, you risk your own demise, or worse, the stasis of the past. Those who fail to learn from history are damned to repeat it. I tell you now, turn aside.’

			‘That,’ said Glurtosk, stepping forward until he loomed over the sorcerer, ‘that I will not do.’

			‘Then I wish you good luck, brother. I feel you will need it. Perhaps one day we shall walk the Garden together. But frankly, I doubt it.’

			There was a blur of light, a stink of befouled ozone as if a bolt of lightning had torn the heart from a rotten tree, and the sorcerer and his warriors were gone.
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			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			Hexpod 5-Ores’Mesma, Startide Nexus, Nem’yar Atoll

			The sterile, chemical smell of an earth caste med-pod filtered into her consciousness. Pain shot through her limbs, her chest. But where there was pain, there was life.

			Then the darkness closed over her once more, and she was drowning.

			Deep beneath Mount Kan’ji, her lungs burned as the underwater river thrashed her to the edge of unconsciousness.

			She was a deer caught in the maw of some gargantuan, invisible crocodile, every turn a death roll, every twist a blow driving the air from her meagre supply. Disoriented, frozen, terrified, she felt her head collide against sharp walls, scraping off patches of skin. Blood floated around her, black as the ink of an octopus in the dark water. She flailed, powerless. Every handhold was snatched away a moment later, a cruel joke against the raw power of the deluge. Her fingers were becoming numb, her limbs leaden. 

			The caves were full, now, the meltwater river’s wrath at its height. She was several days’ travel from the exit, and already her lungs were burning. There would be no reprieve.

			Blackness came for her.

			But within it, there was light.

			A translucent figure with far too many arms, somehow immune to the battering ice water, drifting as calm as a Dal’ythan jellyfish. In its profusion of arms it held objects, amongst them blades, shells, an amphora, a buckler shield. It swam close, its unsettling, blank mask of a face somehow staying inches from hers even as the deadly river pushed her ever on through the darkness.

			‘No… What are you?’ Her thoughts were so loud she swore she could hear them.

			The entity raised its amphora, silvery bubbles drifting from the neck, and let her take a long draught. Not water, but air, blissful and life-giving. Greedy as a newborn, she filled her lungs.

			‘I am the communality of species,’ it said. Its voice was calming, like that of a mother, whilst somehow carrying an edge of threat. ‘I am destiny.’

			‘You are a ghost,’ Shadowsun replied. ‘Nothing more.’

			‘Set against the cosmos, I am nothing, it is true,’ the apparition replied. ‘Though even a seed cast to the wind can flourish. If you will let me, child of hope.’

			They passed a darker patch of nothingness. A moment later, the waters became calmer, less insistent. She could see the glow of the cave-worms once more, their glimmer showing the strange, diaphanous spirit before her in disturbing detail.

			‘How can I repay you?’ she managed.

			‘I simply wish to exist, child,’ it said.

			Shadowsun’s head burst from the surface of the underwater river, and in that moment, the entity was gone.

			The memory faded, a mist of dreams drawn away through the window of consciousness. She opened her eyes, just a crack, to see a dozen screens in front of her. Every one of them was clamouring for attention. Amongst them were familiar faces, and angry ones at that. The sight gave her a headache.

			‘Turn them all off,’ she managed. ‘Whatever it is, it can wait.’

			‘Are you sure?’ came a smooth, level voice from her right. ‘Are you sure that is what you want?’

			Calmstone. Confined to her med-berth, but alive, thank the T’au’va.

			‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘I am sure. It will be all right. Just… have faith.’

			The pain was a little better, today. She opened one of her eyes a crack, automatically looking at the stump of her foot. There was a collar of metal just visible under the skin of her ankle, the neurone bundles waiting for a prosthetic replacement that, in time, would function just as well as the real thing.

			 She sensed a presence nearby. This time, it was a drone that bobbed at her berthside.

			‘Oe-hei,’ she managed. ‘Did Ven and Tak make it back?’

			‘Ah,’ said a familiar voice. ‘I am afraid I am not Oe-hei. But yes. All of your team were recovered by a local air caste sortie under Admiral Horizon­child, save the charpactin called A’haia.’

			‘Oh. It’s you.’

			Oe-ken-yon gave a brief trill of dismay. ‘I can only offer the greatest contrition for what I did, high commander.’

			‘I feel that title may no longer be appropriate. In no small part due to your actions.’

			‘On the contrary,’ said the drone. ‘Commander Surestrike’s forbiddance of your leadership has been reviewed and found counter-intuitive, even in extremis. You have been reinstated by the hand of Aun’La, and Surestrike will answer to you as before, with the Fourth Sphere under the explicit guidance of the Fifth.’ 

			‘Noted,’ she said, masking the great weariness that rose up inside her at the thought. She gestured a tiny circle with her forefinger, and the med-pod revolved, elevating her until she could see the bulky drone before her. ‘Nonetheless. If I had the energy, I’d punch you out of the air, then exile you all over again.’

			‘I see. I am glad you are talking well.’

			‘Well enough to tell you to leave.’

			‘I implore you to let me impart the news I have. It… It is not all good.’

			‘That means some of it is good. Tell me that part, at least.’

			‘Yes,’ the drone said. ‘Your notion concerning the charpactin? It worked. Wherever the victims of the nightmare plague were found, A’haia’s kindred put their unique talents to work, casting out brainwaves as per your comrade’s example held on the XV22’s memory banks. The destructive somnambulism either turned into true sleep, or just ended then and there. It has been called the New Awakening. The resultant plague was completely lifted, whether it affected gue’la or t’au. Those who fell to it are distressed, of course, but healing fast.’

			‘That is well. And what of the enemy ships?’

			‘There, the news is not so good. The enemy flagship that you boarded…’

			‘It reached the Nexus, didn’t it?’ she said. ‘It passed through.’

			‘It did,’ said the drone. ‘The air caste could not close it down in time. There was no killing it.’

			She felt a wet shroud of despair settle inside her, then, dousing what little fire she had left. ‘The sept worlds will pay the price,’ she whispered.

			‘In actuality, that might not be the case.’

			Shadowsun made the sign of unfolding truths so fast that Oe-ken-yon drifted back in alarm. ‘Elaborate.’

			‘Firstly, it was only a trio of ships that passed through the portal, the capital craft and two escorts,’ said the drone. ‘The rest, for some reason we cannot fathom, peeled off for interstellar space. The fleet split, high commander, immediately after you left it.’

			‘It did? That might be enough.’ She paused. ‘But we have to assume it is not.’

			‘As to the second thing. We sent a communion drone through the wormhole, as you requested. But it did not go alone.’

			‘Oe-ken-yon, I swear. The one time I need you to be forth-coming…’

			‘I took the liberty of seeking help from Fio’O Kejata, high commander, in cloning enough of my mainframe to both go, and stay at the same time. Another version of me went after it. A copy, intrinsically linked. Not quite embracing a quantum state, said O’Kejata, but with enough data entanglement to make instantaneous communication possible.’

			‘You went through the wormhole yourself?’ She sat up, the muscles in her abdomen and neck burning. ‘The ethereals would not have sanctioned that, would they?’

			‘It remains a grey area,’ said Oe-ken-yon awkwardly, wobbling his disc in a drone-shrug as if that explained everything. ‘The earth caste did, though, once Kejata had restabilised the wormhole. They work miracles.’

			‘You glorious little bastard. What did you find?’

			‘Once the messenger drone was on its way, my slaved unit passed back through the Startide Nexus. The evidence of the gue’ron’sha ships was entirely absent. Not so much as a drive signature after their passage. On further inspection I was left with only one conclusion.’

			‘Oe-ken-yon, if you make me ask for it, I swear I will rise like the phoenix and break you over my knee.’

			‘They did not pass through at all. They instead went into the interstitial dimension encountered by the Fourth Sphere.’

			‘What?’ Shadowsun felt a smile split her features, and twirled a finger to let the healsphere lean her back. ‘Is that right,’ she said. ‘Thank the T’au’va.’

			‘You must rest,’ said the drone. ‘I shall tell the technicians you are healing well.’

			‘My thanks, little helper. And for the record, I forgive you.’

			Oe-ken-yon dipped his rim for a long moment, his lights flashing slowly. ‘That is good to hear. Is there anything I can do for you whilst you recuperate, high commander?’

			‘You can send Ven Tah Regah and the shaper Tak my best wishes, and debrief them as you have me. I think I shall reassemble that same team again, if they are willing. Perhaps with one of A’haia’s circle-mates accompanying us as a mark of respect.’

			‘Along with Oe-hei and myself?’

			‘I think I could stand your presence for a little longer, yes.’

			‘As you wish, high commander. It is good to see you embrace a team. Anything more?’

			‘There is,’ she said. ‘When I was on Pekun, I gave the earth caste a demolition order to enact after the recovery phase, having them locate and destroy the temples of the auxiliary races’ new faith. I would like to rescind it.’

			‘And will they know to what you refer?’

			‘They will. And they will do it. For the Greater Good.’
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			EPILOGUE

			The Nephylum, Adrift in the warp

			Lord Glurtosk’s head was pounding as he peered morosely through the metre-thick armaglass of the Nephylum’s outer arches. There was nothing beyond but a swirl and shimmer of light. He had found it beautiful in its way, at first, but now it taunted him, combining with his blinding, soul-gnawing headache to put him in the foulest of moods. The wormhole’s interior did not look any different from the tides of the empyrean, as it turned out, so familiar to him after millennia of plying their unkind reaches.

			The sense of triumph he had felt in penetrating the t’au’s wormhole portal had all but disappeared. It had been days, now, if not weeks, since they had passed through. Was not the travel of a wormhole supposed to be all but instantaneous? He found it hard to recall what Thurglaine had said before he had left with his ships for deep space. All sense of time had fled him. All sense of forward motion had ceased.

			‘Bridgeman Vauntos,’ he called out. ‘This non-space we find ourselves in. Are we making progress through it?’

			He had a vague notion that he had asked the question before, and that the query had hung in the air a little longer each time he had asked it.

			‘Technically,’ said the Death Guard steersman through a helm-grille framed by needle-sharp tusks. ‘Technically, Lord Glurtosk, yes we are.’

			He narrowed his eyes, picking up his scythe as his temper burned short. ‘Perhaps you would care to elaborate?’ He gestured at two bifurcated corpses scattered on the grille under­foot, their opened guts already beginning to rot. ‘Or will you be joining Steersmen Vulpex and Obidiak in blissful retirement?’

			‘Our progress through this interstitial space is slowing, my lord. It is as if something is resisting us. Or holding us back. Much more loss of momentum, and we will find ourselves…’

			‘Don’t say it,’ said Glurtosk. ‘Don’t say the word, bridgeman.’

			It blossomed like a corpse-flower in his mind nonetheless.

			Becalmed.

			Glurtosk and his Legion had been lost in the empyrean some ten thousand years ago. It had driven them to the edge of madness, and into the arms of the foulest of all cosmic powers to dwell deep in the tides of emotion that formed the warp. To be back there, forced to endure the slow, entropic rot with nothing to show for it… For the Death Guard, it was far worse than to die in battle. 

			It was a nightmare made real, the worst of all possible fates. 

			A broken shard of glass caught his eye. A section of Thurglaine’s canister. On a hunch, he picked up the triangular, gently curving section of glassware and held it up, looking through it to the warp beyond.

			There was something out there, in the swirls. A vast entity, built like a t’au as much as a human, but with far too many arms. Some of those limbs appeared to have five fingers, others four digits, like the t’au, or the bird-like talons of the kroot. Some ended in ursine claws, or waving tendrils, much like those of the fungus-creature that had worked its spell on his bridge. Many of the hands held blades, but others cornucopias, quills, or patches of flickering light. 

			Where its face should be, it had nothing at all, just a blank cliff of pale flesh.

			‘What are you?’ said Glurtosk.

			A phrase resolved in the turmoil of his mind, like a torpedo coming into terrible focus on a submarine’s viewslate. 

			I am the goddess T’au’va.

			‘No!’ shouted Glurtosk. ‘These t’au are godless!’

			But their allies are not.

			The entity loomed in close, talons each the length of a strike cruiser closing around the Nephylum. Holding it still as a fly in aspic, and keeping it there.

			Lord Glurtosk dropped the shard of glass and screamed until his mind came apart.

		

	
		
			T’AU XENOLEXICON

			T’AU WORD – BEST TRANSLATION

			Aun – Ethereal/Celestial

			Aun’ar’tol – Ethereal caste high command

			Be’gel – Ork

			D’yanoi – Twin moons

			El – Second highest t’au rank

			Fio – Earth

			Fu’llasso – Overly complicated situation (lit. ‘cursed mind knot’)

			Ghoro’kha – Death hail

			Gue’la – Human

			Gue’ron’sha – Space Marine (lit. ‘engineered human warriors’)

			Gue’vesa – Humans who have joined the T’au’va (lit. ‘human helpers’)

			J’kaara – Mirror

			Kais – Skilful

			Kau’ui – Cadre

			Kauyon – Metastrategy of patience and ambush (lit. ‘Patient Hunter’)

			Kavaal – A temporary grouping of contingents (lit. ‘battle’)

			Kor – Air

			Kor’shuto – Orbital city

			Kor’vattra – The t’au navy

			Kor’vesa – T’au drone (lit. ‘faithful helper’)

			Ko’vash – To strive for (lit. ‘a worthy cause’)

			La – Lowest t’au rank

			La’rua – Team

			Lhas’rhen’na – Euphemism for noble sacrifice (lit. ‘shattered jade’)

			M’yen – Unforeseen

			Mal’caor – Spider

			Mal’kor – Vespid (insectile mercenary race)

			Malk’la – Ritual discipline for leaders who fail the T’au’va, often lethal

			Mesme – Combination

			Monat – A solo operative (lit. ‘lone warrior’)

			Mont’au – The Terror – a barbaric time of war

			Mont’ka – Metastrategy of the perfect strike (lit. ‘Killing Blow’)

			Mont’yr – Blooded (lit. ‘seen battle’)

			Mor’tonium – Highly reactive alloy used as key element of ion weaponry

			Nont’ka – Time of Questioning (concept used by ethereal caste only)

			O – Highest t’au rank

			Or’es – Powerful

			Por – Water

			Por’sral – Propaganda campaign

			Rinyon – Metastrategy of envelopment (lit. ‘Circle of Blades’)

			Rip’yka – Metastrategy of cumulative strikes (lit. ‘Thousand Daggers’)

			Run’al – Observation post, small blind or bunker

			Saz’nami – Ethereal honour guard/enforcer of the T’au’va

			Shan’al – Four Ua’sho ‘commands’ under ethereal guidance (lit. ‘coalition’)

			Shas – Fire

			Shas’ar’tol – Fire caste military high command

			Shas’len’ra – Cautious warrior

			Shi – Victory

			Shio’he – Olfactory chasm, t’au scent organ equivalent

			Shoh – Inner light

			Shovah – Farsight/Farsighted

			Ta’lissera – Communion/Marriage/Bonded; sacred ritual for t’au groups 

			Ta’ro’cha – Unity of a specific trio (lit. ‘three minds as one’)

			Ta’shiro – Fortress station (spacebound)

			T’au’va – The Greater Good, corner-stone of t’au philosophy

			Tio’ve – Contingent

			Tsua’m – Middle

			Ua’sho – All forces of a given caste in one location (lit. ‘command’)

			Ui – Second lowest t’au rank

			Vash’ya – Focused on more than one thing (lit. ‘between spheres’)

			Ves’ron – Robotic being

			Vior’la – Hot-blooded

			V’ral – Undercut

			Vre – Middle t’au rank

			Y’eldi – Gifted pilot (lit. ‘winged one’)

			Y’he – Tyranid (lit. ‘ever-devouring’)

		

	
		
			A NOTE ON T’AU UNITS OF TIME

			A t’au’cyr is an annual cycle on the core sept planet T’au (each is approximately 300 Terran days).

			A t’au’cyr is comprised of 6 kai’rotaa (each is approximately 50 Terran days).

			A kai’rotaa is comprised of 80 rotaa (each is approximately 15 Terran hours).

			Each rotaa is broken down into 10 decs. Decs are either light-time or dark-time.

			Most t’au need only 1–2 decs of sleep per rotaa (each is approximately 1.5 Terran hours).

			A microdec is a unit of time approximately equal to one second.

			RETURN TO DRAMATIS PERSONAE
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			Ancient stories, passed from the lips of spirit-singer to spirit-singer, held that anyone who touched the stone would burn.

			Thy hand shall curl and turn black

			Thy back-teeth glow white-hot

			Thy bones crack like fire-logs

			For I have drunk from elder suns

			The songs held that the gemstone was a meteorite. Wandering, semi-sentient. Absorbing the energy of each star it passed. During the War in Heaven, it was said that warriors had used it to channel the gods themselves.

			Trazyn, however, had learned long ago not to believe the absurdities of aeldari folklore. Ancient though their race was, they were still given to the follies of an organic brain.

			Trazyn had travelled the galaxy for so long he’d forgotten what year he’d started. Collecting. Studying. Ordering the cultures of the cosmos.

			And one thing he’d learned was that every society thought their mountain was special. That it was more sacred than the mountain worshipped by their neighbouring tribe. That it was the one true axis of the universe. 

			Even when informed that their sacred ridge was merely the random connection of tectonic plates, or their blessed sword a very old but relatively common alien relic – a revelation they universally did not appreciate, he found – they clung to their stories.

			Which is not to say there were not gods in the firmament, of course. Trazyn knew there were, because he had helped kill them. But he’d also found that most of what societies took to be gods were inventions of their own, charmingly fanciful, imaginations. 

			But though he did not believe the gem channelled ancient gods, that did not mean it wasn’t worth having – or worth the aeldari protecting.

			Indeed, the sounds of a siege echoed through the bone halls.

			Trazyn allowed a portion of his consciousness to stray, if only to moni­tor the situation. Part of his mind worked the problem at hand, the other looked through the oculars of his lychguard captain.

			Through the being’s eyes, Trazyn saw that his lychguard phalanx still held the gates of the temple. Those in the front rank had locked their dispersion shields in a wall, each raising their hyperphase sword like the hammer of a cocked pistol. Behind them, those in the second rank held their warscythes as spears, thrusting them over the shoulders of their comrades so the entire formation bristled with humming blades.

			Perfectly uniform, Trazyn noticed. And perfectly still.

			Exodite bodies littered the steps before them – feather-adorned mesh armour split with surgical-straight lines, limbs and heads detached. His olfactory sensors identified particles of cooked muscle in the air.

			Another attack was massing. In the garden plaza before the temple, where five dirt streets converged, aeldari Exodites flitted between decorative plants and idols carved from massive bones.

			In the distance, he could see the lumbering form of a great lizard, long necked and powerful, with twin prism cannons slung on its humped back. Trazyn marked it as a target for the two Doom Scythes flying a support pattern overhead. 

			Shuriken rounds swept in, rattling the necron shields like sleet on a windowpane. One disc sailed into the ocular cavity of a lychguard and lodged there, bisecting the grim fire of his eye. The warrior did not react. Did not break formation. With a shriek of protesting metal, the living alloy of his skull forced the monomolecular disc free and it fluttered to the steps like a falling leaf.

			Trazyn looked at the pattern of it through the captain’s vision. Circular, with double spiral channels. A common aeldari design, not worth acquiring.

			He sensed a change in the air and looked up to see the first Doom Scythe streaking down in an attack run. At the last moment the great lizard heard it, rotating around its serpentine head to stare at the incoming comet.

			A beam of white-hot energy lanced from the Doom Scythe’s fuselage, tracing a line of flame through the lush undergrowth. It passed through the creature’s long neck and the top third of it fell like a cut tree branch. The great body staggered, heeled, stayed upright. Then the next Doom Scythe lanced it through the midsection and set off the payload on its prism cannons. Cascading detonations tore the creature apart, the purple energy blast throwing the weapons crew hundreds of cubits away.

			Pity, Trazyn thought as he watched the carcass burn. I wanted one of those.

			But he had no time for such side projects. Conch shell horns sounded across the rainforest-girdled spires of the city, and already he could see more great lizards lumbering towards the temple. One rotated a twin-barrelled shuriken cannon towards the sky and began spitting fire at the retreating Scythes. Though they were primitive, once the Exodites marshalled their numbers his small acquisition force would be overwhelmed.

			Cepharil was awakening to defend its World Spirit.

			Trazyn left the lychguard captain’s body, rejoined his consciousness, and focused on the task at hand.

			Before him stretched a long wraithbone corridor, likely salvaged from whatever craftworld these fundamentalists had used to begin their self-imposed exile. Bas-relief carvings depicting the society’s exodus, fashioned from the bones of the great lizards, decorated the walls.

			Trazyn had been scrying for traps, detecting pressure plates and a huge mechanical fulcrum hidden in the masonry. Beyond that waited the cyclopean gates of the inner chamber.

			He finished his calculations and saw the way through.

			Trazyn picked up his empathic obliterator and strode into the corridor.

			Eyeholes in the bas-reliefs coughed, sending clouds of bone darts clattering off his necrodermis. Trazyn snatched one out of the air and analysed the tip: an exotic poison derived from a local marine invertebrate, unique to this world.

			He slipped it into a dimensional pocket and continued forward, sensing a stone shift and sink beneath him.

			A piece of masonry, hammer-shaped and weighing six tons, swept down at him like a pendulum. Trazyn waved at it without stopping, the stasis projection from his palm emitter halting its progress mid-swing. He passed it without a glance, its surface vibrating with potential energy.

			Finally, the gate. Tall as a monolith, it was decorated with exquisite carvings of aeldari gods. A vertical strip of runes laid out a poem-riddle so fiendish, it would stop even the wisest if they did not know the obscure lore of the–

			‘Tailliac sawein numm,’ intoned Trazyn, turning sideways so he could slip through the gates as they ground open.

			Normally, he would have put some effort into it. Solved it by thought, then performed a textual analysis. Trazyn enjoyed riddles. They revealed so much about the cultures that shaped them. But a noemic notice from his lychguards suggested that the Exodites were pressing harder than anticipated. No time for amusing diversions.

			He hadn’t paused to process the meaning of the runes, just fed them through his lexigraphic database and cross-referenced double meanings, inferences and mythological connotations. Even now, he could not have explained what the answer to the riddle was, or what it meant. It was merely a linguistic equation, a problem with an answer.

			An answer that had brought him into the presence of the World Spirit.

			The chamber swept up around him like a cavernous grotto, its upper reaches lost in the echoing vaults of the ceiling. His metal feet sounded off a causeway, its wraithbone marbled with veins of gold. Filigreed balu­strades on either side mimicked the corals of the ocean depths, for Cepharil was a world of warm seas and lush archipelagos. On either side of the walkway, pools of liquid platinum cast watery light across the walls.

			‘Now,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Where are you, my lovely?’

			Before him rose the World Spirit.

			It curved ahead, inlayed into the vaulted surface of the far wall. It too was made of bone, but rather than the old, inert wraithbone of the walls and ceiling this sprouted alive from the floor, branching like a fan of tree roots that had grown up instead of down.

			No, Trazyn corrected, that was not quite accurate. His oculars stripped away the outer layers of the World Spirit, refocusing on the veins of energy that ran through the psychoactive material. Arcane power pulsed to and fro in a circulatory system, racing through arteries and nerves as it travelled to the highest forks of the network and back to the floor. Not roots, then – antlers. Yes, that was it, a great set of antlers, large as a mountain, the points of its forks curving away from the wall. Here and there it sprouted buds, fuzzy with new growth.

			Exquisite.

			Stepping closer, Trazyn appraised the object. The substance was not wraithbone, he noted, at least not entirely. This was a hybrid, a substitute, grown from the skeletons of the great lizards and interwoven with the psycho-plastic wraithbone salvaged from their crashed ship. A gene-sequence scry failed to find where one substance began and the other ended, no points where the ancient craftsman had fused or grafted the two materials together. This was a seamless blend, nurtured and shaped over millions of years, wraithbone woven between the molecules of reactive, but lower quality, dinosaurid remains. A masterwork by one of the finest bonesingers in the galaxy, an act of artistry and devotion that was at once temple, mausoleum and metropolis. A place for the souls of his slain aeldari ancestors to be at rest, united and safeguarded from the hungry gods of the aether.

			Trazyn carried towards it on tireless legs, craning his hunched neck to see where the highest forks disappeared in the darkness of the vault. Once, his own kind had been able to accomplish works such as this. But the process of biotransference, the blighted gift that had moved their consciousness to deathless metal bodies, had also burned away nearly all artistry. His kind were no longer artisans or poets. Those few that retained the knack found their powers diminished. Now they forged rather than created. A work that took this much care, this much love, was beyond them.

			Such a shame he could not take the whole thing.

			Given time he could extract it, perhaps even lock the entire temple in a stasis field and transplant it whole to his historical gallery on Solemn­ace. To have the gemstone in its original context would be a rare coup. But somehow these primitives had sensed the coming of his acquisition phalanx, and there was no time. In truth, he had broken protocol by waking even thirty of the lychguard before their time. Doing so had damaged their neural matrices, making them little more than auto­matons that followed tactical programs and explicit commands.

			But if they could not remember this expedition, so much the better – Trazyn was not supposed to be here anyway.

			He approached the base of the World Spirit – the chamber was a full league across – and beheld the true genius of its creation.

			The structure sprouted from the skull of a predator lizard twice Trazyn’s height, its lower jaw removed and sickle-like upper teeth buried in the wraithbone floor. A glow, like the orange light cast by wind-stoked embers, emanated from the cavities of the creature’s eye sockets.

			Trazyn’s vision stripped away layers of bone and he saw the gemstone embedded in the predator’s fist-sized brain cavity.

			‘A carnosaur. Astonishing.’

			He brushed a metal hand over the skull’s cranium, an emitter in the palm casting electromagnetic radiation through its core. 

			It was old. Older than he had thought possible. Indeed, perhaps Trazyn should have tempered his dismissal of the aeldari tales, for it was indeed a meteorite, and one of extreme antiquity and unknown make-up. He reviewed the spectromantic divination results manually, to confirm its findings. Given the age of the components, their degradation, and the style on the beam-cut faces of the gem, it was entirely possible that it dated from the War in Heaven.

			A delicious shiver passed through Trazyn’s circuitry.

			‘Well met, my dear,’ he said, his cooing tone offset by the hollow echo of his vocal emitter. ‘It is not so often that I meet a thing as old as I am.’

			He was so entranced, in fact, that he did not see the dragon riders coming.

			Deep focus tended to dim his circumspection protocols, and the beasts’ footfalls had been masked via training and sorcery.

			And for all his inputs, scryers, protocols and diviners, the movements of the empyrean were muffled in his senses. When it came to warp sorcery, he was like a deaf man at a dinner table, able to make out words through dampened sounds and lip-reading, but unable to even notice the voices behind his back.

			An interstitial alert flashed in his vision and he wheeled, dialling back his chronosense to slow the world and give himself time to calculate a microsecond decision.

			Scales, claws and sawtooth fangs were about to break down on him like a wave – twenty cavalry riding knee to knee in tight formation, wraithbone lances braced, tattooed swirls on arrowhead-sharp faces. Scrimshawed charms dangled from the halters of their raptor mounts, each leather harness crisscrossing a scaled snout that ended in flared nostrils and hooked teeth. The raptors – underwater slow in Trazyn’s enhanced vision – swung their avian frames low, shifting weight to their bunched haunches in preparation for a final lunge.

			One lance came at him so directly, its tip looked like a circle in his vision.

			Minimal options, none attractive. But his proximity to the World Spirit had at least given him a moment to act as they pulled their charge, afraid of smashing into their venerated ancestral tomb.

			Trazyn slid left, past the first lance tip.

			Before the warrior could swing the long weapon around, Trazyn gripped the haft and tore the tattooed Aspect Warrior from his saddle. He watched the rider’s face twist as he fell from the mount, long hair flying free and hands sheltering his face as he tumbled to the bone floor.

			Trazyn, who is called Infinite, a voice said. It was not audible speech. Nor was it telepathy, to which he was immune. Instead, it was a wavelength of psychic pulses pushing on his auditory transducer to mimic language. One of these riders must be a farseer.

			He ignored it.

			The riderless raptor struck at him, jaws closing on the place where his ribcage met his hooded neck. Trazyn had overcommitted himself and could not dodge.

			You will not keep what you seek.

			Hooked teeth met the cold surface of his necrodermis – and shattered.

			Trazyn channelled kinetic force into his fist and punched the dinosaur in the throat.

			Click here to buy The Infinite and the Divine.
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