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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 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 cruelest 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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			Prologue

			Balance is the key to all things.

			Balance is what keeps the stars spinning through their cosmic paths. Balance can be altruism. Balance can be vengeance. Balance is what keeps the dancer forever on the edge of falling, without ever tipping over that final precipice.

			Ah, the Fall.

			Balance led us here. When the weight of our kind’s pressure on the fabric of the warp grew too great, as we stumbled from one excess to another, the warp itself balanced the universe again. She Who Thirsts was an act of balance; three became four, and we became far fewer. Now we live with the consequences of that balancing in every second of our existence, and we deal with it in our own ways.

			The Asuryani of the craftworlds understand balance to a certain degree, in that they hold themselves tightly to a centre line and rarely permit themselves to stray too far from it. Everything they do is measured, just so much and no more. It is an existence of a sort, for those whose minds prefer rigidity to fluid­ity. The Exodites follow a similar code by a different means, eking out a rustic existence as though isolating themselves from the greatest achievements of our collected peoples will prevent threads of desire from tugging on their souls. Perhaps it does. Both groups trap their spirits in crystal in the end, to keep them from the maw of She Who Thirsts; a largely efficient method, if somewhat lacking in grace. The Ynnari seek to rebalance the balance, by raising their god to eliminate She Who Thirsts entirely. Only time may yet tell how successful or disastrous that particular tipping of the scales will prove to be.

			As for the Harlequins, we prefer the dance. Never-ending movement, applying a touch of pressure here, or a moment of support there. We are always in motion, following the steps of our god in the Great Dance. It allows us to cheat She Who Thirsts, but that is not its only purpose. We are known as storytellers, but we weave new tales as well, and there is no tale so important as the future.

			But there is one group of players yet to be mentioned. The drukhari shun any notion of balance, pretending that they are safe from She Who Thirsts as they sit in the centre of the webway and relive the days of the cults of excess that brought her into being in the first place. However, that in itself is a form of balance, for they are the dark mirror to the rest of us; and besides, the drukhari are not so free as they make out. They are trapped in a world of knives, where a single misstep will see them impaled on the ambitions of another. Truly, the drukhari must mind their balance more than any of us, if they wish to survive their own kind. Who amongst the dark kin can express vulnerability, or affection, without having it immediately used against them? Precious few of them have that sort of power, and even fewer would use it.

			Yet despite that, Commorragh can still be destabilised. When the Prophet of Ynnead arose, a great disjunction shook the Dark City to its core. It clung to existence, but the methods utilised were extreme, even for that kindred of torturers and murderers. The Supreme Overlord of Commorragh retained his position and his city, but at great cost. Asdrubael Vect sought to become a Living Muse, and in so doing… Well, the balance may have tipped too far.

			But who, or what, could balance out Asdrubael Vect? Who, or what, could be the foil to the infinite patience and byzantine schemes of a creature that has sat at the centre of the webway for ten millennia; glutted on power yet ever hungry for more, like Ilhomeraech, the great spider of legend? Not a schemer, not a planner, not someone whose mind works in a similar manner, because such a mind would look at the Supreme Overlord of Commorragh and recognise that it was outmatched. I speak from experience, for I have my own designs, but I must move most delicately around the periphery of his web lest I reveal myself to him, and am ensnared and devoured.

			No, this requires a warrior. A being of action, in perpetual motion. And so, with the scene set, let the dance begin…
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			One

			Lelith’s knives sang a song of silver and scarlet, and she danced to their tune.

			They were on a world. They were always on one world or another, now; either that, or travelling through the webway. Lelith had stopped bothering to keep track of what name the worlds might have had. Kharavyxis always knew, in any case. The Hekatrix of Lelith’s Bloodbrides paid attention to that sort of thing; she believed in the cause of the Ynnari with a fervency nearly as sharp as the razorflails she wielded, and hung off every word uttered by Yvraine, the new religion’s high priestess and self-proclaimed saviour of the aeldari. Lelith wasn’t sure whether Khara­vyxis had committed herself so fully to the God of the Dead because she was desperate to escape the claws of She Who Thirsts, which relentlessly tugged at the soul of every drukhari, or because Lelith herself had led the way.

			It didn’t really matter. Yvraine had brought them here, to another flyspeck world with an unimportant name, adrift in the glittering whirl of stars that formed the galaxy, and Lelith was killing things. That was how life went now.

			She spun and whirled, twisted and thrusted, revelling in the ­sensations: the air passing over her skin as she moved; the lingering caress of her blades as they danced crimson trails across her enemies’ flesh; the solid impact when she drove them home, seeking vital parts with the intimate knowledge of a lover. Everyone – everything – that fell before her came at her with the belief that they would be the one to end her life and cast her soul loose into the uncertain fate that awaited it, and she delighted in proving each individual wrong; only once each, but terminally so.

			She cut her way through an entire mob of gibbering humans, who wailed and flailed and swung their weapons as though any of them could survive getting close to her. Then she was faced with three bipedal daemons, fair-faced and crab-clawed, shrouded in fumes of bitter musk, their forked tongues flickering as they sang songs of sweet sorrow and lustful disgust in attempts to ensnare her. Daemons were trickier; the infernal servants of She Who Thirsts did not live by the rules of the physical realm, and blows that should have struck limbs from bodies or heads from shoulders might glance off without effect, or pass through flesh as though it were mist. However, Lelith had trained in the arenas of Commorragh for millennia, and she had developed her body to the point where she could push the limits of the physical realm herself. These mewling wretches could not stand against her.

			She toyed with them briefly, parrying unnatural chitin and warp-forged steel with equal ease and mocking laughs, but slowing her deadly dance enough to make the beasts think they had her. They closed in, offering up twisted hymns to their mistress and creator, singing of the death they would inflict and the endless torments Lelith would suffer once they shucked her soul from its meat husk. They were mere splinters of their patron, but Lelith could feel the hunger bleeding from them – the hunger and the hatred, but also the fear. She Who Thirsts had been born of the aeldari, and She Who Thirsts was the aeldari’s doom and bane, but few things in the galaxy or beyond ever went entirely one way. The aeldari could, perhaps, turn that fate on its head; that was what the Ynnari sought to achieve, and that was what She Who Thirsts feared. That was why the god’s servants pursued Yvraine and her followers wherever they journeyed, and that was why Lelith was here.

			To fight.

			She feinted a parry, then ducked under a razor-edged claw seeking to snare her wrist and break it. She slashed the weapon in her right hand across one enemy’s thighs, and drove her other knife into the stomach of the daemon on her left while its blow whistled harmlessly above her. She was rewarded by twin howls of inhuman agony, and launched upwards into a backflip in which she cracked the third beast’s head backwards with a blow from her right foot. She landed in a crouch, then sprang immediately back at her prey.

			The daemons were screaming now. Lelith knew their kind: quicksilver fast, and arrogant with it. Insofar as they had any individuality beyond their patron’s will, they delighted in being the first to strike, then slipping beyond their enemies’ reach, again and again, until desperation set in. They would not kill with the first blow, or even the third, or the fifth, unless there was a pressing demand for it. Instead they sought to demonstrate their perfection, and in so doing gave worship to the god that had spawned them. Tonight, however, it was they who faced perfection under the wan light of twisted stars.

			They were found wanting.

			Lelith fought to kill now, her knives darting like glimmering serpents in the dim light. A daemon blocked her blade with the unnaturally hard armour of its claw, and Lelith spun smoothly past it to bury the other into its back. One of the daemon’s kin lunged for her with a shriek of rage, but Lelith twisted aside and the razor-tipped appendage sank into the flesh of the daemon she’d just wounded. Her spin sent her long hair lashing out, and the tiny blades embedded within took the eyes from the third daemon. The beast howled, now blinded, and Lelith gutted the one that had just struck its fellow, then sidestepped the thrashings of the blinded one and scissored her blades together to prise its head from its shoulders.

			Within moments, she had gone from facing three adversaries to one. The bonds that tied two of the daemons into their physical forms were severed, and they dissolved into insubstantial ectoplasm as their true essence returned to the warp from which it had been spun. The last creature, bleeding ichor from the wounds Lelith had slashed across its thighs, attempted to rush her.

			Even hurt, it was still fast. Many lesser fighters would have been overwhelmed by its speed and savagery, but then, many lesser fighters would not have survived long enough to slay two of its kindred. Lelith threw one of her knives overhand, and it burst clean through the daemon’s skull and out the other side. The creature staggered to a wavering halt, but its unnatural resilience kept it clinging to existence for a moment longer. Lelith did not allow it to succumb to death in its own time; she came to meet it and opened the smooth, pallid purple skin of its neck with her other weapon, then yanked her first blade out. Her final foe collapsed, disintegrating as it did so. With no other enemies within her blade’s reach, Lelith took a moment to assess the nature of the battle.

			It was all but over. The forces sent against them by She Who Thirsts had never been enough to wipe the Ynnari out, but they did not need to be. The Ynnari were flesh and blood, despite serving the God of the Dead, and although the energy of the fallen could enervate their living comrades, Yvraine’s followers had a limited number of hands to wield weapons. Their adversary, on the other hand, had virtually infinite resources. It could spawn new daemons from the warp, especially now the galaxy’s reality was more unstable than ever, and there was never a shortage of sentient mortals that were willing to give themselves over to the service of the Dark Prince. The Ynnari’s foe might not have gathered enough strength in one place to spell their final destruction, but it could wear them down drip by drip, and death by death.

			Besides which, Lelith knew well enough that there was only really one death that truly mattered, in terms of the Ynnari’s galactic importance.

			Yvraine, the Emissary of Ynnead, wielder of the Crone Sword Kha-vir, which was carved – according to legend – from a finger bone of the goddess Morai-Heg. It was her rebirth in Commorragh that had announced the arrival of the Ynnari as a power, and it would take her death to truly end the Ynnari sect, for she was the one who inducted new members into their ways. It was Yvraine who had severed the craftworlders’ reliance on their waystones, and it was Yvraine who had lifted the burden of the soulthirst from the drukhari. Lelith had felt that sensation herself, when the nagging, lingering ache at the corners of her soul had finally yielded before the whispering power of the God of the Dead. She Who Thirsts was sucking at the edges of Lelith Hesperax’s mind no longer, and the Queen of Knives no longer needed to feed herself on the pain of others to stave off her soul’s gradual degradation.

			It was almost amusing, Lelith reflected, watching Yvraine’s distant figure pirouette gracefully under the broad branches of a gigantic tree and sever the head of a four-armed monstrosity, just before its own blade could find her flesh. Yvraine had removed the part of Lelith’s being that required death and suffering to sustain itself, but in the process had recruited her as a bodyguard. It was just as well that Lelith Hesperax had never fought simply in order to feed her soul. She was the greatest gladiator in the galaxy, and it was not the pain of others for which she had always truly hungered, but a challenge. Yet here she was with the Ynnari, killing daemons and mortal pawns instead of seeking out the most dangerous foes in the galaxy to prove herself against them, with her only challenge being to keep a priestess alive until her desperate prophecy came true.

			A flight of reaver jetbikes screamed past, their underslung splinter rifles spitting toxic shards and felling the last huddles of humans who had not yet thrown themselves on the weapons of the Ynnari. Lelith spun her blades in her hands to shake loose the remaining ichor, then replaced them in their sheaths and began to cross the field of carnage.

			The Ynnari were disparate, but cohesive; diverse, but one. Every aeldari background was represented, from the traditionalist ascetics of the craftworlds to the hedonists of Commorragh; from the rustic recluses of the Exodite clans to the gregarious, mercurial corsairs; even the sinister mirth of the Harlequin troupes had a presence. Each brought their own histories, unified behind Yvraine and Ynnead.

			The sea of Ynnari around Yvraine parted in front of Lelith in the same way that fish shoaled away from a predator, and she swaggered through them with all the poise and confidence she had worn when striding out onto the sands of the Crucibael, the combat arena of her Cult of Strife back in Commorragh. Lelith was not Ynnari, not truly, and everyone present sensed that. The majority accepted it because they had no choice in the matter, and who Yvraine chose to keep close to her was the Emissary’s own business. The few who might have some sway raised no objection because only a fool would drive away a fighter of Lelith’s quality without an excellent reason. They considered her a tool to be used for their purposes, and they were not the first. The rest, however, just made sure they got out of her way.

			Lelith’s Bloodbrides fell in behind her – two dozen of her most skilled wyches, who had followed her from Commorragh in search of the promised refuge from the attentions of She Who Thirsts, or the same sort of challenges that had drawn Lelith herself here, or even out of whatever passed for loyalty amongst the drukhari. Lelith was one of the brightest stars of their race, after all, and there was plenty of glory to be found from standing in her light, so long as one was not foolish enough to seek to depose her.

			‘Lelith,’ Yvraine greeted her, turning to her as she arrived. The Emissary of Ynnead was dressed in rich robes and an ornate, half-sun headdress, and carried with her all the weight of her god. She was a far cry from the vicious and reckless warrior who had challenged Lelith in the Crucibael on that fateful night in Commorragh, and whom Lelith had left to die following a knife-thrust to the chest. That had been a calculated insult on Lelith’s part – to wound her enemy mortally, but not to end her life then and there, so that a lesser combatant would be the one to finish the job. Lelith had wondered many times what might have happened had she killed Yvraine cleanly; many times, but never for long. If she paused to consider what might have happened had she killed all her victims in a different manner, let alone not killed them at all, then she would be stationary for centuries.

			‘Yvraine,’ Lelith replied. ‘I see we have been found again.’ She did not try to hide her sneer. ‘I assume we are fleeing once more.’

			‘Continuing a search is not fleeing,’ Yvraine corrected her.

			‘Then what is it?’ Lelith demanded. ‘When will you admit that this “search” is fruitless?’ she added, although she stepped closer and lowered her voice a little; other aeldari considered Commorraghans to be cruel and callous – not without good reason – but that did not mean that the denizens of the Dark City did not understand the delicate balance of social interaction. Indeed, it was critically important to know how not to give offence in a place where being slowly skinned alive was not just an object lesson, but provided nourishment to your tormentors. ‘We know what we need, and we know where it is, and we know we cannot get to it.’

			‘You should mind your tone,’ the Visarch said, his voice emerging hollowly from his helmet. Lelith glanced at him and snorted. He was fearsome with his blade – Asu-var, another of the five Crone Swords – but although he had previously held the rank of exarch and klaivex, Lelith had faced both before and triumphed.

			‘We know that our adversary claims that the final Crone Sword is beyond our reach,’ Yvraine replied levelly, showing no more reaction to the Visarch’s words than Lelith had, for she had long outgrown her former teacher. ‘I am not prepared to believe it until I have exhausted all my options. Our people have lived for a hundred lifetimes with the threat of She Who Thirsts hanging over our heads – we can afford to wait a little longer before we surrender all hope.’

			Lelith bristled. ‘I do not surrender, but nor will I persist in folly. You promised freedom from She Who Thirsts–’

			‘And I have given it to you,’ Yvraine interrupted. Lelith smiled crookedly at her.

			‘You have taken the soulthirst. All you have given me is the promise of a grey nothingness when I die, of time trapped in service to you and your dead god until such time as you die. What happens then, Emissary?’ She cocked an eyebrow. ‘Can Ynnead protect us from She Who Thirsts if you have died before you have properly awakened him?’

			Yvraine did not answer her, but the gyrinx lurking by her legs mewed mournfully. Lelith eyed the creature with disdain, and not a little distrust; a lifetime in Commorragh had bred in her a loathing of anything connected to the realm of the psychic. Such foolishness was a sure way to attract the attention of She Who Thirsts into the webway where the drukhari hid their souls. Asdrubael Vect, Supreme Overlord of the Dark City, would enact his swiftest, most vicious sanctions against anyone even suspected of engaging in such activity, because if there was anything he valued more than his power, it was stability.

			Of course, both had been challenged by the rise of the Ynnari. Yvraine’s violent rebirth, fuelled by the power of a rousing god, sparked the latest disjunction to have rocked Commorragh, and there was little Vect hated more than any suggestion that he could not protect the city over which he claimed authority. Then too, there was the fact that the Ynnari’s seductive promise of a life free from the soulthirst had lured drukhari away from Vect’s dominion, including a drukhari as notable as Lelith Hesperax herself. There was a reason why She Who Thirsts was not the only one sending assassins after Yvraine. Oh yes, Asdrubael Vect might have offered Lelith’s Cult of Strife an alliance with his Kabal of the Black Heart, but Lelith saw it for what it was: a leash. A gift was not a gift if it could be taken away, and what could be taken away could not be relied upon without it becoming a weakness. Yvraine had offered Lelith – and indeed all aeldari – something that Vect could not, and that made her a threat to his power in both the short and long terms.

			‘I came with you because you promised me freedom from our doom, and challenges worthy of my abilities,’ Lelith said, placing her hands on her hips and looking Yvraine up and down. ‘It seems that you cannot offer me the former, and the latter has proved to be flat and flavourless.’ She sighed. ‘Daemons do not even truly feel pain, and their anguish is short-lived.’

			Yvraine’s face did not visibly move, yet the expression of disapproval was somehow impossible to miss. Had Lelith any of the latent psychic abilities of her non-Commorraghan kin, she could probably have bathed in the Emissary’s disgust.

			‘I took the soulthirst from you,’ was all Yvraine said, a simple statement of truth, but laden with judgement nonetheless.

			‘You do not have to be thirsty to enjoy a drink,’ Lelith said with a smile. ‘Spare me your simperings. It was not so long ago that you were carving up victims in Commorragh to feed the hollow in your own heart.’

			‘I have changed my path since then,’ Yvraine said frostily.

			‘You changed it before then, too,’ Lelith agreed. ‘Thrashing around as you tried to find your way. Who is to say you won’t change it again? I, however, have always known who I am. And I,’ she added, stepping closer than was required for confidential words, and well into the realm of physical imposition, ‘am growing bored.’

			‘Bored,’ Yvraine repeated flatly.

			‘I seem to recall that you fancied yourself my equal once, before I killed you,’ Lelith said. She reached out and began to wind a tress of hair from Yvraine’s topknot around her left forefinger. It was only hair, but it still felt flat and dead, as though the breath of Ynnead had sucked every semblance of life from his priestess.

			‘I have changed since then, too,’ Yvraine said, her words now barely above a whisper.

			‘Have you changed enough, I wonder?’ Lelith pressed. ‘You have a wonderful new blade, but we both know that the weapons do not make the warrior. If I can’t get what I want from you, perhaps I should take what I can.’

			’It would be a shame for the Ynnari to lose a fighter of your ability,’ Yvraine said. There was no tremor in her voice, and no fear upon her face. She gave every appearance of believing that should she and Lelith fight again, the outcome would be different, and that was an intoxicating draught indeed. Lelith had fought plenty of fools who had no concept of how far she was beyond them, and plenty of those whose fear of her had defeated them before the fight had even begun. The notion of a worthy opponent who knew Lelith’s skill but was not cowed by that knowledge was a tempting one.

			‘And it would be a shame for the aeldari to lose the one leading them to salvation,’ Lelith replied softly. ‘But it would only be a shame if she can do what she claims, rather than staggering around the galaxy in denial. Otherwise, I might be doing them a service by removing a ­cowardly charlatan.’

			Yvraine sniffed. ‘I hear the whispers of the dead in every waking moment. If you think a few barbed words from you can drive me to act against my own better judgement, you are sorely mistaken.’

			‘I don’t rely on words,’ Lelith said with a laugh. ‘Find a way to do what you promised, Emissary. Otherwise, we will cross blades again.’

			She turned and walked away with her Bloodbrides at her back. Once more the crowd of Ynnari parted in front of her, and re-formed behind.
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			Two

			There was an ancient aeldari temple on this world, long since abandoned and ruined. It was for this that Yvraine had led her followers here, and now she, the Visarch, and her other close advisors and lackeys combed the ruins, seeking guidance and direction. Lelith left them to their wandering. She had little interest in the follies of the past, and no patience for the follies of the present. Destroying Slaanesh was a cause worthy of her time, and an achievement that would see her name exalted far beyond even her current glory, but Yvraine only knew of one way to achieve it short of the entire aeldari race perishing, and that was to unify the five Crone Swords. However, with the last of those relics now apparently locked away within the Palace of Slaanesh itself, that avenue seemed to be closed. Lelith could not see how the carved scrawlings of aeldari dead for ten thousand years or more could help.

			Those pilgrims not directly involved with Yvraine’s scrabblings had settled and made themselves as comfortable as they could within the temple’s old bones. Lelith picked her way past tiny, floating fusion generators that filled whole chambers with light and warmth, and around crackling campfires tended by fur-clad former Exodites, who kept one hand on their weapons and regarded her distrustfully. This was only to be expected, since the forces of Commorragh sometimes found amusement in pillaging the worlds of their rustic kin, and even the unifying cause of Ynnead could not dispel all the habits of centuries of life. She walked past lean-tos constructed from spars of broken wraithbone and folds of shimmering cloth, and mirrorfields that enclosed entire areas within a bubble through which neither light nor sound could penetrate. They provided no physical barrier, though. Lelith stuck her head through one to see what was happening inside, and withdrew with a grin on her face.

			Here and there ran aeldari children; a relative rarity in most societies, although less so in Commorragh, where haemonculi had perfected the growing of the half-born in amniotic vats to replace the victims of the Dark City’s cannibalistic ways. Lelith watched two raven-haired youngsters – of Exodite origin, judging by their garb – playing a complicated game involving running, dodging, and throwing a psychoactive ball back and forth with a bald child who was almost certainly originally from a craftworld. One misjudged their throw, and the ball sailed high and wide, arcing towards Lelith’s head.

			She caught it, and the glimmering rainbow sheen surrounding it winked out immediately. It felt dead in her hand, somehow less than inanimate.

			‘You see?’ Lelith said to the children, smiling. It was not a friendly smile, and the trio backed away from her instinctively. ‘It takes more than a god to remove our differences.’

			She threw the ball back. The craftworlder edged forward to pick it up, whereupon it pulsed into beautiful life once more, but none took their wide eyes from her. Lelith snorted. In Commorragh, such unguarded weaklings would have been prey for even the least of the predators – both drukhari and beast – that wandered its shadows. Here, they had nothing to fear from their own kind.

			Except, of course, being misled. The craftworlders and the Exodites had their waystones, ready to be inserted into the infinity circuit or the world spirit after their deaths. The Harlequins surely had their own ways of cheating She Who Thirsts, although Lelith had no idea what they might be. The drukhari solved the problem by putting off death for as long as possible, replenishing their souls from the suffering of others to maintain their youth so long as they could find sufficient nourishment. Each culture had their own way of keeping their souls safe from their species’ doom, but there were no waystones hanging around those children’s necks. Their future was being gambled on the words of a single revenant; a revenant with power, it was true, but being powerful was not the same thing as being right.

			Lelith turned away and continued her patrol. She had little concern over the fates of three whelps, and whether or not their souls were saved after they died. The old haemonculus Yukor had overseen Lelith’s youth, but there had been no gentle parenting from him, no coddling or protection. He had been charged with raising a new generation of slaves, no more and no less; they had to reach adulthood to be properly useful, but no one was concerned about how they got there, or overly bothered in what condition they reached it.

			Lelith and a few others, the ones with spirit and backbone and cunning – Morghana, Dhaimul, Rhudraex, a handful more – had broken free to carve their own names into the world, but that was all part of the process. The best became predators in their own right, new warriors or wyches or hellions, or anything else in Commorragh that required independent thought and viciousness of mind. The rest became the drudging classes, those too weak to do anything but serve others until their bodies or spirits broke under the strain, or were simply harvested so that their torment could nourish their betters.

			Lelith did not patrol to protect others as such, but to see if anyone or anything dared her knives. The Visarch had stationed lookouts, but some threats could evade even an attentive aeldari. Lelith had slain at least a dozen would-be assassins since she joined the Ynnari, each with a blade or a bullet or poison meant for Yvraine. If nothing else, the repeated attempts on the Emissary’s life presumably meant that She Who Thirsts remained worried about the rising of Ynnead, so maybe there was still some hope in the cause. Or perhaps, Lelith reflected, as her feet took her past the ruined main doors and out under the starlit sky, it was folly to attribute the logic of a mortal, even one as long-lived as herself, to a ravening deity of pain and pleasure that existed in a realm of thought and energy.

			She frowned. She might not have the psychic awareness of her milk-blooded kin, but Lelith Hesperax knew when she was being watched from out of sight. She drew her blades. Someone else might have kept them in their sheaths, so as not to be seen as fearful. Lelith couldn’t care less about such things; she was the cause of fear in others.

			‘If you know who I am, you will know that it is unwise to try to take me unawares,’ she said, turning on the spot. Her knives glinted in the starlight.

			‘I am not certain that such a thing is possible,’ came the reply from above her, and a figure dropped down from an intact part of the temple roof. A greatcoat flared out around it as it fell, but it was not this that slowed the new arrival’s fall at the last moment so it dramatically and gracefully touched down in a dancer’s stance, legs slightly crossed with one in front of the other. Lelith caught a glimpse of the flip belt around his waist, and nodded in understanding. Understanding, and a modicum of respect. Lelith might scoff at the stiff ways of the craftworlders, and the painfully primitive lives of the Exodites, but the followers of the Laughing God were a different matter.

			‘Greetings, Queen of Knives,’ the Harlequin said, advancing towards her. He moved like a living weapon, every step a half-bounce with the tension of a coiled spring, his arms keeping perfect balance with gentle sweeping motions that looked equally ready to form a motif in the air or begin dealing death. He should have looked ridiculous, but Lelith knew a fellow predator when she saw one.

			‘And you are?’ she asked. There was always a small bloom of pleasure in being known – the Dark Muses knew that Lelith missed her name being chanted by tens of thousands of entranced spectators in the Crucibael, as she danced death amongst ­whichever hapless captives or foolish upstarts had been thrown out onto the sands that night – but she was also weary of everyone knowing more about her than she knew about them.

			The Harlequin swept into a low bow, knees bent, with one hand clutched to his chest and the other reaching for the stars. When he straightened, his raised hand passed down over his face and snatched away the grinning, ornamented mask that had been obscuring his features.

			‘Prydian Wraitheye,’ he said smoothly. ‘Troupe master of the Masque of the Silent Dusk.’ His voice was not the powerful and commanding oration that Lelith might have expected, but smooth and soft. He sounded like woodsmoke, and aged liquor. His features were blunt, with a broad chin and full lips, and his skin was creased both by laugh lines – only to be expected, from a follower of Cegorach – and by the scar that ran almost the full way down the right-hand side of his face. Where it passed over his eye socket, a dead, unseeing white eye stared out, twitching to match the movements of its twin. His hair was a glistening crest of darkness which would have been virtually colourless to many observers, but eyes used to the gloom of Commorragh could pick out the deep, rich indigo in its shadows and shifting highlights.

			His greatcoat was white, but the interior – visible in the turned-back cuffs and high collar – was patterned with the same lozenges of gold and white that covered his right leg and the left side of his torso, while the other half of his bodysuit was a solid black. The hilt of a sword protruded above his left shoulder, but Lelith knew he would have other, less obvious weapons secreted about his person.

			She sheathed her knives anyway. Harlequins were hardly predictable, but Lelith had a feeling that he had not sought her out in order to try to kill her. Which was almost a shame, since she would have relished the challenge.

			‘Are you here to join the Ynnari?’ she asked. Harlequins had guided and fought alongside Yvraine’s followers, but unlike the rest, they rarely took the Emissary’s gift and abandoned their old ways. The Harlequins seemed to stand with Ynnead, but apart. That made sense to Lelith; according to legend, Cegorach never had the strength to fight She Who Thirsts, and instead relied on trickery to outwit her. Assisting a new aeldari deity to rise and destroy his ancient enemy for him must seem like a wonderful jest to the Laughing God.

			‘No,’ Prydian said, a small smile tugging at his lips. ‘We are here to dance.’

			Even the drukhari would watch the performances of the Harlequins, despite them bearing little resemblance to Commorragh’s usual entertainments. Lelith had seen them many times in her life, but no two troupes were the same. Nonetheless, it was impressive how well they could portray emotion, sorrow, and agony when in a room of beings that depended on those things being pried loose from other living creatures in order to survive. Perhaps it was that curiosity which meant the drukhari still welcomed their strange, travelling kin into the nightmare realm of the Dark City – the sensation of experiencing something that felt so real, but which provided no nourishment. It was almost a purer form of the experience, and certainly whetted the appetite for the real thing.

			A space had been cleared within the temple and a great many of the Ynnari travelling with Yvraine had gathered to watch, including Yvraine herself, who apparently considered this to be worthy of putting aside her obsession with ancient carvings. The stage area had been draped with sheets of ­mnemonic cloth that would shift between patterns and images to provide the backdrop. It was a relatively simple trick, but somehow far more effective than the most elaborate scenery that might be employed by lesser players. Harlequins lived their parts when onstage, and that vibrant, uncomfortable sincerity swept out to envelop everyone in the room, bringing them into the tale so that the merest suggestion planted vivid images in the mind.

			The music struck up and the first players emerged, gliding across the floor with a grace that made even a drukhari wych look like one of the galaxy’s clumsy lesser species. Lelith’s knuckles tightened involuntarily; she had spent so long perfecting herself that she could not see the beauty in another without wishing to break it and prove herself superior.

			She restrained the impulse, and the dancers moved on untroubled, spinning and whirling while the cloth backdrop took on motifs of blossom. They were performing the tale of Ailluin and Namashel, an old legend from before the Fall, one of beauty and heartbreak, love and treachery. Ailluin soon emerged from the chorus; it was a male depiction in this case, although Lelith had seen the character played differently. He was a young romantic, desperate to experience the burning flame of love.

			A synchronised spin of dancers, a costume that shifted colour and pattern, and suddenly a player who had until a moment before been a faceless chorus member was Namashel. Where Ailluin was bold and strident, even reckless in his movements, she was reserved and contained, but drawn towards him. However, every time Ailluin turned towards her, the side of her costume that faced him became as plain and unremarkable as the rest, while the side hidden from his view retained its patterning. No matter how Namashel danced, or where she placed herself, she could never make Ailluin see her true self. He sought immediacy, and he could not see the potential in her movements.

			A hush spread through the room, and the dancers faltered as a new character emerged. This was Merellian, an ice spirit. She was beautiful and graceful, but cold and merciless. She spun across the stones of the floor, matching her steps to those of Ailluin. They began to spiral towards each other, fire and ice; but of the two, ice was mightier, and it would quench fire’s flame before it could be melted in turn.

			Ailluin broke away from Namashel without even realising she was there, as he sought to thaw Merellian’s heart with the heat of what he thought was his own true love. His steps grew ever more ambitious as he tried to prove himself to her, but Merellian withdrew from him further and further, leaving him to attempt feats of even greater daring and foolishness.

			Namashel pirouetted, and Lelith felt her desperation and sorrow like a physical blade in her chest. The blossom background had faded; now it was growing greyer and darker, interspersed with tiny points of light. This was the Cave of Sorrows, where the brilliant but rash Ailluin would venture to retrieve the first light of the universe and finally, as he saw it, prove himself worthy of Merellian’s love. Namashel knew that this was folly, but her love for Ailluin drove her to try to stop him despite the risk to herself, despite the fact that she knew he would not love her for it; that he would in fact hate her for it, and would only see her act of love as one of jealousy.

			Lelith knew how this story ended, of course: Namashel saving Ailluin from the cave’s guardian spirits, but losing her own life in the process; Ailluin comprehending her love for him only after she died; Ailluin realising that all the great deeds he had performed to win over Merellian had been in vain, for she was an ice spirit and could never love, and that she had never truly understood his intentions. Beneath the story’s pain and sorrow was the message that there were no shortcuts to achieving something worthwhile, no matter what it might be, and that even the most impressive works were worthless unless the one performing them knew why they were doing so. The drukhari saw it as a children’s tale, or worse, as a morality story for craftworlders and their ilk. Life in Commorragh was one of pain and desperation, clawing to survive; if you saw a shortcut then you took it, and you stamped on anyone else trying to follow you. Similarly, great deeds were their own reward. No one cared why you had done something, or what your intentions had been when you did it, merely whether it marked you out as either potentially useful or a potential threat.

			Lelith sighed, and waited for the inevitable conclusion. The Harlequins knew their craft, she would give them that; the performance had plucked at emotions she had thought long since withered and burned away. Perhaps that was the reason the drukhari tolerated the Harlequins and their japery, to experience things that the Dark City had no other way of providing.

			The performance changed.

			Suddenly the dancers were everywhere, out in and amongst the audience, whirling and twirling, darting and tumbling, taking on the role of the guardian spirits and making the audience feel Ailluin’s fear before Namashel arrived to offer him hope and heartbreak. Not a few of the crowd shrank back, because who would not, when you saw one of the murder-acrobats of the rillietann coming at you? The Harlequins were aeldari, and many times across history they had been the saviour of their kin as they arrived unheralded and unlooked-for to turn the tide of a war, spring an ambush, or launch a strike to decapitate the foe’s leadership. Their motivations and purposes were shrouded in uncertainty, however, and there were grim tales of the butchery they could leave behind them when the Laughing God so willed it. They were smiling killers, as likely to use blades as they were to employ warnings.

			Lelith unsheathed her own blades in readiness, ready to move if any of the Harlequins came near Yvraine. The Emissary herself still sat enthralled by the performance, and although the Visarch’s expression was not readable through his helm, his stance gave no indication that he saw a threat. Both had lived in Commorragh, but neither had been born there, and distrust was not bred into their bones in the same way.

			There. One of the dancers changed direction with a speed that only a Harlequin could manage, and flipped towards Yvraine. There was not yet any indication that this was an attack rather than part of the performance, but Lelith was not interested in waiting to find out for certain. She drew her arm back to cast one of her knives–

			And found her forearm seized.

			She whirled around, stabbing with her other blade without hesitation or question, only for her blow to be turned aside by the flat of a sword. She had a fleeting glimpse of an otherworldly mask, then Merellian attacked.

			It was Prydian Wraitheye – Lelith recognised that within an instant – and the troupe master moved like liquid lightning. His blade was not an extension of his arm, it was an extension of his will, a flickering shard of death that reached for Lelith with the hunger of the most soul-starved wretch in all of Commorragh. He had a Harlequin’s grace and speed, but as Merellian he employed little of their customary flamboyance; there was murder in the false face he wore, and his focus was absolute. It was like fighting a nightmare made flesh.

			However, Lelith was of the Dark City, and she had consider­able experience of nightmares.

			Wraitheye’s sword had the reach, but Lelith had two weapons to his one, and her reflexes were just as sharp. They duelled across the floor, going thrust for thrust, parry for parry, each coming close to landing telling blows on the other but each a hairs­breadth away at the last moment. Lelith gave no more thought to Yvraine; a moment’s inattention would cost her own life, and she was not Namashel, to sacrifice herself for the sake of another.

			Slowly, Wraitheye gave ground, and Lelith found a grin spreading over her face to nearly match that which masked his features. Here, at last, was a true challenge; one such as she had not experienced for many years. The Harlequins were amongst the deadliest of the aeldari, and their leaders – the Great Harlequins – were amongst the deadliest of the deadliest, but Lelith Hesperax was not just Wraitheye’s equal; she was very slightly his better. She began to lose herself in the dance of their combat, her knives spinning and flashing as they chipped away at his defences, forcing him to fight more and more conservatively as his attacking options diminished, until he could do nothing but prevent her blades from finding his flesh. He managed to carve himself a microsecond of space, then sprang upwards and away, a vaulting backflip which ended with him landing elegantly in the middle of the stage area. Lelith was after him in a moment, muscle and sinew doing the work for which she lacked his flip belt, determined not to surrender her advantage.

			 Their blades clashed, slipped off each other, clashed again. Lelith slashed out with a gutting blow that nicked the fabric of his bodysuit, twisted her head aside so Wraitheye’s return blow took nothing but a single stray hair from her topknot, then pressed her attack once more. She was aware of other Harlequins closing in around her, but none were joining the fray; Lelith had not fought in the arenas for centuries without develop­ing the peripheral awareness to know exactly when someone was in range of her blades and, conversely, when she was in range of theirs. Still, there was something naggingly familiar about the pattern in which they were arranging themselves, and also something missing…

			Namashel. The dancer playing Namashel had become a faceless chorus member once more, but Ailluin was still present, and Lelith was fighting Merellian. Here she was on the stage, dressed in the same black as that to which Namashel’s suit would fade once her life was ended.

			The bastards had drawn Lelith into the centre of their performance in order to kill her, but Lelith had no intention of dying.

			‘I am not Namashel!’ she snarled. Wraitheye rolled away from her, came to his feet again and spread his arms, and his mask flickered. Just for a moment, he wore a bleak rictus with a cold, cruel expression, framed by curtains of pitch-black hair. It was a stylised likeness, and one the rest of the audience would probably not recognise even if they had seen it in that moment, but Lelith knew those features. She, unlike most drukhari, had seen them in person many times.

			Lelith sprang forward with the deadly speed that had spelled the end for so many opponents in the arenas of Commorragh. Wraitheye was a superlative combatant, but he was still flesh and blood, and he was not flawless. The desperate sweep of his blade at her neck height was a little too slow, a little too telegraphed; the momentum of the cut carried him around and, for the first time, slightly off balance. It was a nothing of an error, something that he would recover in the space between one heartbeat and the next. It would have been invisible to any observer other than the one with whom he was locked in combat, but Lelith was here, and she saw his mistake because she had drawn him into it.

			She took the steps without thinking, slipped behind him, reached out with her left hand to press his throat forwards and downwards onto the blade of the knife that she brought up in her right to kiss the skin of his throat–

			–and the music died with a final chord of triumph and sorrow. The mnemonic cloth faded into pale blankness, and the dancers’ costumes returned to whatever passed for normal amongst Harlequins, as the fury of their dance was replaced by frozen stillness.

			Wraitheye laughed.

			It was low and soft, like his voice; the laugh of someone who has found amusement where he did not expect it. However, he was a servant of the Laughing God, and Lelith had no trust left for what a deity might find amusing.

			‘You dance very well,’ Wraitheye said, his throat still pressed against her knife. ‘I, for one, am glad that the performance ended when it did. The rillietann are lesser for every day in which you are not one of our number.’

			‘Did Vect send you?’ Lelith snarled into his ear. She ached to spill the troupe master’s blood – to have fought so hard without the death of another to show at the end of it was a frustration, a pent-up tension for which she craved release. More than that, though, was the insult. His mask – Merellian’s mask – had adopted Vect’s aspect for a moment, and that had surely been a message for her. Had the Supreme Overlord of Commorragh dispatched these most unlikely of agents to end her life? And yet, the Harlequins had not swarmed her from all sides, as would surely be their best chance of killing her…

			‘So he would like to think,’ Wraitheye said. ‘But we do not dance to another’s tune.’ He cleared his throat. ‘My companions would take it as a kindness if you did not slay me.’

			Lelith’s lip twitched. She should kill him, to make it clear that she was not to be trifled with, but she was surrounded by his troupe. The compulsion still pulled at her – to exact revenge for her wounded pride and test herself to the limit, even if that limit meant her destruction – but she fought it down. She had left Commorragh and joined the Ynnari in order to do great things, and she had bested a Great Harle­quin, but that would mean nothing if she was slain by his followers. She had a dead god to raise, and a living god to kill, and she could do neither of those things if she was dead herself with her spirit lurking somewhere in Yvraine’s consciousness.

			She pulled back reluctantly, keeping her knives ready in case this was all a trick. Prydian Wraitheye turned, returning his sword to its sheath on his back, and his mask changed once again, flowing back into the incomprehensible mirth of the Laughing God.

			 ‘I will not be trapped,’ Lelith said, cold and hard and low.

			‘The jest is not that the trap is set,’ Prydian Wraitheye said, his voice buoyed by quiet mirth. ‘The jest is in warning you of the trap’s existence, to see what you then do.’

			Lelith snorted. ‘So you pretend you have no agenda?’ She twirled one of her knives, pointedly. ‘Don’t insult me.’

			Wraitheye inclined his head slightly in acknowledgement. ‘With you absent, the Dark City is in need of balance.’

			‘And you care for the wellbeing of Commorragh?’

			‘We care for the wellbeing of all aeldari,’ Wraitheye said, his voice now completely serious. Then the Masque of the Silent Dusk turned and slipped away through the temple ruins like shadows fleeing from a moving torch, leaving Lelith Hesperax clutching her blades and her fury with equal ferocity. She nearly turned and lashed out when she sensed someone approaching her from behind, but it was merely Yvraine.

			‘What did they say to you?’ the Emissary demanded. She seemed angry that the Harlequins had spoken to Lelith, yet had not spared her a word.

			‘Harlequins amusing themselves,’ Lelith replied shortly. ‘You know that Cegorach drives them to do strange things in pursuit of mirth.’

			She sheathed her knives and walked away.
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			Three

			‘You are certain of what you saw?’ Lelith said to Zela Elynna, one of her Bloodbrides, as her Raider skimmed through the grey non-space of the webway. Yvraine had not denied them permission to leave, but then Lelith had not asked for it, either. She had taken her Raider and her two Venoms and opened the planet’s webway gate, and the guards Yvraine had set on it valued their lives too highly to try to stop her.

			‘Completely,’ Zela replied. ‘It was the rune of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night, on the breast of Ailluin. Only for a moment, but without question.’

			The Cult of the Thirteenth Night. While no other wych cult was as prominent as Lelith’s own Cult of Strife, the Cult of the Thirteenth Night was one of their largest rivals. They had a particularly strong contingent of reaver jetbike riders and hellions, and favoured swift, overwhelming attacks that relied on ferocity to carry the day rather than cunning or strategy. They were voracious predators of realspace, and their arena shows were immensely popular. In many respects, Lelith was prepared to admit that they were practically her own cult’s equals. The difference mainly came down to two crucial factors.

			The first was Lelith herself. She was not just the greatest wych of her time – potentially the greatest to have ever lived – but the finest gladiatorial combatant in the galaxy. To be sure, there were greater generals and more cunning tacticians, and those more skilled in the art of actual warfare. However, when it came to the clash of blade against blade, and will against will, Lelith was unequalled. She had spent centuries fighting the best the galaxy had, emerging not only alive, but largely unscarred. Someone being able to mark her flesh was a notable occurrence, and she kept the imperfections as reminders rather than have a haemonculus smooth them away.

			Everyone in Commorragh knew her, and indeed feared her. Seeing Her Excellence the Queen of Knives perform in the Crucibael was the pinnacle of drukhari entertainment, and the wealthy of that gigantic, fractal city flocked to it night after night, purchasing tickets with captives, gems, slaves, rare and exotic weaponry – anything the cult desired. Other shows from other cults existed, of course, and still pulled in tens of thousands of spectators, but nothing could truly rival the Cult of Strife when Lelith took to the sands.

			The other factor was Vect.

			Supreme Overlord Asdrubael Vect was, in many ways, everything Lelith was not. Lelith met her adversaries face to face and blade to blade, seeking to prove herself their superior. Vect sat in the shadows and wove webs of puppet strings, meticulously turning one potential foe against another with carefully cultivated praise here, a withdrawal of favour there, and hints and tricks and traps in which his true intentions were never clearly shown. Vect had access to some of the most terrifying weaponry in the galaxy should he require it, but his preferred method of warfare was through servants and proxies, and not letting his enemies know he desired their heads until the moment they were served up to him.

			Vect had seen the strength of the Cult of Strife, and desired it for his own. He could not truly take command of it – the Overlord of the Dark City might in theory control all the drukhari, but the kabals and the cults and the covens stood apart from each other specifically to maintain the supposed balance of power which kept Vect in position – but he could forge an alliance, and Lelith had seen no reason not to agree. Internecine warfare in the streets of Commorragh bored her, and the patronage of the Kabal of the Black Heart ensured that she had less need to think about protecting her cult’s assets against the work of others, since who would dare act against the most powerful cult and the most powerful kabal?

			So she had allowed Vect to woo her with honeyed words, and pretended to believe the admiration and professions of friendship that dropped from his ancient, pallid lips, and had gone on with her life as she chose. If Vect sometimes called upon her cult for warriors, what of it? Lelith had no shortage of them, all wishing to prove themselves, and she herself had no objection to wetting her knives at the Supreme Overlord’s direction so long as he did not overreach himself and become too demanding.

			However, she then left Commorragh to pursue the dream of the Ynnari, and measure herself against the champions She Who Thirsts sent after Yvraine. Vect would have been quietly furious that his greatest prize, his mightiest gladiator, had taken up a cause which he had publicly condemned. None of the assassins that had targeted the Ynnari had been there for Lelith, but she suspected that those sent by Vect would not have had instructions to spare her should she get in their way. Her departure was one of the few things that had the potential to make him look less than all-powerful, less than all-knowing.

			Vect wanted her back in Commorragh; Lelith knew that had to be true. He wanted her playing the role of his glorious pet, a dangerous creature he kept on a gilded leash to tear out the throats of those he deemed needed to die. He wanted everyone to see her strength and know that she was beholden to him, and thereby make himself look stronger by association. Lelith had never resented that, because she had no designs to rule, and Vect’s influence had made her life easier, not harder.

			But now, if the Harlequins could be believed – and that was a pertinent question – then Asdrubael Vect was laying a trap for her. The dance had portrayed Lelith as Namashel, rushing in to save another from their doom, which was unlikely to say the least. The guardian spirits of the Cave of Sorrows were traditionally inexorable and mindless, taking their toll on any intruder without fear or thought, but Wraitheye’s mask had been clear that Vect was the danger, and his mind was bent on her. If he could not have her as he wanted her, then he would kill her. The Cult of the Thirteenth Night as Ailluin, though…

			Lelith drummed her fingers on the Raider’s rail, thinking. Vect was extremely dangerous, and she could not allow herself to start second-guessing everything simply because his hand might be directing matters. That was the way to distraction, and for a fighter like Lelith, anything less than total focus would lead to death. She would tackle this head-on, and see how the blades fell.

			‘Your excellence,’ Kharavyxis addressed her, bowing low. Lelith snorted and signalled for her to straighten. None of her Bloodbrides would abase themselves in such a manner unless they wished to say something they thought she would not wish to hear, which, ironically, just made it all the more likely that she would object to what they had to say.

			‘Out with it.’

			‘Should we be here?’ Kharavyxis asked. Drukhari did not tend to show fear, since weakness invited predation, but the hekatrix could not hide the nervous twitch of her throat. She had faced down ravening ork chieftains, Asuryani Aspect Warriors and the heavily armoured, gene-crafted brutes of humanity’s Space Marines, but now she feared to ask a simple question of her cult’s grand succubus. Lelith was half-flattered, half-disgusted.

			‘Why should we not go where we choose?’ she asked languidly, stretching the moment out for her own amusement.

			‘You are a champion of the Emissary, your excellence,’ Kharavyxis said haltingly. ‘She needs you by her side.’

			‘She has other champions,’ Lelith said, flicking her fingers dismissively.

			‘None so skilled as you,’ Kharavyxis declared, and Lelith laughed.

			‘A bold claim,’ she pointed out, ‘when one is a Phoenix Lord and another is the avatar of a god.’ Lelith had seen Jain Zar only fleetingly, because the Storm of Silence did not sit around fires or share wine. She appeared when she was needed, and then vanished again. As for the Yncarne, it truly did appear when needed, erupting from the corpse-strewn battlefield with the fourth Crone Sword in its hand – a presence of terrifying cold that could suck the souls from living bodies – and cutting down those that stood against it. Perhaps Lelith would one day test herself against either or both of them, but she had not done so yet.

			Kharavyxis opened her mouth again, but Lelith reached out and caressed her hekatrix’s jaw with fingernails honed to a scalpel’s sharpness, and Kharavyxis’ lips pressed together instantly.

			‘Hush,’ Lelith crooned. ‘Hush, and listen. I know you follow the Ynnari path, but I merely walk beside it. It suits me, for now, to help Yvraine cheat death, but I have not surrendered my purpose to hers. All the same, have I not committed the Cult of Strife to her cause?’

			Kharavyxis nodded as much as she dared, with those razor-sharp shards holding her jaw.

			‘So it makes sense, does it not, to make sure that things are functioning as they should with the cult?’ Lelith asked. ‘We can offer little further aid to Yvraine should it have been brought low in my absence. Besides, the Ynnari’s quest has stalled, and Yvraine has found no way forward. There is time for me to see if the Harlequins have lied.’

			She tightened her grip slightly.

			‘You have three choices, hekatrix. You can be thrown off this craft and go running back through the webway to the Ynnari, challenge me for leadership of the cult, or do as I say. Are you Yvraine’s creature, your own, or mine?’

			‘Yours, your excellence,’ Kharavyxis said immediately, lowering her eyes. Lelith nodded in satisfaction.

			‘Good.’ She lowered her hand and turned away. She might not have Vect’s thirst for utter control, but Lelith needed to know that she could count on what was hers. It had taken her many years and much bloodshed to achieve her prominence in Commorragh. She had no intention of throwing it away to become a weapon with no autonomy in the ranks of the Ynnari; merely an ambulatory pair of knives who could be ignored because she had no followers. Lelith was largely content to let others do as they would, so long as they did not get in her way, but she wanted options for when they did.

			‘Let us see,’ she said, as a giant webway portal loomed up in front of her Raider, ‘what the Dark City has in store for us.’

			Weapons fire.

			Commorragh was not one city; it was a splintered mass of cross-patched sub-dimensions, all within the whisper-thin space where the webway hung between the material planes of realspace and the roiling, hostile energies of the warp. It was nowhere and everywhere, near everything but close to nothing. Commorragh was not linear, its realms were not universal, and it was in no way sane. It was lit, if such a word could be used, by the darkly glowing orbs of captured suns. The night-lands of Aelindrach were gloomy even by drukhari standards, and it was there that the shadow-beasts known as mandrakes lurked. The Old City was home to ranks of the myriad forges and armouries that furnished the kabals, cults, and covens with weapons to launch raids on realspace. The Port of Lost Souls was the greatest spaceport, with mighty webway gates that opened onto tunnels spacious enough to accommodate even the largest drukhari starship; and so on and so on, every new bubble of reality throwing up new sights, new horrors, new ways in which the weak, the foolish, or the unwary could lose their lives or their freedoms. Few things were constant across Commorragh, but respect for – and fear of – the sigil of the Cult of Strife was one of them.

			Which made the weapons fire now tracking Lelith and her escorts all the more confusing.

			‘What are these fools playing at?’ Lelith snarled. One did not exit the webway straight into High Commorragh – not unless one was Asdrubael Vect, with his private ways – and so they were skimming through Sec Maegra, the Null City: hundreds of miles of shanty towns clinging to the uneven contours of Commorragh’s artificial surface, and the theatre for near-permanent war between innumerable drukhari street gangs. Kabals sometimes came here to recruit new members from the most vicious, but this was a savage area of whatever weapons could be scrounged or traded, and there was no loyalty amongst the dregs that populated it. Even a minor cult could send a force to leave the streets running red with blood over an insult, safe in the knowledge that although vastly outnumbering the attackers, their victims would never band together sufficiently to mount significant resistance. The splinter fire coming up from the streets posed little enough threat to Lelith’s vehicles, or even to their occupants so long as none of her Bloodbrides leaned over the railings and exposed themselves to it, but for the filth beneath her to even open fire on craft displaying the sigil of the greatest wych cult in all of Commorragh…

			‘Take us down!’ Lelith snarled, drawing her blades.

			The Raider dipped, and the Venoms followed suit. Lelith gave no order to open fire, but none was needed; splinter cannons began to spit their poisoned payloads, and scrawny, rag-clad figures fell by the handful. Lelith stepped up onto her Raider’s prow and stood there for a moment with her arms outstretched, a knife in each hand and her long, blood-red hair whipped out behind her by the sheer speed of her vehicle. Then she simply stepped sideways, and dropped.

			She hit the ground and rolled, coming up to plunge her blades into two different chests and end the lives that beat within, then turned like an archon’s promise to apply her knives to another unfortunate standing open-mouthed just behind her. Her blades took his hands off at the wrist first, sending them tumbling to the ground still clutching his ancient, nicked splinter rifle. Before he had even found the breath to scream, she had removed his left ear, his nose, and opened a wound in the front of his thigh. She flung out her left arm and her blade flew through the air to pin another wretch to the wall behind them, entering under the clavicle and emerging above the scapula. Then, as the victim in front of her finally began to make a noise of pain, Lelith slashed her other blade across his throat. It was not that deep a wound; in fact, he might have been able to staunch it with cloth for long enough to seek out whatever primitive chirurgeon or failed outcast of the haemonculi covens might exist here. However, Lelith had left him no hands with which to do so, and yet he still tried to clutch at his wound with stumps that were themselves gouting blood.

			She closed her eyes for a moment, savouring the sweetness of a soul in pain. She had not needed it since joining the Ynnari, and she would not normally lower herself to butchering prey that had no hope of fighting back, but prey that had no hope of fighting back did not usually open fire on her. Commorragh was a city of risk and reward, but there were some gambles only a fool would take.

			The streets were clearing, and fast. The Cult of Strife might now invite attack, for some reason, but Lelith Hesperax was a different matter altogether. The only ones not to flee were the dead, the dying wretch in front of her, and the one squirming in desperate agony as they tried to free themselves from the blade which had sunk deep into the structure behind them.

			Lelith crossed the street to the struggling drukhari without hurry, spinning her other blade in her hand. The victim in question had redoubled her efforts, but she was skin and bone wrapped in cast-off cloth pieces, and clearly lacked the strength to move the blade that held her in place. She shut her eyes and whimpered in terror as Lelith crossed the last few paces between them at a run, and pressed the other knife up against her throat.

			‘I am going to ask you a question,’ Lelith murmured. ‘Answer me clearly and truthfully, and I may not kill you.’

			You could not offer a drukhari a quick death, not as motivation. She Who Thirsts waited beyond that final curtain of blackness engulfing their vision, and the torment their souls would suffer there would be worse than anything inflicted on them by mortal designs. A drukhari would never beg for death to end their suffering, because they knew it would not do so; they would claw and spit and fight to stay alive, even wrecked and ruined, even when all seemed hopeless. It was one of the reasons why the despair of other species had that slight extra edge of deliciousness, because when driven to the extremes of pain they would desire that final way out, and withholding it made them suffer all the more. A drukhari at least knew that if they were still alive, you were not doing the worst to them that was within your power.

			Lelith’s new victim nodded hastily, sobbing as their movement sent new pain shooting through them from the blade transfixing their body. Lelith flicked the butt of the knife, and smiled at the agony it produced.

			‘Why invite doom upon yourselves by attacking me?’ she asked, over the other drukhari’s mewling.

			‘We didn’t know!’ her plaything protested desperately. ‘We didn’t know it was you!’

			‘Why attack at all?’ Lelith demanded. ‘Why risk the wrath of the Cult of Strife?’

			‘He watches everything,’ came the reply, hitched with agony. ‘If we let you pass without acting, he would know. He would think we were aiding you, he would come for us!’

			‘Who?’ Lelith snapped. ‘Vect?’

			The wide, terrified eyes were all the reply she needed. Only one drukhari was fearsome enough to tie the tongues of the subjects of the Dark City.

			‘He has declared war on the cult?’ Lelith asked, placing one hand on the end of her blade. She didn’t twist it, but sometimes the threat was enough.

			‘No!’ Her victim swallowed, trying to bring moisture into a mouth dry with pain and fear. ‘No, not openly. Nothing has been said. But we know. Everyone knows. The alliance is dead.’
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			Four

			‘The alliance is dead,’ Lelith said, vaulting down from her Raider as it came to a halt atop the Falchion, her personal palace. ‘Or so I am told.’

			Xithria Mourn rose from where she had dropped to one knee, the back of her neck bared in a show of loyalty to her mistress. She was one of Lelith’s senior succubi and wore her midnight-blue hair in two high, tight buns pinned into place with long envenomed needles that she could use as weapons if necessary. However, her primary armament was the tall, razor-edged archite glaive, the butt of which was grounded by her left foot; a finely balanced polearm capable of bisecting even an armoured opponent when wielded by a skilled user, which Mourn certainly was. Wyches rarely let their weapons leave their side, but the fact that she had brought her glaive and the blast pistol at her belt to greet Lelith was not lost on the Queen of Knives. Nowhere in Commorragh was truly safe, but the Falchion should have been as close to it as was reasonably possible.

			‘It is,’ Mourn said bitterly. She had never been one for smiles and rarely seemed to take pleasure in much, no matter how innocent or depraved the source of it. She looked even more sour than usual today, although that was softened by the hope in her eyes at the return of her mistress. Xithria was one of those who followed Lelith in the apparent belief that she was something beyond mortal, and her loyalty was almost unquestionable so long as Lelith did nothing to dispel that illusion.

			‘Explain,’ Lelith instructed, starting to walk. Xithria fell in beside her, and the wyches with her mingled with the Bloodbrides who had accompanied Lelith back from her time with the Ynnari. The whole air of the place felt wrong; Lelith could tell that immediately. Those wyches who had stayed seemed hesitant of their old comrades-in-arms, an uncomfortableness that was mirrored by Kharavyxis and her fighters, and which went beyond the inevitable distrust that lay between almost all drukhari in almost any circumstance. However, Xithria’s wyches seemed on edge for another reason, one that felt fresh, as though it had not coalesced until the moment Lelith had arrived.

			They were acting like warriors who could smell a war, and did not know when the first blow would be struck.

			‘It started after you left,’ Mourn said quietly, as they took the stairs down into the uppermost floor of Lelith’s mansion. Everything was as she had left it. There were the hunting trophy heads on the walls, depicting the greatest warriors she had faced and conquered on their own turf in realspace; the half-metal head of the mighty ork Gavrok Bone­smasha, preserved purple tongue still lolling out over ivory fangs as long as Lelith’s hand; the fully metal head of a necron overlord, encased in the stasis cabinet which Lelith had brought specifically to prevent her victim from fading away into infuriating nothingness before she could take the spoils of her kill; the stern, unyielding expression of whoever that Space Marine had been – Lelith never had bothered to get a name – who came within a whisker of collapsing her chest with a blow from his massive empowered fist. It had been his first blow of their fight, and it had been a good one, but it had also been his last; Lelith had dismantled his armour with her knives as skilfully as a haemonculus might dissect a cadaver, digging the points into crevices, shattering bolts, cutting away plates, and slicing through cabling. His warriors had been outnumbered and outmatched, and he watched them die around him one by one as he got slower, weaker, and more vulnerable, until he was left standing alone in nothing but the simple, scant cloth he wore beneath his armour.

			Then she’d started on his skin. She left the head unmarked though; it made for a better trophy that way.

			‘The Supreme Overlord made no announcement, but his silence was deafening,’ Mourn continued. ‘The normal channels of communication went dead. Messages were not returned, and their bearers went missing. Then our warriors started going missing too. In ones and twos at first, then a transport might leave one location and never arrive at another, without a whisper as to what might have transpired. No boasts, no declarations. It was not long before others noticed that the Kabal of the Black Heart no longer stood at our shoulders.’

			‘Who has taken overt action against us?’ Lelith asked, fighting down the rage building inside her. This was politics, her least favourite part of leadership. She was an exemplar of the wyches’ craft, and that had earned her a position of power, but those who could not match her skills in combat sought to best her in other ways.

			‘No one,’ Mourn admitted. ‘In all honesty, it is likely that few have even dared move against us in secret. The disappearances, the sabotages – I suspect all of those to be the work of the Black Heart, or their hired mercenaries and assassins. But we are pariahs now. Our shows still draw crowds, but they are fraction of what they were, and most spectators come masked to avoid being recognised, or watch through the eye-lenses of a faceless proxy-body. We have no trade – no coven will provide us with beasts for the arena, or flesh-sculpted slaves, and no kabal will part with captives taken on raids for any price, if we are the ones offering.’

			Lelith grunted. A cult with no slaves or beasts for their arenas must weaken themselves by bleeding their own warriors more heavily if they were to maintain their shows, and a cult that did not put on shows was no cult at all. Yes, that felt like Vect’s manoeuvrings, sure enough. He would not wield the weapon himself, but he would allow passage to an unprotected back.

			Now it was time to find out exactly how truthful the Masque of the Silent Dusk had been.

			‘What of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night?’

			Mourn eyed her with what Lelith interpreted to be a mixture of curiosity and caution. ‘You heard?’

			Lelith stopped walking. ‘I heard Harlequin rumours – nothing I can trust. What happened?’ Xithria’s reaction suggested that there was some truth to that odd, infuriating warning, but that did not mean that all was as it seemed. Harlequins could tell the truth in all sorts of ways, and for all manner of reasons.

			‘They’re not Vect’s new official favourites, but the signs are pointing in that direction,’ Mourn said. ‘You know his methods – everything is working out in ways that benefits them, but his hand remains invisible. Others are taking note, and all the factions that used to court favour with us are interested in the Cult of the Thirteenth Night now, convinced that their star is on the rise.’

			Lelith fingered the hilt of one of her knives thoughtfully. There was a purpose behind everything Asdrubael Vect did; he was a being of scrupulous cunning and refined malice, and he left nothing to chance. He even allowed himself to die in order to draw out his enemies, then had himself resurrected from their blood. He would not have picked a cult at random to be the beneficiaries of his favour in place of her Cult of Strife, even out of choices that might otherwise have seemed evenly weighted. What would he gain from an alliance with the Cult of the Thirteenth Night rather than the Cursed Blade, or the Red Grief, or the Wrath Unbound, or…?

			Lelith grimaced. Vect could not know – how could he know? – but if the Harlequins were to be believed then this trap was for her, specifically, and there was one thing the Cult of the Thirteenth Night had which the others did not. She had been deliberately ignoring this possibility, but only a fool went into battle with their eyes shut.

			She wet her lips with her tongue. ‘Does Ariex Sylene still lead the Thirteenth Night?’

			Xithria Mourn shook her head. ‘No, she was overthrown. One of her succubi cut her into ribbons to take command. Morghana Nathrax leads them now, and since the change of leadership occurred at about the same time as the cult’s change in fortune, everyone is rushing to pay tribute to her.’

			Lelith closed her eyes for a moment, fighting down an unfamiliar sensation of nausea and violation. It seemed that no secret was safe from Asdrubael Vect, no matter how far in the past it had been buried. 

			‘Of course she does. And of course they are.’

			Morghana Nathrax. The only other survivor – so far as Lelith knew – from that small band of youths that had broken away from Yukor’s control and headed out into the Dark City to forge a new life out of spite and will. The rest had quickly peeled off to make their own way; theirs had been an alliance of necessity, nothing more. There was no joined spirit, no shared purpose amongst their group, and spending time with those around whom you had grown up merely meant spending time with those who knew your weaknesses, or harboured grudges that might easily bubble to the surface now you were all free of the confines that had pressed you together in the first place.

			All except Lelith and Morghana.

			It had been pure chance that brought them together, two young drukhari from different vat-litters. Weapons practice was a time for Yukor and his wracks to assess their charges’ potential – to see who only fought when cornered or when they saw an exposed throat, and who had the makings of a true killer. The youths did not have access to finely crafted hekatarii blades, glaives, razorflails, or any other such equipment, merely sharpened shanks of metal, tarnished wire fashioned into crude garrottes, and any other implements upon which they could lay their hands. Actual killing was not encouraged, but neither was it forbidden outright, and although Yukor might step in to save an injured youngster with his fleshcrafting if he saw promise in them, his attention and favours were fickle, and not to be counted on.

			Lelith had been a prodigy, so naturally gifted in the art of murder that some were already whispering that she had been marked by Kaela Mensha Khaine himself. Those her own age avoided her in the fighting pit, skirting her with fearful glances and hands that tightly gripped whatever weapons they found. The older ones, those whose time under Yukor’s caprices were nearly at an end, sometimes took umbrage with her ascension and sought to end it. Unfortunately for them, their marginally greater size and nominal strength advantage rarely availed them against Lelith’s raw talent and deadly instincts. Soon she found herself lacking any willing opponents, and had to prowl the dark sands looking for an opportunity.

			She found it in another fight, where a white-haired female youth her own age had just duelled – and handily defeated – a burgeoning petty archon in their adolescent hierarchy who had surrounded himself with flatterers, admirers, and bodyguards. Yukor had clearly seen something in his political acumen, even if his combat skills were lacking, because a wrack intervened to haul him away for fleshcrafting before he suffered any further damage. His conqueror had other ideas, however, and hurled herself at the wrack.

			Wracks were heavily muscled and horrendously scarred beasts, significantly bulkier than normal drukhari. They were practically inured to pain, thanks in part to the cocktail of drugs pumping through their systems and the agonising surgical procedures that had transformed them in the first place. Some had additional arms, some had secondary heads, some had hooks or blades or other tools in place of one or more of their hands – whatever changes their haemonculus had seen fit to bless them with. It was a path that held no interest to Lelith, who already considered her body to be a perfect tool, but there was no denying that wracks were formidable opponents even for those who were properly equipped. For a young drukhari armed only with a sliver of metal and an old chain on which the edges of some links had been sharpened, attacking one was foolish in the extreme.

			Foolish, yet admirable. Lelith watched with interest as the white-haired fighter screamed in rage and frustration and landed three lightning-fast blows on her hulking opponent, scoring his purplish flesh twice with her blade and snaring his two left arms together with her chain. It only lasted a moment; the wrack wrenched his arms back, tugging her off balance before she could let go of the chain, and hammered her in the ribs with his agoniser gauntlet. It was a non-lethal device, if the user so desired it, but always an excruciating one, and the wrack had no interest in using only the minimum necessary force against someone who had attacked it. It blasted her nervous system twice more as she convulsed on the sand, leaving her panting and gasping, before it finally dragged her bleeding opponent away to have what remained of his life more securely attached to his body.

			Then the loose semi-circle of the petty archon’s lackeys moved in.

			They had not dared interfere in the duel – their leader’s arrogance would not have permitted it – but all bets were off now he had been laid low. Lelith was not sure which of them were seeking to gain his favour by finishing off the one who had embarrassed him and which were seeking to set themselves up in his place, usurping his authority in the pseudo-kabal while he was incapacitated. Regardless of their intentions, the path to either option went through the white-haired drukhari writhing in the dirt in front of them.

			The fighter sensed them coming, even through the aftershocks of pain from the agoniser, and desperately clawed through sand to retrieve her crude knife. The first one to come at her was stabbed in the thigh, a clumsy lunging attack from a near-prone position, but the second applied her boot to the side of the white-haired youth’s face and knocked her prostrate. Then the pack closed in, weapons raised.

			There were no rules in the fighting pits, other than violence began when Yukor said so and stopped when he called a halt; there were certainly no rules that forbade attacking someone who was already hurt or whom you outnumbered, or both. That was the reality of life in Commorragh, and those who could not adapt to it died very early. Even had those rules been in place, it was not Lelith’s fight. This was Yukor’s domain, and he and his wracks would punish those who overstepped his bounds.

			Nonetheless, Lelith had seen enough. She admired the white-haired fighter’s bravado in attacking a wrack, despite inwardly laughing at the foolishness of it, and despised the cowardice of those seeking to now end her life. They were proving nothing, either to themselves or to anyone else, and so she intervened.

			She hit them from the back, downing two and scattering the rest with the force of her arrival. They backed off and regrouped, forgetting their original target in the face of this new and more pertinent threat. Lelith saw their expressions change as they recognised her, saw them do the calculations of death as they weighed her abilities against their own as individuals, against their abilities as a group, and then began to factor in who of those standing beside them could be counted on to fight with them and who would fade away as soon as the blades began flickering.

			It was a finely balanced problem, but the group made their decision and began to close in again. They were confident that they could overwhelm her, or at least that someone else would taste Lelith’s blades first, so any one individual could either land a telling blow or make a tactical withdrawal once it became clear that things were no longer running in their favour.

			Lelith tossed her second knife from her right hand to her left and, without taking her eyes from the advancing group, reached downwards. For a moment nothing happened, and she wondered if she was about be hamstrung. Then fingers clasped her own, and the white-haired fighter used Lelith’s grip to haul herself slightly shakily to her feet.

			‘What is this?’ the other drukhari rasped suspiciously, unwilling to immediately attack a potential ally, but understandably hesitant to let herself believe that any such thing existed.

			‘You interest me,’ Lelith said with a smile. She raised her knives and pointed them at the group, who had been closing in on them but had now halted, trying to take the measure of their previous victim, working out how capable she still was and how she might alter the balance of any potential fight. ‘And I like a challenge.’

			‘You’re reckless,’ her new ally said, stretching her side as if to see how badly the agoniser had hurt her.

			‘You say that to me, after you attacked that wrack?’ Lelith replied with a snort. ‘Lelith.’

			‘Morghana.’

			‘Very well then, Morghana,’ Lelith said, as their enemies began to advance again, apparently having decided that at eleven to two the odds were still sufficiently in their favour. ‘Shall we?’

			Where Lelith was precision, Morghana was fury; where Lelith was poise, Morghana was passion. Lelith cut her enemies down in a whirlwind of attacks, taking them apart while they were still standing until their bodies abruptly realised what had happened and collapsed, all without suffering a scratch herself. Morghana just went straight through.

			Lelith took down six, Morghana accounted for five; Lelith was untouched, Morghana was bleeding from half a dozen wounds, but none serious enough that it would require Yukor’s attention, even had he been inclined to grant it. None of the petty archon’s court would be moving far of their own volition in the near future, with most crumpled around debilitating injuries and two not moving at all. Lelith delighted at the taste of their pain and suffering; it would be many years before the soulthirst properly had its claws into her, but it had been millennia since the drukhari had viewed such things as merely a necessity.

			‘Impressive,’ she said honestly, as she and Morghana faced each other over the broken meat of their enemies. ‘I’ve not yet found someone who can keep up with me.’

			Morghana grimaced, and gestured at her five victims. Both of the two who were no longer moving were hers. ‘You still outscored me. Especially if we count those,’ she added sourly, pointing at the two Lelith had downed in her initial rush.

			‘I had the advantage of surprise there,’ Lelith told her, drifting closer through the bodies of the injured. ‘And as for the rest, I had not just been hit with an agoniser gauntlet. It’s not surprising if I was moving a little faster.’

			‘I’ve never seen anyone who can move like you, anyway,’ Morghana replied, looking at Lelith out of the corner of her eyes, as though not trusting herself to face her directly. ‘Why did you help me?’

			Lelith placed two fingers on one side of Morghana’s jaw and gently tilted it towards her. She could feel the tension in the other drukhari’s body, a hairsbreadth away from being unleashed – at Lelith, at those of the petty court still moving, at the world in general. It gave Lelith a thrill of excitement to be so close to imminent violence, wondering if she would be able to keep herself from harm if Morghana’s control slipped, or if that control was voluntarily relaxed, and so she kept her fingers there.

			‘As I said,’ she repeated, ‘you interest me. Besides, a worthy ally is hard to find.’

			Morghana swallowed. Lelith felt the muscles contracting under her fingers. ‘And what would you need an ally for, in a place where everyone fears you, or is already dead?’

			Lelith leaned a little closer, until she could feel the warmth of Morghana’s breath on her skin. ‘How about leaving it?’

			Morghana’s lips parted to reveal a surprisingly undamaged set of teeth, including two very sharp canines. She ran a pink tongue across them.

			‘Lelith, you have my interest.’
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			Five

			The silence, as Xithria Mourn had said, was indeed deafening.

			Not just from Asdrubael Vect, but from everyone. The return of Lelith Hesperax to Commorragh should have been an event of note. There should have been a procession of drukhari abasing themselves before the gates of the Falchion with gifts and offerings; there should have been a deluge of messages from minor archons seeking her favour, or informing her of upcoming realspace raids in which they would be only too happy to have the Queen of Knives accompany­ing them in exchange for a generous share of the spoils; there should have been missives from haemonculus covens offering her their finest fleshcrafted beasts for use in the Crucibael in exchange for their name being associated with hers. Lelith found such interactions greatly wearying, but she recognised them as the symbols of her status, and by extension the status of the cult she had taken from just another snarling gutter cur, dangerous but unremarkable, to the grandest beast in all of the Dark City.

			Their absence was troubling, and Lelith was not fooled into thinking that it was just because no one knew she had returned. The cult had not announced it, but they had no need to. This was Commorragh, where everyone watched everyone else in the hope of spotting the knives coming for their back before they reached the skin. Lelith’s return after such a long time away – and away with the Ynnari no less – should have sparked a frenzy of activity and speculation. The clamour to know when she would next appear in the arena should have been deafening. Drukhari should be knifing each other for the simple prospect of getting their hands on a ticket. That was what normally would have been happening, and the fact that it wasn’t was the clearest possible indication that things had changed drastically while Lelith was away.

			It was Vect’s influence, without a doubt. He had withdrawn his public favour, and now everyone was waiting to see what happened next. No one was foolish enough to deal with the Cult of Strife when the Supreme Overlord had become ambivalent towards them at best, and at worst… Well, Lelith was not sure if anyone had truly seen what ‘worst’ meant in the context of Asdrubael Vect.

			‘Will you speak with the Supreme Overlord?’ Xithria Mourn had asked Lelith on the night of her return. The succubus had worked hard to keep the pleading tone out of her voice, but edges of it still crept through, like smoke around the edges of a closed door. Most of the wyches under Lelith’s command had not known the Cult of Strife to be anything other than pre-eminent, and none of them wished this experience to last for any longer than it already had. They were nothing less than superlative combatants, of course – Lelith had no space for weaklings – but did they lack the hunger that Lelith had when she was young? Or that Morghana had, for that matter; Morghana, who had always measured herself against the greatest competition she could find, in Lelith herself.

			‘No,’ Lelith had replied, to Xithria’s visible disappointment. ‘It would gain us nothing. Vect is the master of words. His are not to be believed, and he twists those of others to entrap them. The only way to sway him is through deeds, but I cannot know what deeds will sway him unless I know his intentions.’

			Even as she said the words, they rankled. Lelith had never courted the favour of Asdrubael Vect for its own sake; indeed, she had never courted his favour at all. She had become the greatest warrior in Commorragh, and Vect had been drawn to her dark flame the same as anyone else. It was simply that he had more to offer her, and so she paid more attention to him. To go chasing that favour now, like a discarded lover not understanding that their time was over, stuck in her craw. Did Vect truly think that he could bring her low?

			And yet he could. Lelith knew that as well as anyone. He had not even openly declared her to be his enemy, and still the benefits that should have come to a cult as large and prosperous as her own had dried up. Most of Commorragh lived without Asdrubael Vect knowing or caring about their existence. Coming to his attention could be the path to great wealth and glory, but only if he approved. Lelith Hesperax, the Queen of Knives, would never again be irrelevant to the opinions of the Lord of the Dark City. It was simply a matter of what those opinions were, and perhaps just as importantly, what others perceived them to be.

			Much as it bored Lelith to deal with the niceties of motivations and politics in Commorragh, there were other players on the field whom she needed to assess. So she sent out communications to other master archons, grand succubi, and haemonculus lords: those with whom she had raided and traded in the past; those who had personally visited the Crucibael to watch her perform; those who had, not long ago, been so very eager for her goodwill. Her messages were not the honeyed words of the experienced politicker, but neither were they blunt accusations of betrayal. She simply acted as though nothing had changed, as though she had noticed nothing amiss, and was saying nothing more than, I have returned. Are our old arrangements still valid?

			Let them think on that. The Supreme Overlord might seem to have withdrawn his favour from the Cult of Strife, but he had not overtly stated anything, and had not overtly taken action. Lelith’s former allies needed to consider whether they feared the possible displeasure of Asdrubael Vect, he whose motives and purposes could rarely be fully divined, more than they feared the very real and very overt enmity of the most numerous and powerful wych cult in all of Commorragh.

			It was not lost on Lelith that perhaps this was the game all along. Perhaps Vect had decided some elements of the Dark City needed pruning, and had subtly arranged matters to ensure that a certain kabal, cult, or coven received slightly different information to their fellows – information that made them more inclined to array themselves against the Cult of Strife in the belief that this was the Supreme Overlord’s will, only for Lelith to destroy them. That would fit with his methods, but it was important not to let herself believe that this was just another of Vect’s games in which she was still his valued asset. It was safest to work on the basis that he intended her to be brought low, and go from there.

			Besides which, certain coincidences could not be ignored.

			And so there was one communication she had sent out that was not quite like the others. A message of congratulation to a newly risen grand succubus, acknowledging the skill and tena­city it must have taken to depose the former incumbent, and a suggestion of a meeting. Such events were hardly uncommon even in Commorragh, and certainly did not always lead to bloodshed. Labyrinthine and treacherous though drukhari society was in comparison to many others, Commorragh would have fallen apart without some certainties, or at least near-certainties. Its denizens worked on aggressive self-interest, and most of the time that self-interest did not involve them starting fights unless they were very certain that they would not only win that fight, but also any others that might result from it. The dregs might knife one another in the understreets and that was an end to it, but slit the throat of someone wearing kabal colours and the rest of the kabal would come for you; not because they valued the life that had just been lost, but because the threat of retribution was what kept each of them safe from a similar fate.

			Two grand succubi could, and would, meet and talk. Their conversation might be as barbed as their preferred weapons, they might fence verbally as each took the measure of her rival and sought to portray herself and her cult as superior, but sometimes that was part of the entertainment. The game of Commorragh was to see how far you could push without prompting violence, or indeed to prompt violence in a specific way that would ultimately benefit you.

			Lelith put nothing in her message about her and Morghana’s history. Yukor was dead – Rhudraex had seen to that, eventually, although he’d had to kill the bastard three times, and hadn’t long outlived the old haemonculus’ final death himself – and no one else was left alive who knew of it. However, Asdrubael Vect knew things that it should be impossible to know. That was why this coincidence could not be ignored.

			Lelith had to know. The prospect of Vect trailing his bloodstained fingers through her long-buried past sickened her, but like a splinter in the mind, she could not ignore it. She wanted to speak to Morghana and ask her; find out what, if anything, Vect had said to her, or what had been said on his behalf. It was not as though Morghana had ever lacked the ability to become grand succubus of her own cult, but the timing seemed suspicious.

			Lelith realised that she was pacing, striding back and forth between the weapon racks, trophy walls, and liquor cabinets in her chambers. That would not do. This entire situation was vexatious, infuriating even, but it should not be affecting her like this. She was Lelith Hesperax, damn it, the Queen of Knives, whose sheer presence could silence a whole hall of warriors with respectful apprehension, and who could fight a dozen opponents at once without suffering a scratch. She was known for her grace and her calm; she laughed at danger, even when it came for her with blades bared. Why was she unable to settle and enjoy the pleasures of her mansions where she was the unquestioned ruler, after spending so long on a half-pilgrimage, half-flight where she had been little more than a glorified bodyguard? She felt…

			Thirsty.

			Lelith stopped, licking her lips unconsciously as the nagging sensation that had been bothering the back of her mind crystallised into certainty. This wasn’t something as foreign to her as anxiety; it was the soulthirst! She laughed hollowly. So, Yvraine’s power had its limits. Lelith had not experienced even the faintest twinge of She Who Thirsts’ claws while with the Ynnari, but now she had been away from them a little while, the thirst was returning. It was mild at the moment, so mild that Lelith had not even registered it for what it was until her mind focused on it, but once noticed it could not be mistaken.

			Was this deliberate? Was this Yvraine’s method of keeping her followers in line; to starve them of her promised salvation if they spent too long away from her side? That was a trick so cruel that even Lelith had to admire it a little. An Asuryani severed from the embrace of their waystone, or an Exodite away from their world spirit would have no refuge from the Doom of the Aeldari if they left Yvraine. At least the drukhari could return to what they knew. Indeed, they would have to.

			Lelith drew one of her knives and spun it absent-mindedly through her fingers. She had intended to delay her return to the Crucibael for several days, to give time for anticipation to build and a true crowd to gather. However, given she was going to need sustenance before too long anyway…

			An alert chimed, and Lelith looked up in anticipation. Her mansion here in High Commorragh had superb defences and could withstand an assault from anything up to the size of a small army, and even that could be held at bay long enough for the Cult of Strife’s many reinforcements to arrive and fall upon her attackers from behind. This was not an attack, however; merely the Falchion’s finely tuned sensors detecting a single flying figure approaching. It bore the identifier beacon that Lelith herself had provided, and so she threw open the full-length windows of her chambers and waited.

			The messenger soaring through the deepening twilight skies of Commorragh’s afternoon was not aligned to any kabal, cult, or coven. That would spell a short and unpleasant life of misery and privation for most drukhari, desperately struggling to stay alive and permanently at risk of predation by those more powerful, who would be many and merciless. The same was not true for scourges, however. These rich warriors had deliberately left their previous allegiances behind and paid haemonculi to alter their bodies drastically with wings, hollowed bones, and new muscles and ligaments so that they were capable of flight. Now they had loyalty only to their own aerial gangs – and the Supreme Overlord, of course – serving as mercenaries in war and as messengers and spies across the skies of the Dark City.

			The scourge swooped closer at astonishing speed, in a dive that would have had a lesser mortal scrambling for cover, or for their weapons. Lelith simply stood and watched, until the scourge’s mighty pinions – leathery skin on this one, stretched taut by finger-like bones – snapped open and slowed its speed sufficiently for it to make a leisurely landing on the stone rail of her balcony. Clawed, elongated toes at both the front and back of scaled feet curled around the stone, giving the messenger a firm grip from which it would not easily be dislodged, and it removed its ghostplate helm to reveal a face with overlarge, startlingly golden eyes.

			‘Your excellence,’ the scourge greeted her, bowing its head and making a trilling sound in its throat.

			‘You delivered my communication to the grand succubus of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night?’ Lelith asked, and the scourge dipped its head again.

			‘Indeed.’

			‘And the reply?’ Lelith prompted acidly. ‘For a messenger, you seem loath to fulfil your role.’

			The scourge clicked its teeth – a nervous, non-verbal tic. ‘There was no reply, your excellence.’

			Lelith’s fingers tightened on the hilt of her knife. ‘Elaborate.’

			‘The communication was placed directly into the hands of the Grand Succubus Morghana Nathrax, as you commanded,’ the scourge said. ‘She read it in front of me. I was then informed that there was no need for me to remain, or to return later.’ The scourge’s golden eyes flickered to the hand in which Lelith held her knife. The life of a scourge was as sacrosanct as anything in Commorragh; in a place where no encryption could be taken as secure, and psychic communication carried a death sentence for all those even tangentially involved, these flying warriors were the only way in which messages could be sent and received with any assurance. To harm one was to invite persecution from Commorragh’s high society, and that was a fate which no one could survive, no matter their alliances.

			Nonetheless, the scourge was wary, and with good reason. Lelith’s fury was boiling up, and she could feel her usual calm demeanour cracking under the pressure. She was used to being feared; that was common, and entirely rational. Many hated her, and she cared not a jot for it. Some despised her, some adored her with a passion that bordered on the sickening. She was not certain what reaction she had expected from Morghana: caution seemed likely; conviviality seemed unlikely; disdain or even open hostility were far from out of the question.

			But never had Lelith expected to be simply ignored.

			She wanted to carve this winged freak open, to rip the ghostplate off it and dissect it, undoing with her knives all the fleshcrafting mastery of whatever melt-faced corpse-botherer had so altered it in the first place, and then pare it down to the very bone while it screamed in agony. She wanted to drink in its suffering to sate the scratching inside her, then scatter its flesh from her balcony and let its blood fall like warm rain on any who stood below…

			But she could not. If the Cult of Strife stood isolated and uncertain now, then its isolation would be guaranteed and irreversible should Lelith Hesperax harm a scourge that had merely carried a message as it had been paid to do. No further excuse would be necessary; her enemies would close in from all directions, and her entire legacy would be burned out from under her.

			For a moment, Lelith didn’t care. She wanted them to come; she would take up her blades and charge into her foes, scatter them like chaff, and make a river of their blood. And if she was brought down, then so what? Perhaps it was better to die than to live trying to play these accursed games.

			She forced herself to breathe. The soulthirst was back, which meant that even the tenuous protection of Yvraine and the Ynnari was no longer afforded to her; not here, not now. If Lelith died in Commorragh then She Who Thirsts would claim her soul, and even Lelith Hesperax would not bet on herself to fight off that depraved deity in the warp. Where rage would not serve her, spite would do instead. She would persist, in defiance of the wishes of all those who wanted to see her brought low out of fear, hatred, or envy, and she would master whatever games she needed to in order to make that happen.

			She flicked a dark gem to the scourge, who caught it in mid-air. ‘There is your payment. Go.’

			The scourge needed no further encouragement; it simply fell backwards off her balcony. Lelith heard its wings open with a snap, and then it was gliding away over the lower, lesser rooftops, expertly navigating its way between the weak ­thermals that rose from even this benighted city. Its wings flapped once, lazily, and then it was gone, out of reach of any belated and misplaced vengeance she might have commanded the Falchion’s defences to enact upon it.

			Lelith closed the windows again, carefully, and drew the heavy drapes across. Then she screamed, and kicked a table of ancient, polished wood so hard it disintegrated. She stamped on the shards, hissing vile imprecations as she did so, until the smooth marble floor of her chamber was covered in splinters.

			Once she had exhausted her rage, Lelith composed herself. She stretched, interlocking her fingers and raising her arms above her head, then leant backwards so far that she could touch the floor behind her, before coming back up again. She rolled her shoulders and her neck, feeling the fluid mobility and lithe strength in her body, and taking comfort in it. She was the Queen of Knives, and she was equal to any challenge that Commorragh – or beyond – could throw at her.

			Still, she was not going to do her best thinking while the soulthirst was nagging at her, comparatively mild though it currently was. She should summon a slave, draw her knives, and forget about Morghana and her impudence until–

			Or…

			Lelith bit her lip thoughtfully. Perhaps she could combine the two.

			She activated the comm-pearl that sat in her ear. ‘Prepare a transport. One of the Venoms, no cult insignia. And’ – she gritted her teeth – ‘summon the incubi. Five should be sufficient. I will be travelling anonymously.’

			She crossed to her wardrobe and pulled the huge doors open. Most drukhari of her status would have entire rooms of potential outfits, ostentatiously displaying their wealth upon their bodies, but Lelith had little need of such things. She almost always wore only her wychsuit, the armoured bodyglove that was all that stood between her flesh and the blades of her enemies, and in many places on her body did not even do that. She had several of them, but they took up a very limited amount of space.

			Still, over the years she had amassed a small collection of more frivolous clothing; mainly gifts from petitioners or admirers or allies, and which she had liked enough not to dispose of. There were gowns here, and sweeping dresses of the sort the ancestral aristocracy of Commorragh would wear as they tried to convince themselves that their bloodlines still mattered, or in which an archon might lounge at an orgy. Some of them even had room for her muscle.

			No one would expect to see Lelith Hesperax in such an outfit. She would have to cover her face of course, but that was hardly unusual in the company in which she was about to move. Apart from that…

			She sighed, and reached one hand up to her blood-red, floor-length tresses, into which were sewn a plethora of tiny blades and hooks, then activated her comm-pearl again.

			‘And I will need two… no, three slaves to attend to my hair.’
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			Six

			Lelith disliked the mere notion of bodyguards, since she was perfectly capable of protecting herself against virtually any threat. However, she kept a small number of incubi from the Shrine of the Red Dawn on retainer, since there was no loyalty in Commorragh as fierce and unbreakable as that of an incubus to coin. So long as they were paid – and preferably were let off the leash on a semi-regular basis to blood their giant klaives – they would defend her life no matter who sought to take it. They had other uses, however, such as acting as her escort when she was pretending to be an anonymous noble or minor archon.

			She alighted from her Venom and allowed herself to be ushered into the luxurious interior of the Crow’s Palace, as the Cult of the Thirteenth Night had titled their stadium. Lelith was wearing a shimmering gown of deep green iluscae silk, liberally decorated with crushed star crystals so that she literally sparkled as she walked, and slashed up to the hip on the left leg to allow her some freedom of movement. The sleeves were long and loose, and she wore high boots with a prominent heel to alter her height and go some way to disguising the telltale musculature that might give her away. Her hair was tightly braided – two slaves had lost fingers removing the various blades woven into it, which had provided her soulthirst with a delicate appetiser before the evening’s main course – and packed onto the back of her head beneath a glamourweave net that further compressed it and altered the colour to a dark blue.

			Her escort also wore dark blue, although only as a highlight and counter-shade to the blood red which comprised most of their armour. The five incubi who walked silently with her were towering and imposing figures, each one carrying a deadly klaive as tall as them. Lelith’s main ambition this evening was not to look as if she could kill them all within a matter of seconds.

			She could have afforded a private box from which to watch the action, but Lelith wanted to hear the chatter of others to discover their opinions on the cult in general, and Morghana in particular. Unfortunately, this meant being around the others in question, which would inevitably lead to small talk, and there was very little that Lelith hated so much as small talk. She always felt off balance, as though wielding a weapon far too heavy and cumbersome. Meanwhile, her adversaries would drift around with perfect footing, every sentence that dropped from their lips a potentially deadly thrust that she might not recognise until it was too late.

			Still, there was nothing for it. She took up her allocated position – after one of the incubi had checked the seating for traps such as poison ­needles, a hidden injector containing boneborer worms, or even a simple but compact explosive – and prepared to, as far as possible, enjoy the show.

			‘Is this your first time in the palace?’ asked a voice from her left. Lelith looked around – slowly, casually, like the pampered aristocrat she was pretending to be, for whom threats were something for her bodyguards to deal with – to see a haemonculus regarding her with a steady interest. The creature’s facial features were unusually close to what might be considered the drukhari norm; she had unmarked skin and high cheekbones, and her skull was completely smooth, free of both hair and scars. The rest of her body adhered far more closely to what might be expected of a haemonculus, though: several arms – some with specialised surgical equipment in the place of fingers – a hunched spine, and a long coat of what had definitely once been a creature’s skin before it had been removed, tanned, and tailored.

			‘Indeed,’ Lelith said, inclining her head slightly.

			‘Lady Immelia, of the Coven of Clawed Ruin,’ the haemonculus said. She had a curiously intent gaze, which did not seem to be particularly intentional; she simply did not blink much, or cast her eyes elsewhere.

			‘Charmed,’ Lelith said, with haughty politeness, and ignoring the opportunity to provide her own name and title. All of her face below her own eyes was covered by a decorative mask of dark green lacquer chased with holographic filigree, which also contained an advanced filtration system to protect the wearer from airborne toxins. Such a device was valuable for those who had powerful enemies – or were paranoid enough to assume that they did – but it also served to keep one’s identity more of a mystery, and Lelith could have been wearing it for either reason, or both. Attending arena shows was not something any drukhari would be ashamed to be seen doing, but doing so in secret was sometimes necessary if one wanted to avoid alerting one’s enemies to one’s location.

			Immelia’s lips quirked slightly, and Lelith was sure that agents of the Coven of Clawed Ruin would be asking questions in Commorragh after this, trying to work out who the mysterious masked drukhari with the escort of Red Dawn incubi had been, why she had been there on this night but not before, why she wished to conceal her identity, and so on and so forth. Knowledge was valuable, whether for personal gain or for blackmail. In this case, even refusing to give Immelia information was information in and of itself.

			‘You are in for a treat,’ the haemonculus said, relaxing into her seat. She had her own escort, although hers were wracks. Lelith noted the control collars, which would not only enforce their loyalty – even wracks could be bludgeoned into compliance through sufficiently harsh manipulation of their nervous system – but would also pump them full of combat stimulants. It wouldn’t do much for the wracks’ longevity, but that would be the least of Immelia’s concerns. All she needed to do was to throw her wall of supercharged muscle at whatever threat had presented itself, then head in the other direction as fast as possible. Any of her underlings surviving the encounter would be a bonus.

			‘I have heard good things,’ Lelith acknowledged. ‘Word is that the Cult of the Thirteenth Night’s shows are the finest in High Commorragh, these days.’

			Immelia licked her lips before replying. ‘I suspect it depends on your tastes. They are certainly amongst the finest, however.’

			Lelith smiled. She could not recall how long it had been since anyone had a moment’s hesitation, when asked, before declaring the Cult of Strife as the greatest entertainment in all of the Dark City. It appeared that Morghana and her cult still had some way to go before they were able to rival the unquestioned praise that had surrounded Lelith for centuries, no matter how fast their star appeared to be rising.

			‘For savagery, they are unmatched,’ said a voice on Lelith’s right. ‘They perhaps lack a certain something when it comes to finesse, but as the lady rightly says, it is all down to the preferences of the audience.’

			Lelith turned lazily in her seat again to eye the new speaker, and nerves steeled from countless combats came to her rescue once more. She had learned to never show weakness, no matter with what she had been faced, and weakness included surprise. So it was that she managed to merely nod slightly in response to the statement, as though in polite agreement.

			His outfit had changed: gone was the long white coat, and the mask was nowhere to be seen, replaced with a ­bejewelled patch that covered his right eye. He wore a light jacket of conflicting, riotous colours which covered approximately two-thirds of his upper body but, the edge running as it did from left collarbone to right hip, bared the entire right side of his chest and right arm. His lower body was similarly ostentatiously clothed, with dark leggings and silvered boots with heels just as high as Lelith’s own peeking out from beneath a loose, gaudy wrap that was a hodgepodge of fabrics and jewels. More jewels bedecked his ears, the many rings on his fingers, and the multitude of necklaces that hung loose over his partially bare, leanly muscled chest. The lower half of his right forearm, up from the wrist, was encased in a bracer of a design Lelith had never seen before, and which looked decidedly non-aeldari in origin.

			‘Ah, Prince Tanishar,’ Lady Immelia said, with equal parts delight and hunger in her voice. ‘I am so glad you made it.’

			‘Prince Tanishar,’ Lelith said, inclining her head cautiously, trying to maintain the poise of someone she’d never been in the first place. Prydian Wraitheye mirrored the gesture, his indigo hair falling carelessly around his face as he did so. He was the very image of a corsair lord, languorous but deadly, looking more than a little ridiculous until he moved with violence, or until his fleet cut your starship out from under you. Corsairs had found the rigid structure of the craftworlds too constraining for their spirit, but had not fully embraced the hedonism of the drukhari ways – or at least not yet, although that was a path which certainly claimed some of their number over time. Others returned to their first homes with the seed of adventure having been suitably nurtured, now ready to surrender themselves to the drab regimens of those floating graveyards. Many more died in the void, the victims of other corsair warbands, the myriad warships of the jealous and violent Imperium, the ramshackle murder-vessels of the orks, or any number of the galaxy’s other perils.

			‘I do try to catch these displays when I am passing through,’ the so-called Prince Tanishar declared. He had exactly the right air of lazy contempt mixed with an undercurrent of seething anger that characterised so many of those who ended up predating the stars – an almost childlike resentment that the galaxy was not as they wished, and rebellious enough to convince themselves they had done something notable without straying so far that they severed all ties with their old lives.

			For a moment, Lelith entertained the notion that things were inverted, that in fact it was Tanishar who was the real face and Prydian Wraitheye a fiction he had concocted to lure Lelith back to Commorragh for reasons that were his own, but she dismissed that notion almost immediately. For one thing, no aeldari with any sense or sanity would attempt to impersonate a Harlequin. The rillietann would be unlikely to take kindly to such an act, should they discover it, and that was without considering the reaction of the Laughing God. Cegorach was fond of jests, but his sense of humour could not be predicted, and he was no distant force like the shards of Khaine that sat in the heart of craftworlds, or the slumbering potential that was Ynnead. The problem with Great Harlequins was that every now and then, one of them actually would be the Laughing God himself.

			Secondly, Lelith had seen Wraitheye dance. No, the troupe master was the true soul, insofar as anything could be nailed down when it came to these warrior-artistes. Prince Tanishar was a role Wraitheye was playing; a less stylised and more stationary one than was usual for Harlequins, but Lelith was certain he would consider it a grand joke to deceive all those around him. It was not even as though he had to resort to such deception to enter Commorragh, since Harlequins came and went more or less as they pleased, but perhaps it suited his purposes to be seen as something other than his true self.

			The important thing, Lelith realised, was that ‘Prince Tani­shar’ seemed to be a pre-existing persona, given how Lady Immelia had recognised him. This was not the first time that Wraitheye had performed this role, which meant he had not adopted it to see how Lelith responded to his warning. And he had seen through her disguise just as quickly as she had seen through his; she was certain of that, just from the lingering eye contact and the small smirk on those full lips. He was not going to give her away, but he knew who she was. She wondered how he had known, or guessed, that she would be coming here tonight.

			Then again, it was Wraitheye’s troupe that had suggested that the Cult of the Thirteenth Night were important. Perhaps it would not have been so difficult to work out after all.

			‘Ah,’ Immelia said, with what sounded like genuine delight. ‘It’s starting!’

			Lelith leaned forward, interested despite herself. She rarely watched arena spectacles from this perspective, far preferring to be involved at the knife’s edge. Indeed, it almost felt as though watching rather than participating would be taken by some as an indication that she was losing her taste for the bloodshed, and therefore losing her touch. Still, there was no harm in letting others do the work for once, particularly given that only Wraitheye knew who she was.

			An array of scry-plates popped up in front of her so she could focus on any part of the massive arena. This was one of the advantages of the more expensive seats, whereas those who had only been able to scrape together enough coin or favour for the most basic entrance fee had to be content with whatever action, if any, took place close to them. Lelith swooped her perspective around the Crow’s Palace as though she were a god of old, watching through the eyes of a hawk familiar or similar beast, and she was practically on top of one set of sky gates when they opened and the hellions emerged.

			There were close to fifty of them, garbed in the dark green with purple highlights of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night. They were vicious skyboard warriors – youngsters seeking to prove themselves, or outlaws looking to gain some form of redemption through glory. Although they wore the colours of the cult to which they were aligned, they would be part of some street gang that terrorised the lower reaches of Commorragh. The Cult of Strife also had plenty of such hard-eyed, desperate fighters who would don Lelith’s colours for a realspace raid, fight in the Crucibael for her cult or otherwise do her bidding, in exchange for the combat drugs on which they depended and the protection granted by her name against their enemies.

			Lelith pulled her view back and up, and rotated it. Hellion fights were entertaining, and a staple of arena shows, but to add a little spice to proceedings…

			There. From the other side of the arena came a roar as the crowd witnessed another sky gate opening, and two dozen reaver jetbikes came screaming out. Even quicker through the skies than hellions, reavers were the pinnacle of the drukhari thirst for speed and manoeuvrability, able to outpace even the machines of their craftworld cousins. Only pilots with the finest and fastest reflexes could hope to control such a steed, and to ride one was not only a symbol of status, but a boast of your own skills. Hellions, naturally, hated reaver riders and attributed their deadliness to the vehicle itself, whereas the reavers viewed hellions as upstart scum bitter about their inability to afford such quality.

			The reavers went low, jockeying for position as they began their race around the arena’s perimeter, and a display flashed up that this was the first lap of twelve. The winner would be the rider who made it over the finishing line ahead of the rest of the field, but it was not simply a matter of speed. If Lelith knew anything, there would be surprises on the route – traps and ambushes designed to test the pilots’ skills, and provide entertainment and sustenance for the crowd as some of them inevitably came up short. That was without taking into account the hellions, who were already angling to attack. Lelith bit her lip in concentration as she calculated vectors and speeds, trying to work out how the first clash was going to play out. She knew she should be engaging those around her in further conversation about the Thirteenth Night, but she was simply incapable of ignoring combat when it was unfolding under her nose.

			The reavers had been holding back. The jetbikes accelerated even faster as the hellions dived in to cut them off, and the first handful made it past the interception point unscathed. The rest came together in brief but violent collisions, as hellion hellglaives swept out in blows that could decapitate or dismember, and the reavers rolled their chassis to either turn the blows aside, carve through the hellions and their skyboards with razor-sharp bladevanes, or pulverise them with the brute force of a direct impact. Half a dozen drukhari died within a second, as the speed of both groups brought them together with sufficient force to cleave straight through bodies or smash bone. At least as many on each side were left wounded and clinging to their vehicles, bleeding badly or missing a limb. Lelith felt the agony, the shattered pride, and the impending despair wash over her, and it began to ease the craving that lurked at the centre of her being. It was not finely honed, exquisite agony, but it was balm for a thinning soul just the same.

			‘You are right,’ she murmured to the supposed Prince Tanishar. ‘It does lack a little in terms of finesse.’

			The hellions had struck the first blow, but now it was the reavers’ turn. Crackling electro-nets sprang up, herding the hellions tighter against the arena’s walls, right up against the spectators, as the reavers screamed around for another pass. The hellions bobbed and weaved, trying to gain height, lose height, hug right up against the nets or against the walls to make themselves as difficult a target as possible, but they had little room to manoeuvre. One got too close to the nets and was fried by the jolt of power that ran right through her board, cooking her where she stood atop it, her flesh crisping and her clothing bursting into flames as the crowd whooped and jeered. Another, hugging the arena floor, cried out as barbed tentacles lashed upwards from a ­creature buried in the sand and looped around his waist and shoulder. Lelith zoomed in and saw his pale flesh begin to purple as fast-acting toxins ravaged his body, and he was hauled off his board and dragged down, out of sight.

			The reavers struck like a hammer blow. Broken hellion bodies tumbled to the arena floor alongside their shattered skyboards, with only a couple of reaver riders joining them. The crowd bayed excitedly as more blood was spilled, but as rejuvenating as the psychic draught of pain that flowed through the scry-plates was, Lelith found the whole thing somewhat… distasteful.

			‘There is no artistry to this,’ she muttered, more to herself than anyone else. Other contests were igniting across the arena as captives fought wyches, or monstrosities either created in haemonculus laboratories or collected from Commorragh’s shadowed corners, or each other. However, none were grabbing her attention. ‘To force them together in such a manner is crude. You might as well feed them into a meat grinder.’

			‘If artistry is what you seek, then look there,’ Immelia said, pointing. A pre-laid environment was rising out of the ground in the middle of the arena; one of low, ruined walls, and bulbous plants three times a drukhari’s height that were covered with yard-long spines from which dangled shards of armour, or a ribcage still held together by the last few pieces of rotting ligament and gristle.

			A Raider emerged from another sky gate and, steering well clear of the ongoing skirmishes between the remaining reavers and hellions, swung in low over the arena to disgorge its cargo: ten wyches, armed with hekatarii blades, splinter pistols and hydra gauntlets, and led by a succubus with a shardnet and an impaler. They too were in the colours of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night, for this was to be a ­demonstration of the cult’s martial and gladiatorial abilities.

			‘I heard they have particularly interesting adversaries for tonight’s performance,’ Prydian Wraitheye said, the light catching the jewels on his eyepatch as he turned his head slightly to look at Lelith. His tone was casual, but his one ­visible eye glittered.

			They emerged in a cage, from which they tumbled forth in a jumble of short, stocky limbs and plentiful facial hair. Lelith recognised them at once: beasts from the galactic core, a type of wide and squat mon-keigh who were significantly shorter than a drukhari but far heavier, and possessed of significant physical strength. They normally wielded technology which surpassed even that of their taller, lither, and less hirsute distant relatives in terms of sheer destructive power, and wore bulky, resilient armour, but it seemed that luxury had been denied them tonight. She watched as the rag-clad wretches scrabbled around, finding crude implements in the dirt discarded by those who had fallen in this arena before them.

			‘There is little to see here,’ Lelith said dismissively, as the wyches began to bound through the terrain towards their opponents-cum-victims. ‘They are not even properly armed.’

			‘But that’s the glory of it,’ Immelia said, pointing with one of her additional limbs. ‘We are not the only spectators.’

			Sure enough, two more Raiders were coming in over the arena, and one had another cage slung beneath it. Lelith focused her scry-plates on it and made out more of the aliens within, trapped behind a wall of clear crystalplate which allowed them to see their kin beneath, although their beating fists and desperate shouts remained completely silent, muffled by the sonic dampener fields.

			The wyches arrived without warning, bounding and flipping into battle. The brutes they were facing responded with the grim-faced determination of warriors who knew they were about to die – and for a superior species’ amusement at that – but intended to sell their lives dearly nonetheless. They swung blunted cleavers and nailed clubs with considerable force, and sufficient speed to land a blow here or there, but there was never any doubt as to the outcome of the contest. The wyches bled them dry, dodging backwards from their enemies’ increasingly clumsy and frustrated attacks, and almost delicately slashing veins and tendons with surgical precision. The crowd hooted and crowed, and it was mere minutes before the last of the brutes stopped moving as the succubus drove her impaler through his chest and pinned him to the wall against which he had made his doomed last stand.

			‘I still fail to see the artistry here,’ Lelith said. ‘The savagery, yes,’ she continued, nodding to Wraitheye.

			‘Just watch,’ Immelia said, with what Lelith considered to be infuriating smugness.

			The wyches withdrew, and the show continued all around with new excesses of bloodshed and violence. Finally, the other cage was lowered, and the warriors within stumbled out, bawling and tearing at their hair and beards with grief at the slaughter of their kin they had wit­nessed. They were barely armoured, their bulky, intricately ­tattooed torsos open to the air, but these ones were armed as seemed to be their preference – with enormous, double-handed concussion mauls, and giant axes with blades that glowed and spat with harnessed energy.

			‘A chance to get revenge on their tormentors?’ Lelith asked. That at least seemed interesting; the wyches would find these enemies to be a far more testing challenge.

			‘Not exactly,’ Immelia said. ‘Here she comes.’

			A white-haired figure emerged atop the second Raider. Lelith’s throat went dry, and she hastily redirected the scry-plates towards it.

			There she was. Morghana Nathrax, grand succubus of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night, clad in her arena armour. She didn’t look older, as such – that was a relative term, when what passed for old age and death in other species only took hold of a drukhari when they could no longer replenish their soul – but she certainly seemed more complete, somehow. For the first time, Lelith realised, she was looking at Morghana as the ruler of her domain: not one succubus amongst many, subordinate to the will of her overmistress, but a being with the same authority within her own cult that Lelith had commanded in the Cult of Strife for centuries. Indeed, if reports were to be believed, Morghana now had the authority that Lelith had once enjoyed throughout the Dark City, as the favoured grand succubus of the Supreme Overlord himself.

			Morghana stood with an imperious, almost bored expression, as wyches placed a thick collar around her neck. Then, as Lelith watched in confusion, first one and then the other of Morghana’s wrists was bent up behind her back until they were crossed over her shoulder blades, and manacled to the rings attached to the collar. Her ankles were shackled together with sturdy cuffs and a short chain, and a rope attached to the shackles, and still she stood there straight, trussed, and proud.

			‘What in Khaine’s name is she up to?’ Lelith breathed, as the Raider on which Morghana stood swung in over the brutes below.

			Then one of the wyches lashed out with a boot, kicking Morghana in the stomach to knock her backwards over the Raider’s edge, and send her falling towards the arena floor.
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			Seven

			Lelith’s body tensed, and where there would normally be a fierce glee in watching a rival fall to her death, a strange, inexplicably hollow pit opened in her stomach instead. She hastily angled her scry-plates downwards and managed to focus on Morghana, facing the fast-approaching ground with her hair whipping in her eyes–

			–and then the rope snapped taut, stopping Morghana less than a drukhari’s head height off the arena floor, and right in the midst of the mon-keigh brutes.

			The crowd gasped with delight and savage glee. The brutes, for their part, wasted no time on questioning her arrival. All they saw was a drukhari, the same as the ones that had slaughtered their kin. They were armed, and they wanted revenge.

			The first one whipped its axe around at exactly the right height to take Morghana’s head off – or what would have been the right height had she not bent double at the last moment, leaning upwards to touch her forehead to her knees, allowing the blade to pass harmlessly beneath her. She swung back down a moment later, and her momentum took her back far enough that the crown of her head slammed into the broad nose of the brute who had just tried to execute her. There was a crack of snapping bone, and the axe-wielder staggered backwards with watering eyes. Lelith winced; she would not have liked to exchange headbutts with one of those creatures, whether or not she had instigated it.

			Morghana rebounded off into a gentle spin, then arched her back to sway her head away from a maul blow that would have pulverised her skull. Another mon-keigh came at her from behind with an axe, and Morghana leant forwards again, but not so far, this time; just enough, Lelith saw on the scry-plates, for the white-hot tip of the axe to sever the chains binding Morghana’s wrists to her collar, but a hairsbreadth short of allowing it to pierce her skin.

			Now freed, one of Morghana’s hands snaked out and latched onto the haft of the mighty axe which had just released her, while the other gouged the wielder’s eyes. It let go of its weapon as its hands instinctively flew up to protect its face, and Morghana bent upwards once more to cut the rope that suspended her. Then she dropped, feet first, landing astride the shoulders of the brute she had just disarmed, facing forwards. She launched the axe overhand, burying it in the chest of one of her other opponents, and threw her body into a seated backflip.

			The chain that was still looped between her ankles snagged under the brute’s chin, and dragged it over backwards, dumping it on top of its head: now with an airflow problem to boot, as Morghana crossed her legs, digging the chain in deeper. She was on her front on the ground, which looked a perilous place to be as her enemies closed in, but she twisted aside as another axe flashed down at her. Its edge buried itself in the ground, which immediately began smoking, and Morghana grabbed the haft. The axe’s owner, unwilling to let her have hold of it, pulled it backwards. Morghana held on, and the brute was so strong that it hauled her out of the way of the next concussion maul blow coming at her, which instead flattened the head of the one she had been choking.

			Morgana’s legs were free, her shackles no longer having purchase now the first mon-keigh’s head and neck were both paste, and she whipped them up to draw the chain across the energised plasma blade of the axe she was holding, slicing her remaining bonds apart. Then she wrapped her limbs around the brawny arm of the axe-wielder and wrenched backwards with surprising strength of her own. The scry-plates brought Lelith the clear, crisp popping sounds of an elbow snapping, and Morghana peeled herself off to wheel her victim in front of the swing of another concussion maul. The brute with the broken arm sailed backwards, its chest now a bloody crater, and left Morghana holding its plasma axe.

			When the grand succubus of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night was unarmed, it had been as though the brutes were trying to catch their own shadows. Now she had a weapon, their shadows had teeth. It was a heavy, ungainly thing, but wyches trained with all manner of ways in which to deal death, since one’s preferred tools might not always be to hand. Such a weapon might not have elegance, but it could kill, and so a wych could make use of it.

			Morghana heaved, the muscles standing out on her arms as she brought the plasma axe up, around, and down far faster than it appeared she should be able to; certainly far faster than her next victim had expected. The axe sliced through muscle and bone to end up halfway down the creature’s ribcage, and the squat alien crumpled as its organs began to fail. Morghana somersaulted forwards and wrenched the axe loose as she did so, landing behind her victim as it toppled onto its face and bringing her weapon around to, quite literally, cut another onrushing enemy off at the knees.

			The axe must have weighed nearly as much as Morghana did, but rather than fighting that weight, she used it. She and the axe orbited each other like a binary star system, one of them always in motion; first Morghana planted her feet to kill, then she was swinging around the counterweight of the axe head to bring it into position for her next blow quicker than she would have been able to through sheer strength alone, or was using it as a fulcrum to go low and sweep out legs, or go high to break jaws and rupture eardrums with kicks.

			No matter what the brutes did, their pure strength was no match for Morghana’s speed and athleticism. Lelith watched, barely remembering to breathe, as blow after blow came within a finger’s breadth of landing. Somehow, Morghana was never there, and somehow, it was always her stolen axe that found its mark, and it was brute blood that sizzled on the plasma-charged blade. Then, with a final flourish that saw two heads severed from broad shoulders with one swing, the contest – such as it had been – was over. Morghana Nathrax stood triumphant, untouched except by her enemies’ blood.

			The Crow’s Palace was in uproar. Lelith had heard crowds cheering, baying, and chanting a name – hers – before, and this reaction was on a par with some of those. Her gut twisted. Had Commorragh truly forgotten her, and what she was capable of? Had she been gone so long that a display which was merely very good was now accepted as superlative?

			‘A most impressive show, would you not agree?’ Prydian Wraitheye asked mildly.

			‘Quite delectable,’ Lady Immelia agreed enthusiastically. Her skin was flushed and healthy looking, the restorative effects of the death and pain in the arena making their presence obvious. Lelith’s own soulthirst was thoroughly quenched, but the experience had left a metaphorical bad taste in her mouth.

			‘It was certainly something to behold,’ she said, letting the neutral truth of her words tell the lie for her in the ears of her listeners. She was suddenly uncertain why she’d come here. She needed to quench the soulthirst, of course, but she could have done that in any number of ways, including going to any of the other shows put on by any of the other cults. Why had she felt the need to see what the Thirteenth Night were doing, specifically? Why had she been so transfixed by Morghana’s efforts at cheating death? It had been well executed, but such a display was far from unheard of in the arenas; Lelith had done a similar thing herself, more than once.

			This had, overall, been a mistake. Lelith was happy to admit that to herself. If anyone saw her here then they would almost certainly draw conclusions that would place her cult and Morghana’s in direct opposition, which was not a situation Lelith wanted to be in until she was certain she was ready for it. She might run headlong into a fight with nothing but her knives and her skill, but open warfare between cults contained too many elements over which she had too little control. And what was Wraitheye’s game? Lelith dearly wished she could take her knives to him and make him talk, but she knew better than to think that would go smoothly, or not cause comment. Besides which, she hardly needed another adversary at present, and only a fool made an enemy of a troupe of Harlequins without good reason.

			She stood and turned to leave, but halted in the middle of her first step. Two of her incubi had their klaives levelled at a slave in the colours of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night, abasing herself on the floor.

			‘Honoured mistress,’ the slave said, keeping her face to the floor. ‘The grand succubus requests your presence.’

			It was no request; Lelith knew that much immediately. Her incubi would have attempted to help her fight free if she had ordered them to do so, but that deep in the Crow’s Palace there were scant odds of any of them, including her, making it out alive if the Cult of the Thirteenth Night decided that they should not. Lelith was entirely willing to test her limits, but any gladiator had to know the difference between the impossible and the merely improbable.

			Besides, she had been angry that Morghana sent no reply to her message. Why should she then object to a face-to-face meeting?

			The difference, of course, was that messages exchanged via the scourges presented at least the facade of equality between the conversing parties. Now Lelith had been summoned like an under­ling, with the additional indignity of her disguise having achieved nothing. She bit down on her pride, let herself be led through the palace’s internal chambers, and forced herself to remember that she was at least getting what she had wanted, even if not in the manner in which she wanted it.

			She was brought to a set of grand doors, and the slave held up a hand. ‘Your pardon, mistress. Your incubi may not set foot within.’

			‘Lady?’ asked Morae’el, the klaivex. They were an imposing figure, with a surprisingly husky voice, and held their demi-klaives ready in each hand. ‘This could be a trap.’

			Lelith smiled behind her mask. ‘Morghana was never subtle. If she wanted me dead, she would not bother to separate me from you first. She wishes to talk, so we shall talk. Wait here until I return.’

			Morae’el inclined their head in acknowledgement, and the incubi settled into almost identical postures, klaives held ready across their bodies. Such was the discipline of these warriors that Lelith had no concern about them abandoning her; they would wait like statues until either she returned, or they believed her life was in danger.

			She nodded to the slave, who cut open the back of her hand and pressed it to the door. Locks clicked as the inbuilt sensors drank the blood, and the doors swung silently open. Lelith stepped forward, without hurry but without hesitation, to see what awaited her within.

			It was Morghana’s chambers, or at least one of them. She probably had several, in part as recognition of her rank and in part so that assassins could never be entirely sure where she was. She was here now, though, still dressed in her arena garb, with another slave wiping the last of the brutes’ blood from her face with a white cloth.

			‘Leave us,’ Morghana instructed with a snap of her fingers, and the slave hastily retreated. The doors closed behind Lelith, and the two grand succubi were left looking at each other.

			‘You have done well for yourself,’ Lelith remarked, looking around. The chambers lived up to expectations, with treasures and trophies adorning every wall, and most flat surfaces as well. ‘How much of this was here already?’

			‘I kept a couple of Ariex’s trinkets,’ Morghana said sharply. ‘Keepsakes. Besides,’ she added, smiling coldly. ‘To the victor goes the spoils. Everything you see here is mine, earned one way or another.’ She shifted her weight slightly in her seat, and it made a small noise of discomfort. Lelith raised her eyebrows as she took in the fleshcrafted nature of it: skin and bone, muscle and fat, from at least two beings, twisted and altered into the shape of a throne, and still living. Every change of Morghana’s position, every hard-edged armour ridge or spiked protrusion digging into soft tissue or grinding across bone, would provide her with a small morsel of sustenance from her seat’s suffering. Lelith suspected that the original intelligences were in there somewhere as well, screaming silently, which would only add to the nourishment.

			‘You have friends amongst the haemonculi, then?’ she asked casually, gesturing to the seat.

			‘You like it?’ Morghana replied, running the fingers of one hand possessively down the throne’s arm, which had indeed been a sort of arm at some point, if Lelith was any judge. ‘A gift from Lady Immelia. I believe you two have met? And please, Lelith, take off that ridiculous mask.’

			Lelith was not normally in the habit of obeying orders from others, even if they were framed as requests, but she did so now. Otherwise, how would Morghana know when Lelith was laughing at her?

			‘You keep a surprisingly close eye on those attending your shows,’ she said. ‘One wonders if you are arrogant, or merely paranoid.’

			‘I knew it was you at a glance,’ Morghana said dismissively. She rose from her throne and descended down the floor level, her eyes never leaving Lelith’s. ‘I would know you anywhere, Lelith. I would know you if a haemonculus remade you from head to foot, and I certainly knew that you would be here tonight.’

			‘Is that so?’

			‘Of course it is!’ Morghana scoffed. ‘I refused to reply to your ­message, so of course you would come here, full of anger and battered pride and envy!’

			‘Envy?’ Lelith retorted with a snort. ‘What would I have to be envious of? Have you successfully fooled yourself into thinking the Thirteenth Night has surpassed the Cult of Strife?’

			‘No,’ Morghana said, a denial so flat and honest that Lelith was momentarily taken aback. Then the other succubus smiled again, all teeth. ‘Not yet. But soon. The Supreme Overlord knows who is loyal to him, and who has betrayed Commorragh.’ Her smile disappeared. ‘You should have stayed away, Lelith.’

			There were many things Lelith could have said. Barbed comments, insults, challenges. She uttered none of them.

			‘She can remove the soulthirst, you know,’ she said instead.

			Morghana frowned. ‘What?’

			‘Yvraine.’ Lelith kept her gaze steady on the other drukhari’s face. ‘Not permanently – it returned when I left her and came back to Commorragh – but when I was with her I didn’t feel it.’

			Morghana’s cheek twitched. ‘Why would you want that?’

			‘Why wouldn’t you?’ Lelith countered. ‘Why would you want to feel the claws of She Who Thirsts tugging at you every moment of every hour of every day? I’m no Ynnari, not in my heart, but there is power there.’ She licked her lips. ‘Power that Yvraine wants to use to kill a god, and benefit every aeldari.’

			‘Then let her!’ Morghana said contemptuously. ‘Why are you telling me this?’

			‘To make you realise that there are other options,’ Lelith said ­earnestly. ‘Yvraine wanted me for my abilities, but if she succeeds in what she intends then it will benefit me whether or not I’m at her side. Can you say the same for Vect?’

			Morghana’s lip curled. ‘You were happy enough to enjoy the Supreme Overlord’s reflected glory for centuries, but you wish me to refuse the same thing?’

			‘It suited me at the time,’ Lelith said with a shrug. ‘I found that his shackles grew wearying, and they are not so easily severed as those in your performance earlier.’ She sniffed. ‘I see that you really are seeking to become me.’

			‘Become you?’ Morghana echoed scornfully. ‘How in the name of the Dark Muses did you reach that conclusion?’

			‘Look at you,’ Lelith said. She reached out, wiping away the last speck of blood from Morghana’s temple with the tip of her finger; the other succubus stiffened, but did not react. ‘Not a scratch on you, no blood except that of others. The Morghana I remember would have gone straight for the throat, and not cared so much about keeping her own intact.’

			Morghana’s eyes were diamond-hard. ‘Are you implying I’ve become weak?’

			‘Hardly.’ Lelith gestured to herself, notoriously nearly scar-free beneath her dress. ‘But they do say that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.’

			Morghana’s gaze flickered down to Lelith’s body, then back up again. Her throat moved as she swallowed.

			‘Why did you come back?’ she said, the words ground out between clenched teeth.

			Lelith hesitated for a moment, considering for the first time how to word this. She probably should have thought about it sooner, but the political side of drukhari society always seemed to catch her unarmed. ‘I received a warning that Vect might be laying a trap for me.’ She chewed her lip. ‘And that you might be involved,’ she added, raising her head to stare challengingly down her nose at Morghana.

			‘It always has to be about you, doesn’t it?’ Morghana snarled. ‘No, Lelith, I am not involved in whatever the Supreme Overlord might or might not have planned for you. I am going to become the Dark Queen of Commorragh, do you understand that? I am going to take my cult to heights of which yours never even dreamed, and I am going to make every inch of this realm my hunting grounds!’

			‘And Vect is helping?’ Lelith asked quietly.

			‘The Supreme Overlord isn’t helping!’ Morghana snapped. ‘But you know as well as I do that nothing happens in the Dark City which he does not allow! We are rising because he considers us worthy to rise. He considers me worthy to rise,’ she added, smugly.

			Lelith nodded slowly. The shape of things was starting to become clear. ‘And if I was to suggest that Vect is allowing this in order to prick at my pride, and draw me back from the Ynnari?’

			‘Well, now who’s arrogant, paranoid, and fooling herself?’ Morghana said softly. Her expression was amused, but there was an ugliness there, like the dark bruise of storm clouds on a horizon. ‘Why would the Supreme Overlord want you, after you betrayed him?’

			‘Because I “betrayed” him,’ Lelith said. ‘Vect is obsessed with control, Morghana. He has to control me, or there will be talk about how his power is slipping.’

			‘If the Supreme Overlord had truly been angry that you left, he would have had you killed by now,’ Morghana said dismissively. ‘You proved you were weak and worthless when you left Commorragh to chase after that apostate and do her bidding. Why would he not want to be rid of you?’

			‘Because I command the most powerful wych cult!’ Lelith snapped.

			‘Not for long!’ Morghana laughed. ‘Stop pretending that your success was your own doing, and not his! He is a new Dark Muse, Lelith, and his glory will be showered on all those who are faithful to him!’

			Lelith looked at her face, at the earnest, savage belief there. Lelith knew that Asdrubael Vect was cunning, dangerous, and deadly; he could not have ruled Commorragh for ten millennia otherwise. But Vect had died, and yes, he had been resurrected in bloody glory through the ruin of his enemies, but he had still died once more than Lelith had. He was still a drukhari, whatever alliances he had made or schemes he had set in motion.

			Morghana clearly did not agree. Talking about Vect, her face shone in a manner Lelith hadn’t seen since they were young. She deliberately edged back from those memories, discomforted by the parallels.

			‘Does he know?’ she asked.

			Morghana frowned in annoyance. ‘Know what?’

			‘About Yukor. About…’ Lelith waved a hand vaguely. They always felt like weak, pointless things when she wasn’t holding her knives. ‘About us. I mean, does he know how long we have known each other?’ she added, hastily.

			‘Of course he does,’ Morghana said with a snort. ‘I told him.’

			Lelith’s stomach flipped. To suspect that Vect had cast his dead gaze over the secrets of her youth was discomforting enough, but to find out that he had learned them from Morghana herself… ‘You told him? What did you tell him?’

			‘That you have been in my way since I was young,’ Morghana said, her words edged with frozen spite.

			Lelith ground her teeth. ‘Morghana–’ 

			‘You should leave,’ Morghana said. ‘I don’t just mean my chambers, Lelith. I mean Commorragh. Weak and worthless or not, your presence here will be an irritant to the Supreme Overlord. You won’t survive long.’

			‘And why should that bother you, since you care so much about Vect’s desires?’ Lelith said with a snort.

			‘Just go!’ Morghana shouted, her temper suddenly surging upwards. ‘You already left once,’ she added, bitterness lacing her words. ‘You can surely manage it again.’

			Lelith got the distinct feeling that the metaphorical ground had just shifted beneath her feet. ‘That still bothers you?’

			Morghana’s fists were clenching and unclenching again. Lelith knew the signs well enough; she was working herself up into one of her killing furies. There would be no elegant evasion then, or playing to crowds. When Morghana’s temper got the better of her, she desired only blood.

			‘You talk to me about the Supreme Overlord’s goals not benefiting me, but you want to pretend that you are any different?’ Morghana snarled, soft and low, like the growl at the back of a predator’s throat before it pounced. ‘We fought together, we bled together, we escaped that bastard Yukor together, but as soon as you found an option that didn’t involve me, you took it!’

			‘And this is why Vect chose you,’ Lelith said, with hollow under­stand­ing. Morghana had never understood what happened back then, but the truth of the matter meant nothing compared to what Morghana believed the truth to be. ‘He needed someone who hated me enough that they had to not just replace me, but surpass me. Someone that I… knew. That was how he was going to guarantee attracting my attention.’

			‘If you will not leave,’ Morghana said, every syllable cold and precise, ‘then I will have quarters prepared for you. You can stay as my guest. And then tomorrow night, at the climax of the show, I will kill you on the sands of the Crow’s Palace.’

			The image flashed up unbidden in Lelith’s mind. Herself, free from this dress and back in her wychsuit, knives in hand, staring across an arena floor at Morghana Nathrax. The smell of dust and freshly spilled blood around them, the roar of the crowd reaching fever pitch as the two greatest succubi in Commorragh approached each other. The shift of the sand underfoot as she tested her balance, the sway of her hair hanging loose, and then the sudden joy of movement as she flew at her opponent. Knives clashing, sparks flying, and then the edge of her blades kissing Morghana’s flesh–

			Lelith snapped herself out of it. That would be one way to ensure the Cult of the Thirteenth Night did not rise to eclipse the Cult of Strife, but it was not one she wanted to take. Not when she suspected the hand of Asdrubael Vect behind everything, and was determined not to dance to his tune.

			‘I will leave,’ she said softly. ‘But tell me one thing, Morghana – if you detest me so much, why invite me into your chambers at all? Why not continue to shun me?’

			Morghana’s mouth opened, then shut again. Her lip twitched. Then she straightened and tilted her head slightly to one side.

			‘It is best to inspect the wound fully before you cauterise it.’

			Rage flashed up in Lelith, dark and sharp and hungry, but she grabbed it by the throat and shoved it back down again. ‘Then I will be on my way. Farewell, Morghana.’

			She was led back to her Venom within the circle of her incubi, and the boiling sphere of her anger. Her craft had barely lifted off before she opened a communications channel to Xithria Mourn, not caring who else might be listening in. Let the Dark City hear her; it would suit her purposes for them to do so. She needed to remind everyone who and what the Cult of Strife was, she needed to replenish their resources, and she needed to release her temper by spilling the blood of beings who had thought themselves safe within their own homes.

			‘Put the word out,’ she said. ‘Let anyone join us who wishes to. We are going raiding.’
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			Eight

			The craftworlds of the Asuryani were some of the most impressive architectural and engineering feats in the galaxy. They were great voidfaring vessels, more akin to irregularly shaped planetoids than ships, and even the smallest of them comfortably dwarfed the largest constructions of other, lesser species. Even now, with the aeldari in decline, a single craftworld could still house tens of millions. Almost all of the population were capable of taking up arms and defending their home, donning armour and adopting the role of Guardians, and that was without considering the Aspect shrines, which housed the far less numerous but more skilful warriors dedicated to learning and mastering a particular manner of warfare. The combination of sheer size and formidable defences meant that a craftworld was nearly unassailable to a traditional force.

			Nearly.

			Even the most belligerent human commander would hesitate to provoke the wrath of the aeldari and throw away countless lives assaulting a craftworld, but there were other forces at work in the galaxy for which such concerns were non-existent. The ravening tyranids had gutted craftworlds before, and for the bestial orks – the arakhia, the Children of Destruction – the bigger fight was almost always the more desired option. Such had been the case for the craftworld of Ilmaren, when the hordes of the creature calling itself Grak Bigtoof hurled themselves headlong at it. Valiant though they were, Ilmaren’s defenders had been nearly overwhelmed, their defences had been shattered, and the very wraithbone skeleton of their home had been ravaged. Although the arakhia were ultimately swallowed by the warp rift their own barbaric psykers had sought to create, Ilmaren now limped through the galaxy at the mercy of whatever ­predator happened to next pass by.

			Lelith was not feeling particularly merciful. She paced the command deck of her battleship, the Flawless, watching as the broken shell of Ilmaren grew ever closer.

			‘Weak, am I?’ she muttered under her breath. ‘Worthless? I’ll show that jumped-up carrion feeder. How long?’ she shouted, raising her voice and whirling around to fix one of the crew with a glare nearly as sharp as one of her knives. Lelith had no idea if this particular drukhari knew the answer to her question, and nor did she care. She was no corsair captain, to relish in the roll of the stars and the thrill of void combat. She had a battleship because she was the Queen of Knives, grand succubus of the greatest wych cult in all Commorragh, and she deserved only the greatest and the finest.

			Also, not everywhere had a webway gate; or, in the case of even a half-broken craftworld, that gate could be closed to a hostile force seeking to emerge from the other side. That meant void travel to get to the ­richest raiding grounds, and while Lelith would face any enemy in single combat with her knives out and her teeth bared, she had no wish to perish in the cold, airless vacuum thanks to an energy beam or explosive warhead. No, if she was to die then she would die on her own terms, which meant being well-protected in the meantime.

			‘We are nearly within assault-boat range, your excellence,’ another crew member replied, not to save the skin of the one Lelith had interrogated, but to head her displeasure off before it engulfed them as well.

			‘Good,’ Lelith snapped, striding away with her hair flowing out behind her. ‘Be ready to disengage the shadowfield once we are away.’

			There was no true sneaking up on a craftworld, not unless all its farseers were dead, in which case the craftworld itself was essentially dead too. Those meddlers continuously sieved through the skeins of the future for knowledge in the hope of guiding their kin to the most beneficial outcomes, which was an approach for which Lelith had little time; she preferred to grab the future by the throat and make it hers. The only farseer she had ever held any respect for was Eldrad Ulthran, and that was simply because even she was not prepared to discount his great age and raw power. Most, however, she viewed as little more than cowards who hid behind their foretellings and sought the path of least risk, but they were irritatingly prescient despite that.

			Still, sometimes stealth was not the desired approach. The prey’s sense of impending doom, their dread at a threat they knew was closing in but could not yet see – that was all part of the joy of the hunt. Lelith’s kin on the craftworlds might be far more advanced than the rest of the mewling creatures that made up the galaxy’s so-called sentient life, but even they could not penetrate the shrouds that hid her raiding fleet from prying eyes. The farseers might know that an attack was coming, their floating runes might even have informed them what manner of foe they faced, but there was little they could have done. Ilmaren was still half-ruined, slow-moving, and easy to find for those that knew how.

			Lelith’s journey was not a long one; the Impaler assault craft was mounted on the Flawless’ prow, and was already packed with close on a hundred handpicked wyches from the Cult of Strife, as well as Morae’el and their companion incubi. Lelith entered, and saw the hunger on her followers’ faces as they looked up at her. Some were her Bloodbrides, but to the rest she had been an absent leader for some time. Now she was putting that right.

			‘Prepare for launch,’ she said simply, as the door hissed shut behind her. The comm-pearl in her ear brought her news from across her fleet, and even her heart swelled at it.

			The name of the Cult of Strife still held power within the Dark City. Vect’s rumoured displeasure or otherwise, the promise of a raiding trip led by the Queen of Knives herself had pulled in attendees from far and wide. Not as many as might have once been the case, it was true, and perhaps not quite the same quality – master archons had sent sub-archons, grand succubi had sent their juniors, and so forth – but her call had still been answered by more supporters than could be commanded by all but the most powerful of her rivals. If the drukhari were minded to make war, then this would have numbered amongst their greatest forces.

			As it was, war was the last thing on Lelith’s mind. War was drawn-out, ugly, and wasteful. The drukhari way was to strike, take what you wished, and depart. No territory in realspace, no dusty planet or rocky asteroid, was worth conflict, and no enemy could penetrate into Commorragh and survive for long. Of course, the difference might be invisible to those on the receiving end, but their perceptions were essentially meaningless anyway.

			Still, despite her confidence, the sheer size of Ilmaren was daunting. Lelith made her way to the front of the Impaler and watched the massive structure grow closer and closer through the faint, scratchy interference of the shadowfield that hid them from detection. Just a little closer…

			The void began to sparkle with light as beams of energy lanced outwards from Ilmaren – defensive weaponry, seeking a target. Lelith activated her comm-pearl.

			‘Who dropped fields too soon?’ she demanded.

			‘All craft are still hidden, your excellence,’ came the reply. ‘Could it be the farseers?’

			Lelith was about to snort a reply in the negative, when something struck her. She and her kin were psychically blunt; whereas the minds of most aeldari blazed in the warp, and were easily perceived by both the daemons of the Great Enemy and the witches of their own kind, drukhari were all but invisible in that strange realm. The Asuryani in particular seemed to find it abhorrent, and more than one of their witches had fallen to Lelith’s knives simply because they were used to being able to sense the minds of those about to harm them. The notion of a craftworld’s psykers being able to sense even a fleet of drukhari with sufficient finesse to fire upon them was laughable… but there were more than just drukhari aboard a drukhari ship.

			Slaves. The obviously psychic ones were murdered as soon as their taint was discovered, but sometimes such abilities lay latent. How many slaves were aboard Lelith’s fleet, toiling at the limits of their capacity and understanding in order to keep the vessels in running order, or simply brought as necessary sustenance for the crews? Tens of thousands of creatures of a couple of dozen species at least, each broken in spirit but perhaps not all quiet of mind. Enough, perhaps, for those seeking to protect Ilmaren from harm to notice the low-level psychic anguish approaching them, and deduce the cause.

			‘Launch!’ Lelith ordered. ‘Drop the fields, and launch!’ Her plan was sound, despite this minor setback, so let the craftworlders see the full might of the force bearing down on them, and let them despair.

			The Impaler launched, its compact turbojets giving it an acceleration far exceeding that of similar craft from most other species. Even Lelith had to seize a handhold to avoid losing her footing. They were past the now-dubious defence of the shadowfield before it had blinked out of existence, screaming into an attack run aimed at the ruined flank of the craftworld. Gleaming lines of fresh wraithbone showed where the Ilmaren bonesingers had been performing repairs, but the devastation wrought by the arakhia would take years yet to completely heal, and the gaping rents gave the Cult of Strife and their allies a route into the heart of the massive vessel.

			Ilmaren’s defenders began firing in earnest now, as the sleek shapes of drukhari ships appeared one after another, and a blizzard of assault craft issued forth from them like a cloud of flies rising from a corpse. However, this part of the damaged flank had far fewer point defences than elsewhere on the craftworld, and the sheer number and choice of targets paralysed even the keen minds of those operating them. Had all weapons concentrated on the boarders, then Lelith’s warriors might have taken huge losses before touching down; had the defenders sought to eliminate the battleships and transport cruisers then the boarders might have lost their nerve as they saw their means of retreat being picked off one after another. Instead, the defenders split their fire, and as a result managed little of consequence before the fleet targeted what weaponry did exist and silenced it for good.

			The assault craft passed through the ragged craftworld exterior into the yawning chasm within, all ruined struts and half-repaired domes from where the orks had blasted their way inside with the brute force and ignorance that defined their species. The Ilmarites had reclaimed some of their home from the cold void of space since then, and the honeycomb of the craftworld’s structure was dotted with atmospheric fields, which allowed the space behind them to be used by its residents once more, albeit so long as they did not mind looking out into a combination of ruins and distant stars. These were the most tempting targets for Lelith and her craft, for the fields would do nothing to stop physical objects, and the space within gave free rein for an easy landing, as opposed to clamping onto a hard wraithbone surface and using the assault craft’s fusion cutters to bore a route inwards.

			‘Head for the largest,’ Lelith ordered. ‘The craftworlders will be less likely to pull the atmosphere from those. They wouldn’t be able to handle the guilt at killing so many of their own kin.’

			The threshold between atmosphere and void was distinct – not because there was any turbulence when passing through, but because with atmosphere came sound, and the muted roar-rumble of the engines which until this point had merely vibrated through the Impaler’s shell morphed into a screaming whine from which the hull could not fully insulate its passengers. Lelith’s smile grew wider, for these were the moments that keyed up the anticipation within her, as the craft carrying her to her prey began its final approach.

			The green, leafy dome into which they burst was typical of craftworlders’ ridiculous attempts to recreate the pastoral simplicity of a life many millennia in the past, and which Lelith suspected had only ever existed in myth and legend. They shot over rolling downs and verdant forests, limpid lakes and plunging waterfalls, a completely artificial landscape constructed by aeldari hands and, no doubt, painstakingly renewed following the attack of the arakhia. There were small settlements here and there, and some few of the craft with Lelith peeled off to seek the easy pickings that would cower there. The rest pressed on, however – hundreds of assault boats and a few of the larger Impaler craft such as that in which Lelith rode, all heading for the city of golden spires that rose in what had once been the geometric centre of this dome, before the orks had blown part of it open to the void.

			The similarities between this place and Commorragh were plain to see; it had a lofty architecture and graceful form not found amongst the galaxy’s other denizens. However, where Commorragh was dark and monochrome, the Asuryani built in white and gold. Where the Dark City had spikes and razor edges, Ilmaran had smooth curves and flowing contours.

			And, of course, the Asuryani were building within the limits of the material universe. In Commorragh, niceties such as distance and dimensions were always malleable for those who had sufficient resources to make such concepts their playthings.

			‘Target the main population centres,’ Lelith ordered over her comm-pearl. A few skimmers were rising into the air as the city began to scramble its defenders, but they were paltry offerings that would be overwhelmed in moments, and those piloting them were doing little more than guaranteeing themselves a swift death. She switched to the frequencies used by her own cult, rather than the general communication channel for the wider raid. ‘And be swift – there will be time to indulge ourselves later, but the purpose of this raid is to seize prizes, not get caught up in killing.’

			She was greeted by nods from those of her warriors in the Impaler with her. Open combat was unpredictable and risky even for wyches, especially against enemies as skilled and as familiar with them as the Asuryani. Taking captives back to Commorragh and pitting oneself against them in the controlled environments of a stadium under the bloodthirsty gaze of the rest of the Dark City was another matter entirely – there the focus could be on blade against blade, rather than having half the combatants obliterated by an off-target explosion or wayward distortion cannon blast. While the drukhari appreciated a great warrior, that appreciation lasted only so long as the warrior in question remained alive. No songs were sung or memorials raised for those who had fallen, be that in the arena or on the dirt of some alien world. Only mockery and the claws of She Who Thirsts awaited the dead, no matter their deeds in life.

			The city’s defences were paltry; the Ilmarites had either not learned from the orks’ attack, had been too slow in applying those lessons, or had not assumed that they would be attacked again so soon. Bulkier landers were disgorging Raiders and Ravagers by the score now, but Lelith’s Impaler kept going, past soaring skyways and over delicate lattices of interlinked canals and waterways. When deceleration came, it was nearly as explosive as the launch, and the Impaler twisted into an expertly executed landing in the midst of the city’s main plaza.

			The access hatches blew open. Other drukhari commanders might have sent their underlings out first, so that the less valuable members of their force – anyone except themselves – could fall victim to any unpleasant surprises the defenders had in store. Not Lelith. She sprang out with her blades in hand before anyone else could move, even her nominal bodyguards. For all her talk of caution and swiftness, of executing a hit-and-run attack before the full numbers of the craftworld could be brought to bear on them, Lelith was after something more.

			The overall haul of the raid would reflect upon her, so let others take captives. Lelith was here for a fight.
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			Nine

			Lelith ignored the squalling masses who fled before her. The swirling mass of their fear was intoxicating and invigorating, but she had neither need nor desire to wet her blades with their blood. She sought a challenge, an enemy capable of facing her in combat without disgracing themselves. It was not just for her own satisfaction – her presence would attract attention, allowing her underlings more time and opportunity to harvest those for which they’d come – but Lelith was honest enough with herself to admit that satisfaction was the primary motive. Her body almost ached from the frustration of restraining herself when Morghana had disrespected her so, and… Why had she restrained herself? Killing another grand succubus in her quarters after accepting an invite would have been crass, certainly, and not in keeping with Lelith’s reputation, but it wasn’t as though it would have been wrong.

			Failing that, Lelith could have accepted Morghana’s challenge and waited for a day, then fought her in the Crow’s Palace. That would have been a worthy spectacle. By rights it should have taken place in the Crucibael, of course, but a minor quibble over the venue should not have mattered. Lelith was quite happy to fight anyone anywhere, at any time, so that was not the reason.

			An Asuryani came at her wielding a blade, her face set in steely determination. She was no warrior; she wasn’t even in armour. Lelith spun at the last moment, landing a kick with her bare heel on the point of the other aeldari’s jaw and snapping her neck backwards and sideways with an audible crack as the spinal cord parted. The Ilmarite dropped, the blade tumbling from suddenly nerveless hands, and Lelith moved on, her mind barely registering what had just occurred.

			She wasn’t afraid, was she?

			It was a ludicrous notion, but one Lelith felt she should consider. Drukhari fell prey to fear; theirs was a culture that revelled in overwhelming superiority, but did not relish adversity. The prevalence of gladiatorial combat might seem strange, given those tendencies, but that was because many drukhari honestly believed that they were invincible until the moment their folly was revealed to them by another’s blade. Whereas Lelith was, of course, actually superior to all those she had ever faced, and so she had never felt fear’s kiss. Wariness, yes; some enemies needed to be treated like the cold vacuum of space, in that they should not be engaged without appropriate equipment. Lelith and her raiders would not be staying around long enough for Ilmaren to rouse its Avatar of Khaine, but should she ever come up against the molten metal incarnation of the God of War then Lelith would require a more potent weapon than her simple knives for the fight to be worth chancing.

			So was she afraid? Was that why she had walked away from Morghana, despite the other succubus’ insults? Did Lelith secretly believe that if she crossed blades with her old acquaintance then she would be the one left bleeding in the sands?

			Someone had a shuriken catapult. Lelith saw the muzzle of the weapon come up and threw herself into a bounding flip that easily cleared the brief burst of fire, although screams from behind her indicated that others had not been so lucky. Lelith didn’t know if the wounded were her warriors or luckless civilians cut down by one of their own, and nor did she care. She charged forward, keeping low and jinking from side to side. The shooter would have been fine in a gun line firing his monomolecular-edged projectiles into massed ranks of onrushing orks or tyranids, but he had no hope of hitting one succubus. Lelith swayed past the barrel, amputated his firing hand at the wrist, then opened his throat.

			No, she reflected; even allowing for self-delusion, she could detect no fear in herself at the notion of facing Morghana in combat. Indeed, there was a thrill at the thought. However, every time she tried to envisage it, the images blurred and slipped away into something else: her fighting at Morghana’s side as they had done as youths, protecting themselves and each other from those who would harm them, and rising up through the strata of Commorragh’s society by the edge of their blades.

			Was it the prospect of Vect’s manipulation that had her on edge, then? No, that did not feel right either. The Supreme Overlord made the entire Dark City dance to his tune, and Lelith had never been overly concerned about it before. So long as she was able to fulfil her own desires, Lelith had never bothered to consider whether they matched those of Asdrubael Vect. If he wanted her to do something that she also wanted to do, then she had always thought that to be an advantage.

			She did not want to kill Morghana. It was an infuriating truth, but one that Lelith could not escape. In fact, it was worse than that, because it was not just that she simply did not want to kill Morghana – there were very few beings in the galaxy that Lelith actively wanted to kill more than any other individual, she just had very little concern about it if she did – no, Lelith realised that she wanted not to kill Morghana, which might have seemed like a very similar sentiment to those not raised in Commorragh, but was a world of difference to those who were.

			She could not easily envisage cutting Morghana down in combat, because she did not want Morghana to die. What sort of gladiator did that make her?

			The thought infuriated her, and she sprang forward with a snarl. She cut at anything in her way, no longer distinguishing between those futilely trying to offer her combat and those equally futilely trying to escape, simply taking her anger out on the flesh around her. If no worthy enemy wanted to present themselves, she would simply have to flush one out. The Asuryani professed to care about their own kind, so let them come to the aid of Lelith’s victims.

			She danced on, pausing momentarily here and there to relish the suffering of a soul, but primarily carving a bloody trail through the heart of the city. The craftworlders were starting to organise their defence now, their so-called Guardians beginning to fight back against Lelith’s raiders, but resistance to her – and the wyches trailing in her wake – was still minimal. It was almost as though the enemy knew they could not face her, and so were willing to let her rampage while they fought those against whom they had a chance. That just made Lelith even angrier; she was not used to being ignored, no matter the rationale for it.

			She paused for a moment and stared around, searching for the grandest structure. How did this place organise itself? Were they led by family clans? Elected officials? Did they give themselves over completely to the guidance of the farseers? She was usually completely uninterested in the petty internal politics of any individual group of Asuryani, but now she cursed herself for not researching her target more thoroughly, because the surest way of finding the stiffest resistance was to head with knives bared for those who thought they held power…

			Her spine stiffened, and her blood chilled. For half a heartbeat she wondered if fear had finally found her, but she had felt these symptoms before. As the sound became audible, rather than just felt in the bones, Lelith turned to face death with a smile on her face.

			‘Finally,’ she said with relish. ‘A challenge.’

			The Howling Banshees came at a sprint, flipping over ornamental fountains and strange, organic-looking sculptures, their long hair streaming behind them and their war cries echoing through the air at a frequency that turned bones to lead and muscles to water. Lelith’s knives felt like rocks in her hands as she raised them, but she was far too experienced a combatant to succumb to the despair that the Banshees’ scream was intended to provoke. The creeping fear, the sense that certain death was coming for you – they could, with effort, be shaken off by one who knew that they were artificially induced. The charging warriors themselves, immersed in their mindsets, expected their prey to be paralysed for a few crucial moments. That was their weakness.

			Lelith waited until the last moment before she moved, just as her enemies were raising their blades in the belief that they had her frozen to the spot. They came bounding forwards, closing on her like a cresting wave, so Lelith went beneath them.

			She dived and slid, kicking out the planted foot of one to send her tumbling, and hamstringing another with her knives on the way past. The Banshees’ shrieks took on a new aspect as they wheeled back towards her, now more like a small flock of predatory birds than a wave, but one of their number was already wounded. The warrior Lelith had tripped was back on her feet, but even that brief delay meant she was lagging behind her sisters. This time it was merely three-on-one, and those were odds that Lelith liked.

			She whirled into the attack, ducking under the slash of one blade and sweeping out the leg of a different warrior, then vaulting up to backflip over the Banshee whose sword she had just avoided and kicking her in the back of the head on the way past. The Aspect Warrior stumbled forward, directly onto the keen blade of one of her sisters that was being stabbed at where Lelith had been a moment ago. As Lelith landed, she heard the crunch of wraithbone armour giving way, and the gasp of an aeldari whose organs had just been pierced.

			Lelith parried the blade of the Banshee she had stumbled, then spun into her until her back was pressed up against the other aeldari’s front, with the warrior’s pistol arm trapped beneath her own. She wrenched the gun to one side as the Banshee instinctively discharged her weapon, and razor-edged shuriken ammunition sliced into the head and chest of the Banshee Lelith had hobbled; in the same moment, she punched her other hand up and backwards with her dagger reversed, and buried it in the skull of the enemy behind her. The Asuryani sagged, and Lelith ripped her blade out.

			There were two left now. Had they retreated and trusted to their shuriken pistols then they might have wounded her, but that was not in the nature of the Howling Banshee, and so that was not in the nature of the inflexible Asuryani who gave themselves over to its path. They were afraid to embrace the full reality of their lives, and locked themselves into tiny, limiting roles to avoid the terrifying choice and opportunity the galaxy presented them. Howling Banshees closed with their victims and cut them down, and so that is what these two tried to do.

			Lelith sprang into the air and kicked twice, one bare foot effortlessly finding the flat of a blade and knocking it from its owner’s grasp, the other planting a kick behind the Banshee’s ear and staggering her. The other attempted to follow Lelith’s movements, but Lelith snared the Asuryani’s blade between her knives and twisted it out of her enemy’s grasp, then attacked with a flurry. Aspect armour was tough, but Lelith’s knives were keen, and she knew where the weak points were: the joints at the neck, at the elbow, and under the armpit, where the hardened plates were absent. Her blades found flesh three times, and sliced off a few fingers as the Banshee tried fruitlessly to protect herself with her empty hand. Aeldari were resilient, but the wounds Lelith had dealt were mortal; the warrior staggered away from her, blood sheeting out from the gash in her neck over her bone-coloured chestplate.

			The last Banshee screamed.

			It was a desperate effort, especially against someone who had previously shaken off the effects of a full squad, but the impact of the psychic shriek slowed Lelith’s nervous system for a moment. The Banshee charged again, firing her shuriken pistol, and one of the projectiles nicked Lelith’s arm as she was slightly too slow in slipping to one side. However, Lelith was already moving, and she flung one of her knives at her onrushing opponent. The weapon met the Banshee point-first, punching through the amplifier mask and shattering the delicate mechanism within, then going on through the back of the warrior’s throat and coming out of the back of her skull. She dropped bonelessly, all connection cut between mind and body.

			Lelith wiped the blood away from her arm with one finger and tutted, then looked around. Her enemies here were either dead, or fast on their way to it; they had provided an invigorating fight, but she had not thought to keep any alive for use in the arena. Well, no matter. The forces of Ilmaren undoubtedly now knew she was here, which meant she could expect further efforts on her life, so she would just have to be more careful next time.

			The sound of another Banshee scream brought her head up and around. It hadn’t been aimed at her – her body merely tingled and her hair stood on end rather than her entire form becoming weighed down by momentary dread – but it was not far away. She recovered her thrown blade and sprinted in that direction, looking for the source.

			Another Asuryani warrior, this one armed with twin gleaming swords, had ploughed into Lelith’s Bloodbrides. Three already lay dead or dying as the Ilmarite laid about herself, taking a terrible toll on the scream-slowed drukhari. Another sweep of the Asuryani’s blades, and another Bloodbride fell, her head lopped clean off her shoulders.

			Lelith grinned as she bounded forwards. This was an exarch; one who had followed the Path of the Banshee for so long that she was now trapped on it, unable to set her warrior persona aside, until her soul mingled with those of the other aeldari who had worn that ancient armour. They were the pinnacle of the Asuryani warrior paths, doomed to remain on it in a never-ending search for perfection in the art of bloodletting. Exarchs were respected fighters and prized commodities even in the gladiatorial arenas of Commorragh, not least because unlike some captives, they need very little urging to take up weapons and kill.

			Lelith pounced with her knives extended. The exarch’s super­lative warrior senses gave her a split second’s warning, and she twisted aside at the last moment. Then those dual mirrorswords came up, flashing as they swept out in a dazzling twin-form technique which sought to open gaping slashes on a torso, or amputate limbs. Lelith smiled tightly, her own knives fending off the exarch’s counter-attack. They were armed with similar weapons, but the Banshee’s had greater reach. In the eyes of most observers, that would give her an advantage.

			Most observers were fools, of course. Lelith did not carry simple blades with her because they gave her the best chance of success against any opponent she might encounter; she carried them because in almost all situations, they were all she needed.

			The Banshee exarch was blisteringly fast, and her swords nearly sang as they sliced the air into smaller and smaller fragments. She was the latest incarnation of a warrior who had lived and fought and died and lived again, and who brought all those experiences into her combat. She had seen countless battlefields, and she had slain countless enemies, but she had never encountered the Queen of Knives.

			Other species marvelled at the aeldari’s speed and grace, but not all aeldari were equal. The drukhari – psychically stunted and living in a realm where a hint of weakness was an open invitation of predation to those around them – were even more physically athletic than their cousins, and Lelith Hesperax was perhaps the greatest of them all. She spun and danced, leading the exarch on, staying just out of range and waiting for her moment to strike. Her Bloodbrides knew better than to involve themselves in a single combat like this, but they circled, waiting for the moment when they would be called upon.

			The faintest misstep was the only opening Lelith needed. A slab on the plaza over which they were fighting tilted slightly beneath the exarch’s foot, a crack in the façade of perfection which the Asuryani presented even to their own citizens, and the warrior’s balance faltered by a fraction. Her whirling guard slowed for a moment as she steadied herself, but it was already too late. Lelith had been watching and waiting, and she had both the reflexes and the ability to take her opportunity.

			She slid forward, effortlessly moving from just outside the exarch’s guard to inside it, past the range at which the mirrorswords were most effective and bringing the Banshee into reach of her knives. Lelith ducked under a swing that was slightly slower than it should have been, batted away a sweep from the other blade that was in marginally the wrong place, and stabbed the exarch in the throat.

			It was a calculated thrust, placed and weighted to perfection. Lelith’s aim was not to kill; that would have been wasteful. Instead her knife slipped through the flexible armour and slit the exarch’s vocal cords, avoiding the main arteries. The Howling Banshees’ war cry was a psychic one, but it was anchored in the very real screams they made as they bore down on their enemies. Without a voice they could not scream, and without a scream they could not be a Howling Banshee.

			Lelith rolled away from the exarch’s panicked counter-swings, revelling in the sudden waves of terror that were now exuding from the craftworld warrior. Exarchs were hardy, and the prospect of death held little fear for one whose gestalt consciousness had died several times before. They had already lost their own personality, as it had been subsumed into the greater one that suffused the armour, but what about a blow that struck at that central identity? An exarch might take a grievous wound with stoicism, might face death without flinching, but to be cut off from the very aspect they embodied…

			‘Take her,’ Lelith said with a smirk, and her Bloodbrides moved in with shardnets. The exarch whirled, trying to cut her way free, but her poise and grace had been damaged in a way that went far beyond the bleeding wound in her throat, and now the wyches’ weapons found their marks. The Asuryani would not die; she would receive attention before she bled out, and would be kept alive for use in the Crucibael. Lelith might even have a haemonculus restore the warrior’s voice, once she was secure, since that would only add to the entertainment she would bring to the arena.

			‘Your excellence,’ Kharavyxis said, coming towards Lelith as the exarch was subdued.

			‘What is it?’ Lelith asked, her hackles already rising. Even the exarch had barely been a challenge, merely a puzzle on which Lelith had needed to concentrate for a few moments, and she still felt frustration tugging at her mind. Now Kharavyxis had something to say, and the expression on the hekatrix’s face suggested to Lelith that she was not going to like it.

			‘My lady, some of those we have faced bore the mark of the Ynnari,’ Kharavyxis reported soberly.

			Lelith’s lip curled. ‘And?’

			‘If they follow the Priestess, then should we not–’

			Lelith’s hand flashed out and seized Kharavyxis by the throat. The hekatrix stopped speaking instantly, and Lelith dragged her close enough to stare straight into the other wych’s near-colourless eyes.

			‘I asked you before,’ Lelith rasped, ‘if you were Yvraine’s creature, or mine. I am starting to get the impression that you lied to me, Kharavyxis.’

			‘I would never, your excellence!’ Kharavyxis protested hoarsely.

			‘And yet you do not understand that I do not care whether or not these piteous whelps follow the Ynnari!’ Lelith snarled into her face. ‘If they put so much stock in Yvraine’s words then why are they not with her? No, they are here, and so we will do with them as we please. We are drukhari! There is no kin or creed to whom we are not terror itself!’

			Even staring down her hekatrix, even while drinking in the fear rolling off Kharavyxis – who had finally grasped that she may have taken a step into a realm from which there was no returning – Lelith’s instincts were still razor-sharp. Most others would not have noticed anything unusual about the Venom that arced into her vision in the distance, banking around one of the Ilmarite’s sickeningly aesthetic towers as it did so; it was simply another drukhari vehicle, seeking its prey.

			Lelith, however, saw the angle of its flight. Her great gift was in reading the flow of combat on an interpersonal level – the dance of balance and momentum, the faint flicker of eyes or the slightest tightening of muscles that heralded a new attack. However, she had seen as many battlefields as many an exarch, and she knew what death looked like. The Venom was coming for her.

			She only had a moment to react. She gripped Kharavyxis’ neck so tightly that the other drukhari’s body clenched, convinced she was about to have her throat torn out, just as the Venom opened fire. The splinter cannon’s ammunition thudded into Kharavyxis’ back, and the wych stiffened and gasped as she took the shots intended for Lelith.

			Most of them.

			Lelith grunted in pain as a chunk of envenomed crystal embedded itself into her side. A single shot, unlike the multiple impacts Kharavyxis had suffered, but that was enough. Icy-hot tendrils immediately began to creep out from the wound site, spreading through Lelith’s flesh with alarming speed, but she had no time to think about that. Knives were fine, but sometimes you needed something with more range; she snatched Kharavyxis’ blast pistol from its holster and sent a ravening bolt of dark energy at the Venom just as it finished its run and began to turn away. The shot was at the outside edge of the pistol’s range, but it clipped one of the skimmer’s thrusters, and the vehicle began to wobble and veer uncertainly.

			‘After it!’ Lelith snarled, and those Bloodbrides who had not been brought low sprang into action with the speed of born predators. The Venom in question would have been easily able to outpace them under normal circumstances, but now it was damaged, and struggling to gain both speed and height. Lelith’s Bloodbrides closed in like a pack of hunting khymerae, with fierce whoops and bloodthirsty shouts. The splinter cannon gunner pivoted the weapon to target them, but a volley of splinter pistol fire found the gaps in her armour and sent her collapsing to the deck, spasming. The pilot tried to pull the machine away, but grapnel lines that would have been used to latch on to friendly transports so the Bloodbrides could exit a battlefield as swiftly as they arrived were now deployed to snare the Venom and provide a route for swift-climbing wyches to get aboard. Lelith saw Zela spring up and vault off a typically mawkish Asuryani statue to land directly on the vehicle with her weapons drawn. There would be no escape for Lelith’s would-be assassins.

			The question was whether there would be one for Lelith herself. She had been riding high on the surge of vitality from the deaths and pain she had inflicted, but even a drukhari metabolism supercharged in such a manner would struggle to shake off the effects of a direct hit from a splinter cannon. She grabbed Kharavyxis’ head in both hands and shook her, forcing the dying wych to focus on her. Flecks of froth were starting to collect on Kharavyxis’ lips, and dark fronds were creeping across her eyes as the toxins coursed through her system, but there was still some life and consciousness there.

			‘Look at me!’ Lelith spat, drinking in the pain and fear. ‘Look at me, you useless wretch! There will be no haemonculus to attend you! You will not live! She Who Thirsts is waiting for you, do you understand me?’

			Even through the poisoned haze that was clouding her mind, Kharavyxis clearly did. She tried to move limbs that were already leaden, and tried to speak with a tongue so swollen it barely fitted in her mouth. Desperation wracked her face as she attempted to plead, to beg with a body that was no longer obeying her. Lelith stared into the other wych’s clouding eyes, and saw Kharavyxis feeling the claws of She Who Thirsts inching nearer. Here was true terror – not the thin, warm flood that leaked out of the mon-keigh as easily as their bodily fluids, but the deep, cold dread of an ancient being that had always considered itself practically immortal, and was only now truly realising how wrong that assumption had always been. It was the richest vintage of fear, all the more nourishing thanks to its concentrated nature. Kharavyxis was dying slowly enough for her to grasp the concept before it happened, but fast enough that she had no time to accept it.

			Not that drukhari ever accepted death, because they knew what awaited them. The children of the Dark City fought to the last memory of a breath, trying to stave off the call of the abyss. Lelith drank it all in, every iota of it – every hitch of breathing, every momentary spike of terror as the other wych wondered if that breath would be her last, the briefest of lulls as the next gasp came, and the new surge of fear that it had been even more difficult and painful than the previous one. Lelith held her face close, and felt the moment when the next breath did not come, when Kharavyxis’ by-now-unseeing eyes widened and bulged as though by so doing they could absorb the oxygen denied to her lungs by her constricted airways and curdling blood. The hekatrix’s body spasmed, muscles clenched so tight Lelith could hear the bones beneath creaking in protest, and the faint whistle of air in her throat finally cut off completely. Then she went limp.

			Lelith breathed deeply, unwilling to let even the tiniest shred of her underling’s suffering escape her. Her own wound was a raging void in her side, a throbbing core of death that sought to overwhelm her, but she fought back. There was a reason why a drukhari raid could build momentum so great it was all but unstoppable: the more pain they inflicted, the harder they were to hurt, and the faster they healed from wounds dealt to them. A haemonculus could deal with her injury, and even with her newly uncertain standing in the hierarchies of Commorragh, there would still be plenty who would gladly assist the Queen of Knives. All Lelith had to do was make sure she remained alive long enough to reach one.

			That meant she had to not only survive the toxins in her system, but also ensure that none of her remaining underlings decided that she was weakened enough to be easy prey. Under normal circumstances, most would consider being led by Lelith Hesperax as a far more certain ticket to glory and plenty than setting themselves up in her place – indeed, some of them viewed her as not that far short of a god – but the rumours of her fall from favour in the eyes of Asdrubael Vect might change that. After all, might not the Supreme Overlord have time for the Cult of Strife once more if the grand succubus with whom he had a particular grievance was no longer heading it?

			Lelith knew that to be untrue; it was her own particular skills that had caught Vect’s interest in the first place, and no lesser being could make the Cult of Strife as appealing to him as she could. No, Lelith knew that she was irreplaceable. Removing her might lessen Vect’s acrimony, but without her reputation to protect them from any number of other predators, and without her peerless performances in the Crucibael to enthral and titillate the largest crowds ever gathered within Commorragh, they would become just another wych cult. The only question was whether anyone else was intelligent enough to realise that, or whether they would be blinded by egotism and ambition.

			She dropped Kharavyxis’ corpse to the ground. The hekatrix would not have long before her soul was stripped away for good, as the never-ending flensing of her essence by She Who Thirsts continued apace with no new stimuli to replace that which was taken. She might well have a deal with a haemonculus; back in High Commorragh, there was likely a fleshsmith with a part of Kharavyxis’ body in storage. Their grotesque arts could form a fully functional body into which the dead wych’s soul could be coaxed should it be completed in time.

			Lelith was not minded to let that happen. Kharavyxis was Yvraine’s creature now, and her mind was given over to the priestess’ empty promises of salvation, but she had died well outside Yvraine’s aegis. The soulthirst had started to bite once they had left the Ynnari, so Lelith had no illusions that Yvraine would be gathering up spirits at this distance, even those nominally sworn to her slumbering god. Lelith had no use for an underling that would worship another, so let Kharavyxis walk the road of the Ynnari after death and see where it led her.

			Lelith tensed as her slightly blurred vision registered that the Venom was heading for her once again, but a moment’s squinting brought into focus the green-highlighted black armour of the figures aboard it. Her Bloodbrides had claimed the vehicle as their own, and either slain or subdued the crew. Lelith straightened, trying to show no sign of the weakness that was threatening her equilibrium. She was confident that she could face down any of her followers even in this state, but it might turn into a messy affair rather than the effortless and charismatic dispatch of a challenger that would normally take place should anyone dare consider themselves her equal. Anything less than a flawless victory might set tongues to wagging, and then she might find other succubi wasting her time with challenges when she should be concentrating on more important matters. Better to put on a show of strength and avoid the whole thing.

			‘Who were they?’ she asked, as three of her Bloodbrides vaulted down from the damaged transport. The Venom bore a sigil, but it was not one that she knew; best not to admit that, either, and instead focus doubt on whether her attackers would dare attempt to kill her under their own colours in any case.

			‘We’ll have to check the archives, your excellence,’ Zela said uncomfortably. Lelith suppressed a grin; at least it was not just her who apparently lacked perfect recall of every cult and kabal’s iconography.

			‘Then do so without delay, as soon as we return,’ she snapped. She jerked her head towards the netted exarch, then cursed inwardly as the motion nearly caused her to lose her balance. ‘Bring that. It seems our cousins are finally starting to rouse themselves.’

			This, at least, was true. The piecemeal Ilmarite defence was starting to come together, and Lelith could hear the susurration of massed shuriken fire and see the flashes of bright lances as support weapon platforms were brought out to strike back at the dark blurs menacing the craftworld’s skies. The faint hum of anti-grav engines drew her attention, and the twin-prowed shape of a Falcon appeared in the distance, exchanging weapons fire with Raiders. The craftworlders had been caught off-guard, but Lelith’s point of attack had been an obvious one, and now the response was here.

			‘Time to go,’ Lelith declared. She climbed up onto the unstable Venom, and if her ascent had been less assured and acrobatic than it would have normally, her Bloodbrides knew better than to say anything while she still had her knives in her hands.

			The transport began to accelerate unsteadily away, and Lelith gritted her teeth. If she succumbed to the toxins in her system sufficiently to lose consciousness then whether or not she would wake again would depend entirely on how highly her underlings valued her life – or more accurately, how much value they thought her continued existence would add their own. That was not a gamble she wished to take, so she surreptitiously gripped the vehicle’s rail with one hand, and adopted her best mask of detached aloofness.

			The problem with expunging weakness from oneself as totally as Lelith had managed was that any sign of its return was far more noticeable than in one for whom it had never been banished at all. Lelith had constructed herself as the perfect warrior; now she needed to not let the illusion slip, lest she find herself just as mortal as Kharavyxis.
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			Ten

			‘This feels unnecessary,’ Lelith said with distaste, eyeing the plethora of tubes and needles sprouting from her body.

			‘I assure you, your excellence, this is by far the most efficient way to proceed,’ Master Haemonculus Khaebris Kro of the Coven of the Flensed Talon assured her, directing his underlings with snaps of his fingers. They were in a chamber within the Falchion; at least one benefit of Lelith’s status remained, which was that she could command a haemonculus to come to her rather than subjecting herself to the indignity of presenting at one of their lairs. ‘We can brute force the toxins out through application of the usual remedies,’ Kro continued, ‘but such an approach would take time. If you wish to be back at peak health as soon as possible, the swiftest method is to remove and replace the tainted blood itself, which will allow the infected tissue to heal far more easily.’

			‘How swift?’ Lelith growled. She already felt like a coven plaything, and had no desire to have tubes and ampoules extruding from her body for any longer than she absolutely had to. Her raiding party had returned to Commorragh in apparent triumph, bearing with them a fresh collection of grisly, dismembered trophies, and a selection of Asuryani to be blooded in the arenas, but Lelith had no time to bask in her regained glory. Someone had tried to have her killed.

			‘It should take no longer than halfway through the coming darkness cycle,’ Kro said, nodding as if very pleased with himself. Lelith sighed and looked at Morae’el; her incubi were here precisely because they were the only ones she could fully trust not to have any ulterior motive over her health, or lack thereof.

			‘Klaivex, if the haemonculus and his underlings have not finished their work by the start of the coming darkness cycle, kill them,’ she instructed.

			‘But your excellence…’ Kro began to protest, aghast, then stopped as Morae’el shifted stance, ever so slightly. ‘As you say, your excellence. The start.’

			Lelith nodded. Haemonculi always liked to posture and grandstand, imagining themselves to have unlocked the very secrets of creation. They generally needed nowhere near as much time to do whatever it was you wanted as they said, they simply revelled in the sense of importance they got from it. Nor would Kro dare take revenge on her for threatening him, since even if he did somehow manage to kill her through some fiendish alchemy, whoever succeeded Lelith would annihilate his coven on general principle. Loyalty in Commorragh was a twisted thing, but tolerating an attack on your own territory simply because it had benefited you was a certain path to a knife in back, whether from emboldened rivals or from underlings who no longer had confidence in the structures that should protect them. Put bluntly, taking someone’s place because you had killed them yourself was accepted; taking it because someone else had killed them for you showed a weakness that would have to be swept away, usually by killing the one who had done the original killing.

			There were limits, of course. Should Kro be foolish enough not to adhere to the timescale Lelith had laid out and Morae’el and their incubi actually had to butcher him, Kro’s successor would not seek vengeance on Lelith and the Cult of Strife. This was Commorragh, where the strong did as they pleased, and the weaker placed their faces to the floor and took it.

			‘And the entry wound itself?’ Kro asked, steepling his fingers as he readopted his air of highly competent superiority. ‘Milady famously lacks many scars. Would she like us to smooth the mark away…?’

			Lelith sighed. ‘Yes.’

			‘And should we–’

			‘Leave the rest,’ Lelith snapped. The other marks on her body had been suffered through combats as close to honourable as a drukhari could stomach, either in a gladiatorial arena or against some supremely talented foe on a battlefield. They were a part of her, each one a footnote to the epic that was her long and storied existence as the galaxy’s greatest duellist, and she would not deny them. Any fool who managed to cling to life and had sufficient resources to engage a haemonculus could erase a scar; Lelith’s body marked all the occasions when she had fallen short of perfection, and the notable thing was that the scars were so few.

			‘Remember,’ she said, settling back into the specially adapted couch around which Kro’s blood purification machine squatted like a giant arachnid. ‘By the start of the coming darkness cycle, haemonculus. Otherwise it will not be the location of my blood about which you will have to worry.’

			Kro was finished within the specified timeframe, and he and his masked underlings departed with as good grace as they could muster. They took their payment, as well; a small but select pick from the captives so recently acquired from Ilmaren, since it was not only Lelith’s reputation that still made her an attractive proposition for her fellow drukhari. Lelith dressed herself again, noting in passing how even the puncture wounds from the needles had vanished as though they had never been present. Kro did good work, despite his airs.

			Then she headed to the dungeons.

			The crew of the Venom were there, strung up on chains and missing most of their collective skin, about half of their eyes, and quite a few internal organs between them. They also lacked vitality. Each one of them was dead, but then they’d been dead before they got here, at least to a given value of it. The ‘usual remedies’, as Kro had put it, had been applied, in that the bodies had been exposed to the suffering of other beings, and the ravenous drukhari spirit had latched onto the energy to claw its way back into a shelter of flesh before the attentions of She Who Thirsts leached it away entirely. It appeared they might have to go through the process again.

			‘I presume,’ Lelith said, ‘that you have failed to extract anything of use from them?’ Her fingers flexed involuntarily, as though she could grab hold of strands of truth and drag them from the corpses, or, alternatively, rip out the throats of those who had failed her.

			Her torturers bowed their heads in shame and fear. Xithria Mourn stepped forward, her hands clasped and an expression of studied neutrality on her face.

			‘They profess ignorance of the hand behind the attack, your excellence. They know they were instructed, perhaps even compelled to kill you, but the subtlest of torments cannot pry from them the information of who it was, or who engaged them, or even what their payment was to be. It is possible that this information has somehow been scoured from their minds, or locked behind a mental barrier to which we lack the key.’

			Lelith grimaced. This was the sort of thing that other aeldari could approach in a different manner. The psychic invasion of another’s thoughts to discover their secrets was a method to which an Asuryani would swiftly resort – either through expediency, or through some self-delusory notion that it was less invasive and cruel than physical torture – but that was not an option to which Lelith had access. She had no psykers for allies, and in any case, she knew better than to risk the safety of all of Commorragh by engaging in such things within its boundaries. Vect might be driven by a megalomaniacal paranoia, but his utter ban on psychic activity was one thing with which few drukhari took any issue.

			‘What of their iconography?’ she asked, and Xithria hissed in frustration.

			‘Nothing again, your excellence. The sigils and markings on their armour and their vehicle do not match those of any known kabal, cult, or coven. They appear to have been designed to look convincing, but to not risk discovery by alerting others who might expose the bearers as imposters before they completed their assignment.’

			Lelith’s eyes narrowed. ‘I might have expected a bloodied hand pointing at a specific faction, who would of course deny responsibility, and then one way or another we would be drawn into action against them. Setting your adversaries at each other’s throats is one thing. Leaving no clue as to the culprit is another.’

			‘Perhaps they wanted the attempt to be untraceable?’ Xithria offered, but Lelith shook her head. She detested this sort of shadow game, far preferring the dance of blades in front of hundreds of thousands of screaming faces, but if she wanted to keep the one then she needed to engage with the other.

			‘No,’ she said. ‘If that was their goal, then why not send mandrakes? We could not interrogate that which we would struggle to keep contained.’ She tapped her fingers on her thigh, thinking. ‘And a single Venom? Anyone capable of taking such thorough countermeasures against being traced could have afforded to send far more assassins. I would struggle to find out the identity of my would-be killer if I were already dead.’

			‘Whom do you suspect, milady?’ Xithria asked.

			Lelith grimaced. ‘There are hundreds of archons or succubi or haemonculi who might have the ability or the contacts to arrange this.’ She walked up to one of the suspended would-be assassins and caressed his dead, skinless cheek with one finger. These were Commorragh’s shadow games again – dances of identity and motivation for which she had little time and less patience. Normally she would ignore them, but normally she was associated with the looming spectre of Asdrubael Vect to dissuade anyone already foolish enough to aggravate her. Lelith didn’t like having to think about whom she needed to kill. ‘Those who came on the raid might seem to be our allies, but equally they might have been plotting against me all along. Those who did not accompany us would seem the more obvious suspects, but might not have made such a move precisely because it would be obvious.’

			‘You do not suspect the Cult of the Thirteenth Night?’ Xithria asked. The steel in her tone made her thoughts on the matter clear.

			‘It’s possible,’ Lelith conceded, but her heart counselled her otherwise. Morghana did not have the cold rage or dispassionate logic to meticulously plan such an attempt; she was all fire and fury, and always had been. If Morghana wanted Lelith dead then she would announce it with an arena challenge, or with all-out warfare.

			Or would she? Morghana had challenged Lelith to a duel when Lelith had been in the other succubus’ quarters, but there was nothing to say that was Morghana’s only recourse. Perhaps she had been infuriated by Lelith’s refusal; perhaps she had since reconsidered her odds of success in such a venture, and decided that a more subtle way of eliminating her former ally was the strategic option. Or perhaps Morghana knew nothing about it. Perhaps it was the Cult of the Thirteenth Night, but the work of a junior succubus concerned that Lelith’s return signalled a downturn in her mistress’ fortunes.

			‘It’s possible,’ Lelith said again, as she mused on it. It made a certain amount of sense; the Cult of the Thirteenth Night were setting themselves up as the Cult of Strife’s rivals, and removing Lelith from the equation would greatly tip the balance in their favour. An absent Lelith Hesperax was one thing, since no one could be sure when she was going to return, but a dead Lelith Hesperax was quite another. Even if she was only temporarily dead, much could be done in the time she was incapacitated while a haemonculus worked to revive her. Sometimes the simplest answer was the correct one.

			However, there were other candidates, Asdrubael Vect for one. The Supreme Overlord was capable of this sort of misdirection. Lelith could just imagine him watching his surveillance devices and listening to the reports of his spies, laughing to himself. If she struck back at the wrong target then she risked looking weak, but if she failed to strike back at anyone, she risked looking weak for a different reason. Sometimes it was better to act as though you were certain, even if you were not; sometimes appearing capricious was better than appearing indecisive, or even fearful.

			‘Revive them again,’ Lelith ordered. She was looking at the Venom’s crew as she spoke, but she was addressing her torturers.

			‘You wish to interrogate them yourself?’ Xithria asked.

			‘No,’ Lelith said. ‘I wish to kill them myself.’ She drew a knife, and spun it between her fingers. ‘Don’t bother with the skin. They don’t need to be whole, merely breathing.’
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			Eleven

			Killing the would-be assassins did nothing to improve Lelith’s mood, not even staring into their eyes while they howled and begged for mercy when she twisted her knives and told them this would be their final death. She was still left feeling hollow, but this was a separate sensation from the soulthirst. That was there, scratching at the edges of her consciousness in an infuriating way she had never noticed until after she had left the Ynnari, but it was sated for now. This was a sucking hole of unease, a nagging feeling that she was not fully in control of events. Lelith had never considered herself to be obsessed with control, generally taking her existence as it came and applying her knives to whatever parts of it she didn’t like, but this uncertainty grated on her nerves.

			She did her best to dull it while she ruminated on who had been behind what now seemed like a deliberately clumsy attempt on her life, and how best to strike back at the culprit. Commorragh contained an endless variety of amusements for those seeking to lose themselves in an excess of sensation, for no species surpassed the drukhari in the arts of hedonism, yet Lelith found little that held much appeal for her.

			She had never resorted to the plethora of combat drugs used by her peers, because she did not want the visceral thrill of the fight to be dulled or distorted, and she had no need of such stimulants when her own unaltered body was such a perfect weapon. Alchemists and chem-splicers made innumerable concoctions for more recreational use, but Lelith instinctively shied away from more than the briefest dalliances with these too, for fear of losing her edge. Nor did she have any intention of plunging into the depths of pleasure­wine, or midnight liquor, or any of the other intoxicants so favoured by other drukhari. She told herself that it would be foolish to give herself over to such pursuits when an attempt had just been made on her life, but it ran deeper than that; her desire for such things simply was not there.

			Witnessing public or even private displays of torture bored her; the nourishment such pastimes provided was real enough, but it felt like sitting through an endless meal of dried bread and plain water, to the point where she would rather go without than take another bite. Doing it herself wearied her, for she preferred to inflict violence on foes who were armed and fighting for their lives. However, even bloodshed in the arena seemed like a shallow and pointless amusement when she did not know whose flesh her knives should really be parting. She could take no pleasure from combat for its own sake when her mind was so troubled, and she could not rejoice in the calculated dismantling of an enemy when that enemy was not present.

			In the end, she turned to the fleshmarkets of High Commorragh in search of distraction, because here any specimen of living beings that existed within the galaxy could be found, along with many that existed only as a result of the deranged creativity of the Dark City’s haemonculi. Lelith had expected an enormous variety of fleshly temptations, and in this she was not disappointed; what she had not expected, however, was the reaction to her appearance.

			‘What is this?’ she asked Zela in a low voice, as one emporium owner threw himself to his knees in front of her while burbling excitedly. Behind him, Lelith saw the faces of his workers – the drukhari ones, at any rate – staring at her with a mix of awe and longing, and perhaps a tinge of fear. She had barely visited these areas before, having taken most of her entertainment from her own exploits in the arenas, but she was reasonably certain that this was not the usual reaction to a potential customer, even such a powerful one as herself. She might expect such behaviour from the wyches within her own cult, who understood the dances of death that she had perfected, but here? Amongst the regular chaff of the Dark City?

			‘You are the Queen of Knives,’ Zela replied, in a tone that was itself tinged with reverence. She had taken the position of hekatrix of Lelith’s Bloodbrides after Kharavyxis’ death, though not through any intervention of Lelith’s own – Lelith did not appoint her hekatrixes, she merely disposed of anyone unworthy of the honour. ‘You are the pinnacle of excellence, something that many drukhari aspire to.’

			Lelith snorted. ‘Then they are fools. They could never hope to achieve what I have.’

			‘And that is the point, milady,’ Zela said quietly. ‘Your perfection is unobtainable, and most will have seen you slaughter combatants by the dozen. Many fear that some stroke of ill-fortune, some unpaid debt or a misdemeanour against a kabal or cult, will land them on the sands of the Crucibael, and that the last thing they will see is you coming towards them. Being in your presence will be intoxicating in and of itself. To be so without the threat of death will be… remarkable.’

			Lelith looked around the emporium again, drinking in the sights anew. There was no pair of eyes not fixed on her. Other figures were emerging from behind curtains as whispers reached their ears, ignoring cries of protests from those they abandoned, simply to see her for themselves. She felt their gazes practically caressing her. She had seen these expressions before, felt this heady, charged atmosphere before, but not for her; even when in mid-flow in the Crucibael, the adulation of the crowd had been for the violence she had been inflicting and the satisfaction they received from it. The arena crowds came to see her, and appreciated her, because of what she gave them.

			No, she had only previously seen this sort of raw, focused intensity amongst those in the presence of Asdrubael Vect. Not from the greatest archons, succubi, or haemonculi, either, since no matter how slavishly they cleaved to his utterances or how profuse their declarations of loyalty and fealty, they were always looking for the angle that would most benefit them. Vect knew that, and tolerated it so long as none of them stepped over the line that separated benefiting them from being detrimental to him. No, this was not the attitude of a master archon bowing their head in the presence of their superior, accepting his right to rule through might and intellect. This was the awestruck reverence of the lowly, the wretches for whom Asdrubael Vect was the law by which they lived their lives.

			This was worship, and it was directed at her.

			As Lelith stepped forward, and the bodies within the chambers subtly shifted to move with her, to give way in front of her, to keep her in view at all times, she realised where else she had seen this: with Yvraine. The Priestess of Ynnead attracted the same sort of reaction from her followers, but Lelith thought that the key difference there was desperation. The Ynnari might believe in Yvraine and her cause, but they had no option; they had thrown their lot in with the God of the Dead, and now their fate relied on Yvraine’s success. They wanted her to succeed because for them, she had to succeed. There were no safety nets for the Ynnari, no infinity circuit, no world spirit, no haemonculi and their secret arts of resurrection. Yvraine and her religion were all that lay between the mass of the Ynnari and the clutches of She Who Thirsts.

			Lelith did not compel this reaction because the drukhari around her felt they had no other option, whether that was through fear of her cold, abstract vengeance, or because their very souls were linked to whether she herself lived or died. She was not the priestess of a god offering salvation from their species’ doom, and she was not the lurking, splintered genius of menace that had directed the Dark City since time immemorial. She was the greatest warrior that her kind had ever produced, and she had not cheated death through divine intervention, or shadowy bargains and infernal trickery; she had simply killed anyone and anything that had tried to kill her. By so doing, she had become the icon, perhaps even the idol, of her species.

			Now, basking in that glory, Lelith finally understood why Asdrubael Vect had always sought to leash her to his side. It was not just because he coveted her raw skill and killing power, and it was not just because he wanted to solidify his own position by demonstrating what fearsome allies he possessed. It was because Vect had realised that should her wishes ever take her in that direction, Lelith might be able to pull the entire fabric of Commorragh out from under him.

			She smiled, and saw shivers of anticipation pass through those watching her. She crooked a finger, and a half-clothed drukhari male broke away from the female corsair – judging by what remained of her clothing – against whom he had been pressed, and fell to his knees before her with his hands in his lap, staring up at her with wide and expectant eyes. Lelith reached out and ran her nails down his cheek, pressing just hard enough for the edge of one to open the finest line of red. He did not shy away from her touch.

			Well, if worship was to be so freely given, Lelith was not going to spurn it.

			‘This will do,’ she declared, advancing on a chamber in the sudden and certain knowledge that anyone already within would either promptly vacate it or, if she desired them to, remain. Perhaps some time spent here would help her clear her head, and better focus on the challenges that faced her.

			‘Mistress, is this safe?’ Zela asked uncertainly. ‘After the attempt on your life–’

			‘Look around you, Zela,’ Lelith said, with a throaty chuckle. ‘Do you think they will allow harm to come to me?’

			It was three days later, in the depths of the darkness cycle. Lelith’s mind, distracted by the worship of others from its hyperfocus on the issue of her attempted assassination, had finally achieved enough distance to regard the topic rationally. In addition, the nagging tension that had plagued her since her confrontation with Morghana had – largely – disappeared. She felt more like herself again than she had since she’d returned to Commorragh.

			‘It must have been Vect,’ she mused quietly to Zela, who was passed out with her hair splayed over Lelith’s right bicep. ‘I wondered before, but now I am sure of it. He has the resources, and he seems intent on pitting Morghana and I against each other.’ She shifted slightly, but Zela did not stir. The entire room had fallen into a torpor, leaving only Lelith awake.

			‘He must have decided that leaving a trail pointing to the Cult of the Thirteenth Night would make me too suspicious,’ she continued conversationally. It helped to voice her thoughts aloud, even if Zela was in no condition to hear or understand them. ‘He sought to let paranoia do his work for him, and let me come to the conclusion he wished of my own accord. If I retaliate against Morghana, his end game will begin. Either I will destroy her, and the other kabals will be convinced that I do so in order to reclaim our alliance with the Kabal of the Black Heart, which will serve Vect’s purposes regardless of whether it is true; or, on the outside chance of her cult defeating mine, he will have as his new pet the succubus who brought down Lelith Hesperax.’ She smiled, and tilted her head back onto the cushion behind it. ‘A poor second, but undoubtedly sufficient for his purposes, since he prefers to rely on appearances so that no one tests the strength of his realities.’

			She twirled a finger through Zela’s hair, winding strands of it around her digit. ‘I wonder what he will try next. If only he is aware of the attempt, then I lose no face by not reacting.’ She paused, considering. Should she allow Vect to get away with this?

			Every nerve in her body rebelled at the idea; she was Lelith Hesperax, damn it all, and she was no game animal to have potshots taken at her. However, every instinct of self-preservation screamed that to go up against Vect was suicide. He was the master of the Dark City, and his authority was absolute. Direct challenges to his power always failed; the Kabal of the Black Heart in and of itself was numerous and strong enough to bring down any open threat, let alone the others that would flock to the Supreme Overlord’s side in the hope of gaining favour. Intrigue and deception were Vect’s favoured weapons, and not ones with which Lelith considered herself gifted. If she could get the bastard on the sands of the Crucibael then it might be a different matter, but there was no hope of that.

			No, those were poor choices. If Lelith were to ever think of moving against Vect then it would have to be prepared on her own terms, not as a reaction to a game he had already set in motion against her. So what, then, were her options? Leave Commorragh again, return to the Ynnari, and let Vect and Morghana between them complete the destruction of the Cult of Strife? Become a vagabond warrior shackled to the Priestess of the Dead, through having nowhere to call home? That was unacceptable.

			The alternative was to dance to Vect’s tune, despite knowing that it was him on the pipes. That would lead her into a war against the Cult of the Thirteenth Night, likely leaving the Cult of Strife weakened in a manner that meant they would require the support of the Kabal of the Black Heart to fend off other rivals, and so tie her to Vect yet more tightly.

			And she would have to kill Morghana.

			The other succubus had already challenged Lelith once, in private. She would most likely do so publicly if hostilities between them became open, particularly if whatever war that was set in motion began to favour the Cult of Strife. Lelith could ignore challenges from the lowly or the desperate – those whom no one with any sense would consider worthy of her time – but another grand succubus? Especially one vying with her for supremacy within the Dark City? Ignoring that would paint her as weak for all to see, and give her a whole host of new problems. No, anything other than base capitulation and the abandonment of everything she had built would result in Lelith having to kill Morghana Nathrax, and yet her mind still veered away from visualising the concept. It would be such a waste; Morghana was a brilliant warrior and clearly not unskilled at leadership, given that the Cult of the Thirteenth Night had not crumbled into internecine warfare since she had taken control of it.

			The chamber door opened. Lelith looked up, ready to reach for her knives if necessary, but the figure who entered was already raising his hands palm outwards in appeasement.

			‘Wraitheye,’ Lelith said. It was impossible to mistake him even in the chamber’s dim lighting, since he was still in the ridiculous outfit of Prince Tanishar. The languorous mirth was gone from his face, but it had not been replaced by the sharp mockery of the Great Harlequin that Lelith remembered from their first meeting. He looked sober and serious; not to mention, as he cast a quick glance over the contents of the room, slightly disdainful.

			‘Morghana Nathrax is on her way here,’ he said, his eyes ceasing their roving and meeting Lelith’s.

			Lelith felt a sudden and entirely unreasonable stab of concern. No drukhari ever felt shame about their pursuits, unless they were revealed to be in some sort of service to the forces of Chaos, yet she nonetheless did not wish Morghana to see her here, like this. Wild images rose up unbidden, and she forced them away.

			‘Why?’ she asked instead, deliberately not moving. She would not let the Harlequin have the satisfaction of thinking he had unnerved her.

			‘To kill you, would be my guess,’ Wraitheye replied acidly. ‘She appears to be extremely angry about the raids your forces have been conducting on her territory.’

			Lelith frowned. ‘I have ordered no such raids.’

			Wraitheye threw up his hands, the expression of exasperation on his face tempered by bitter humour. ‘If you wish to explain this to her yourself, face to face, then by all means remain where you are. However, judging by the size of the force accompanying her, she is in no mood for talking.’

			Lelith stared at him for a second, but she could detect no sense of deceit. Yet Harlequins were players by their very nature, forever moving from one role to the next; they could most likely convince themselves of something they knew not to be true, simply because the character they were playing would believe it. ‘And why would you tell me this?’ she demanded. ‘Where is your gain, Harlequin?’

			Wraitheye shrugged, the very picture of a being giving up in the face of obnoxious unreason. ‘When seeking balance, sometimes one must place a hand upon the scales. But remain where you are if you wish, Queen of Knives. I can do no more.’

			He withdrew again as quietly as he had arrived, even shutting the door gently behind him. For a moment Lelith remained still in a room exactly as it had been before, fighting the feeling that she had just experienced an extremely odd hallucination. However, despite her inherent distrust of Wraitheye’s motives – not unusual; she distrusted everyone’s motives – she had to admit that he had not lied about the trap lying in wait for her in Commorragh, and it did indeed seem most likely that it was Asdrubael Vect behind it. What could the Harlequin have to gain by talking Lelith into leaving now, in haste? Even if his intent was to flush her out in a panic, like game for hunters, that still implied that someone was hunting her.

			She slapped Zela on the cheek, hard enough to wake her. The hekatrix started up, clutching at her face, but relaxed slightly when she saw Lelith. ‘Your excellence. What–’

			‘We need to leave,’ Lelith said bluntly, reaching for her wychsuit. ‘Morghana may be on her way.’

			‘Morghana?’ Zela repeated in confusion, although she was already moving. ‘But why?’

			‘It seems better to ask that question when we have a lot more blades to back us up,’ Lelith remarked. The rest of the room was starting to stir now as the other members of Lelith’s escort realised that their mistress was preparing to depart, and in rousing themselves, they also roused those with whom they had been entangled. Lelith unceremoniously dumped the female corsair aside – Princess Tishria, according to a brief and breathless introduction at some point over the last two days – and retrieved her wychsuit from beneath the other aeldari. Tishria pouted, but reached for a nearby glass rather than taking issue. Lelith made a mental note to contact her at a later date, since it appeared that allies were going to be of increasing importance in the future, and one with her own flotilla might be of particular use.

			Lelith’s escort were ready within moments. None had partaken too heavily of the emporium’s refreshments, since even though her followers did not fully match her asceticism in such matters, each was very aware that their grand succubus would tolerate no excuses for dulled senses or slowed reactions. They left the chamber as one, a flowing mass of lethality clothed in sharp-edged shadow.

			The emporium owner surfaced as they approached the main door, emerging from behind draped masses of gaudy material with an obsequious expression on his face. ‘Your excellence! I do hope that–’

			‘You may present to the Crucibael later and take whatever payment you deem fit,’ Lelith said, flicking her hand dismissively.

			‘What-whatever payment?’ the emporium owner repeated, as though unable to believe his ears.

			‘If her excellence considers you have overcharged when we review, I shall return and take your head to balance matters,’ Zela informed him calmly as she strode past. The emporium owner swallowed, and ducked his head.

			‘Of course. I would not dream of–’

			They were out of the door before he finished his sentence. Lelith blinked for a moment; after the dim interior in which she had been for so long, even the dull light of what passed for outside in Commorragh required a moment for her eyes to adjust. However, her nostrils were still sensitive, and her first inhalation carried with it the sharp scent of char and ash. ‘What is burning?’

			‘It’s strongest from that way,’ said Kylos Vex, another of Lelith’s Bloodbrides. He pointed off to their right.

			‘The Cult of the Thirteenth Night have holdings in that direction, do they not?’ Lelith asked, orientating herself.

			‘I believe they do, your excellence,’ Zela confirmed, and Lelith growled in irritation. Yet again, the evidence suggested that Prydian Wraitheye had been telling her at least part of the truth; if this continued then she was going to get even more suspicious of him than she already was.

			‘Move,’ Lelith ordered, setting off in the opposite direction. She had wandered idly when she entered the fleshmarkets, seeking some manner of diversion in a place she had rarely been before. Now she moved at pace, not quite fast enough that an observer would consider her to be in a hurry, but certainly in a manner that would discourage even the most zealous merchant from attempting to waylay her with entreaties to view their wares.

			‘We are attracting attention,’ Zela murmured as they walked.

			‘Yes,’ Lelith replied impatiently. She had seen the looks as well. ‘I always do.’

			‘Of course, milady,’ Zela hurriedly agreed. ‘My meaning was that if anyone is seeking us, they will not struggle to find us.’

			‘There is little that can be done about that,’ Lelith said. ‘Killing anyone who notices us will hardly make our trail less conspicuous.’ She bit her lip for a moment, thinking. The Cult of Strife had a presence here, as did any cult, kabal, or coven that participated in realspace raids and returned with captives to sell, which was all of them. ‘How far to our nearest enclave?’

			‘At our current pace, we could reach it well before the light-cycle begins,’ Kylos said. 

			‘Then should we move faster?’ Zela asked.

			Lelith grimaced. Moving faster certainly held an appeal; they could reach the comparative safety of a Cult of Strife holding more quickly, and besides which, she never felt so alive as when she was moving with haste. On the other hand, even drukhari endurance had its limits, and greater speed now came at the risk of reduced combat efficiency if they were cornered later. What was more, although she would not be hard to track – she was not flattering herself to think that there were few, if any, drukhari in High Commorragh who did not know what Lelith Hesperax looked like – that was not the same thing as leaving a more obvious trail by running openly through the fleshmarket’s sometimes narrow, often crowded byways.

			She was still debating the best course of action when the khymerae came at them from a side alley, a bounding nightmare of red muscle with bared teeth in a bony skull, uttering a snarl that sounded like the mon-keigh machines Lelith had seen once that ground up rocks. She reacted without thinking, stepping aside and sweeping her knives in twin arcs of silver, and the beast’s head came off in a welter of gore.

			However, it was not alone.

			Two more were on its heels, ploughing into her small group with bubbling howls of otherworldly bloodlust. Melikka Gaar was borne backwards to the ground, with a khymera’s teeth already chewing its way through the muscle wall of her stomach and into her innards. Kylos Vex placed his splinter pistol at the base of the thing’s neck and fired until it quivered and collapsed, but Melikka was already a mewling red ruin, too injured to move. The other predator’s jaws took Veshti Dryheart’s knife arm off at the elbow, but was then brought down by concerted knife thrusts from three other Bloodbrides. It was Zela Elynna who once again vaulted upwards – this time off a bloodstained sculpture adorning the front of another emporium – to engage the flying threat: a skyboard-riding beastmaster who had been lashing his charges onwards with his whip. She buried her blade in his chest and he fell bonelessly from the board, the chain around his ankle tilting its balance and dumping Zela off it with him. She landed gracefully in a crouch, but her expression was troubled as she wiped his blood from her blade.

			‘Cult of the Thirteenth Night,’ she said, nodding at the beastmaster’s colours and insignia. ‘We are being hunted indeed.’

			‘Are they insane?’ Kylos demanded angrily. ‘How dare they challenge us in this manner!’

			Lelith simply nodded. This was Morghana’s way. Not a hostile element disguised within a realspace raid, not a Venom and its crew with carefully constructed markings to hide their true identity. Blood in the streets, spilled publicly by her underlings only because she could not yet get to her enemies herself; that was much more her style. If nothing else, Lelith appreciated the directness.

			Morghana Nathrax was coming, and if Lelith knew anything about her, she was bringing the full storm of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night with her. The only question was whether Lelith could stay ahead of it for long enough to get to shelter, and summon a storm of her own.

			She slashed one of her blades across Melikka’s throat, since a dead wych could give their pursuers no information about their likely destinations. She thought for a moment, then delivered the same blow to Veshti, for a trail of blood was an inconvenience they did not need, and taking time to bind a severed arm required time they did not have. The rest of her Bloodbrides said nothing, and made no noise of protest; they knew the price of imperfection. Lelith turned to the rest of them.

			‘We move faster.’
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			Twelve

			The vehicles of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night hung in the air, just out of range of the Falchion’s defences. They were not attacking, but only in the same sense that holding a blade to someone’s throat was not actually harming them. It was a statement of intent, and a challenge to the one on the receiving end to do something about it, and see what happened.

			Lelith stared with tight lips. She and her Bloodbrides had escaped the hunt for them through the warrens of the fleshmarkets, but Morghana had instead come looking for her at the place where she knew Lelith would be. Once again, the grand succubus of the Cult of the Thirteenth Night demonstrated her complete lack of subtlety, but made up for it with the same bald-faced belligerence that had fascinated Lelith from that first moment in Yukor’s fighting pits.

			‘You are being hailed, your excellence,’ Zela announced. Lelith gave the slightest of nods, and the display in front of her flickered into life to bring forth a life-sized simulacrum of Morghana Nathrax. This was a masterpiece of folded light, the work of drukhari artificers, far superior in every way to the primitive human hololiths. Lelith could see the pores on the other drukhari’s skin, and could have counted every hair on Morghana’s head if she’d had the time. It almost felt as if she could reach out and touch her, but Morghana’s expression made it clear that such an action would not be wise.

			The signal would not be secure. Nothing was, in the Dark City. Morghana clearly did not care who listened in; in fact, she might be counting on others witnessing her exchange with the Queen of Knives. Lelith could have refused to engage with her, but why should she fear to trade words with her former companion?

			‘Lelith,’ Morghana said, the name rolling off her tongue like venom. ‘I received your message. I assume you received mine.’

			Lelith looked to her left, where the decapitated head of Xithria Mourn sat. It, along with the succubus’ other body parts and those of many of her circle, had arrived in one of the Cult of Strife’s Raiders, piloted into the Falchion by a luckless Cult of Strife wych dosed with toxins distilled from the excretions of dusky slinkworms. The pilot managed to get the craft to its destination before the poisons took her, but Lelith had not ordered her to be given a counteragent. She was furious with the whole circle, and the pilot had been the only remaining target for her anger.

			‘Indeed,’ Lelith said, coldly. ‘Although with regard to my “message”, Xithria was not acting on my instructions.’

			It’s possible, Lelith had said, when Xithria asked her if she thought that the Cult of the Thirteenth Night was behind the attempt on her life. It’s possible. That was all. It had been a musing, not a statement, and certainly not an instruction to act. That, perhaps, was the downside of her glory; her underlings attempted to win her favour by making foolish, rash decisions that did nothing but cause problems. What was the use of being worshipped if those who worshipped you didn’t even do as you wanted?

			‘Any succubus who cannot control her underlings is not worthy of the name,’ Morghana spat, which was not an easy sentiment to dispute. Wych cults had a natural anarchism to them, but there was a limit to what was acceptable. Taking your circle and launching an open attack on a different cult’s holdings was not something that any grand succubus could overlook, nor distance herself from. Yet despite this, Lelith felt herself wanting to protest, wanting to assure Morghana that this had never been her intention. It was a strange desire, but easily explained; if Lelith had decided to start a war, she would at least have hoped that Morghana wouldn’t think she would be so incompetent about it.

			‘I could respond in kind,’ Morghana continued, staring as though she could bore holes in Lelith’s head with nothing but her eyes. ‘We could tear Commorragh apart. Or you can face me in the arena, where I will prove once and for all that your time is past, and I am the greatest warrior in all of the Dark City!’

			Lelith’s lip twitched. ‘Even if you were to defeat me, I feel Drazhar might have something to say about that claim.’

			It was the wrong thing to say, of course. Morghana’s expression, already tight with anger, compressed into something that could have melted steel.

			‘Enough words, Queen of Knives,’ she snarled. ‘Enough games. Either accept my challenge, or name yourself a coward and leave Commorragh forever.’

			Lelith opened her mouth to snap a haughty reply, then hesitated. Mercy was not in Morghana’s character, and yet Morghana was offering Lelith a way out. It was a way out that would cement Morghana as the greatest and most powerful succubus in all of Commorragh, and the undoubted favourite of Asdrubael Vect – at least until he found a more suitable puppet – but Morghana was not after Lelith’s blood at all costs.

			Morghana just wanted Lelith gone. And, it seemed, she was not fussy about how that occurred, so long as she came out on top. Something nagged at the back of Lelith’s mind about this, but she had no time to spare on considering it. A challenge had been made, and she needed to respond.

			There was only one possible response. Apart from anything else, Lelith no longer had any illusions that she could leave Commorragh again; Vect had expended too much effort to bring this confrontation about for him to allow her to depart and rejoin the Ynnari.

			‘I accept,’ she said. A muscle in Morghana’s cheek twitched, but Lelith could not have said for sure what that reaction meant. Delight? Determination? Fear? ‘However, I have one condition.’

			‘Name it.’

			Lelith smiled. ‘You have come for me in the belief that doing so will make you pre-eminent in the eyes of the Supreme Overlord. Very well, let Lord Vect be present when we fight. I will defeat you in front of him, in a show for the Lord of the Dark City, and this ridiculous matter will be settled.’

			For the first time, Morghana’s face showed uncertainty. ‘I cannot speak for the Supreme Overlord. I cannot agree to a condition that requires his attendance!’

			‘Then ask him,’ Lelith said, with mocking weariness. ‘If you are as important to him as you like to think you will be, I am sure he will wish to see this spectacle in person. If you are not…’ She sighed. ‘Then perhaps you are not worth my time after all.’

			The muscles in Morghana’s throat moved as she swallowed. She had backed Lelith into a corner, only to find herself boxed in just as neatly. To refuse to even attempt to meet Lelith’s condition meant accepting that she was not important to Asdrubael Vect, and being important to the Supreme Overlord was everything Morghana wanted. But to accept meant potential humiliation if Vect refused to indulge her, and losing any right to the combat she’d worked so hard to gain.

			Ego was a necessity in Commorragh, since no drukhari without one was likely to survive for long, let alone rise far. It was also an invisible chain around the neck, one which the leashed so rarely realised was there. Morghana did not hesitate for long – the invisible chain did its work as she threw her head back, nostrils flaring.

			‘Very well. I accept your condition. May the Supreme Overlord bear witness as I cut your miserable life from your body.’

			There was a faint flicker of something else there; something that even her mask of arrogant disdain could not fully conceal. Lelith noted it, even if she was uncertain of its meaning, then cut the transmission link.

			‘What if Lord Vect does not agree to attend?’ Zela asked quietly.

			‘He will,’ Lelith said. She drew one of her knives, and twirled it absent-mindedly through her fingers. ‘He always loved to see me perform, and besides, this is his goal. One way or the other, he wishes to bend the dominant succubus in Commorragh to his will. He never wanted me dead. He merely wanted me back.’

			‘What if he has changed his mind?’

			Lelith snorted. ‘As yet, our alliance is still theoretically intact. Vect never declared war on us, he simply wished others to believe that he intends to. Now he has manipulated Morghana into talking herself into this duel, letting her think she can achieve supremacy for her and her cult. We will fight, and I will win. Then Vect will have the choice of publicly aligning the Kabal of the Black Heart with the Cult of Strife once more, or of having no prominent wych cult as an ally. If he seeks to bind me to him, I can at least bind him to me in turn.’

			‘And then things will go back to how they were before?’ Zela said hopefully.

			‘Yes,’ Lelith said, staring at the empty space where Morghana’s image had stood. ‘As they were before.’
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			Thirteen

			Asdrubael Vect, Supreme Overlord of Commorragh, had not simply deigned to be in attendance for the duel.

			He had ordered it to take place in his personal auditorium.

			‘The Supreme Overlord wishes to ensure that neither warrior has the opportunity to tip the odds in their favour by making adjustments to their own arena,’ declared the scourge who brought the news to Lelith. ‘He will ensure a fair fight, where the winner can take their place as his Queen of the Dark City.’

			Queen of the Dark City. That was a poisoned chalice, and one from which Lelith was not certain she wished to sup. However, the challenge had been issued and accepted, and the conditions she had placed had been met. Vect wanted to watch his two greatest succubi tear strips off each other for his personal enjoyment, and then he would bind the victor to his side more securely than ever before. Lelith was under no illusions that the title would mean anything, because Vect would never share power; it could be construed as ‘favoured underling’, nothing more. For Morghana, however, it would be a lure to add an extra edge to her already burning desire to eradicate the name of Lelith Hesperax from the minds of Commorragh and replace it with her own.

			Perhaps this was Vect’s game. Perhaps he sought to motivate Morghana while keeping Lelith hesitant so that Morghana might triumph. In so doing, he could remove Lelith and her troublesome independence from his affairs behind the mask of a fair duel between succubi. Or, alternatively, perhaps he believed that Lelith would win in any case, even when fighting for a prize she did not want, and so that was his punishment for her. Or perhaps either outcome suited him in different ways, and he would take whichever occurred. That would be most like Vect; to engineer matters so that whatever happened, he benefitted.

			It was a moot point, in the end. Lelith had no desire to tumble into the clutches of She Who Thirsts today or any other day, and so she would fight and win, and in doing so she would remind everyone watching exactly how lucky they were to be in her presence. The massive obsidian double doors in front of her swung open, and she stepped out onto the floor.

			They were in one of Vect’s floating palaces; an autonomous subsidiary spire of the massive complex from which he ruled Commorragh, in which he could travel across his realm to give matters his personal attention or deliver overwhelming numbers of Black Heart kabalites to mete out retribution to those who had crossed him. Lelith knew from previous visits that Vect had access to his entire web of information in this edifice, and the spire was fully equipped with everything its ancient master could need or desire. It was a fortress as imposing and well-defended as any bastion of one of the galaxy’s lesser species, and it was but a splinter of the Supreme Overlord’s personal domain.

			Lelith remained unimpressed. She measured a being’s worth by their ability in combat, not by the size of their residence. However, the auditorium was at least a suitably large space for her and Morghana to attempt to kill each other in.

			The hall was massive: the vaulted roof was supported by smooth-sided colonnades of dark stone, while the walls were hung with a seemingly endless array of trophies taken from defeated rivals, be they primitive aliens or humiliated underlings. Lelith and Morghana would be fighting in the well in the middle of the floor, an octagonal space that was perhaps the length of three or four Raiders from one side to the other. Flaming braziers stood at the corners, undoubtedly for aesthetics rather than because Asdrubael Vect required something so primitive as combustion to light his chambers. There was no sand down, unlike the traditional flooring of wych stadia. They would be fighting on cold, hard marble, which would be firmer underfoot but would also grant less traction. Lelith descended the steps that led down into the well, not looking at the dais at the far end. Vect would not arrive until the last moment; he did like his grand entrances. Besides which, Lelith would not be caught seeking his approval. She was here to kill Morghana Nathrax, no matter who else was watching.

			However, many others were watching. Remotely operated flying lenses were hovering in the air, ready to broadcast events across Commorragh to any who had paid a suitable tithe to the Kabal of the Black Heart, and ringed around the top were kabalite warriors, here to serve Vect’s desires rather than being allowed to watch the performance for its own sake. The actual spectators, in the form of what passed for the nobility of the Dark City, were littering the stepped sides of the pit. There were master archons, grand succubi, haemonculi lords, and more besides; Lelith saw the crested helms of a couple of incubi shrine-masters, here to see the bladework, and for a moment she caught a glimpse of the blank mask of a shadowseer from a Harlequin troupe, the only psykers permitted to openly travel within Commorragh.

			That prompted her to look a little more closely at the crowd that she had so far dismissed as beneath her notice. Sure enough, high up on one side was the riot of ­sartorial colour and partially bare skin that announced Prydian Wraith­eye in his role as Prince Tanishar. The great Harlequin inclined his head to her in a sober nod with a mocking smile, which Lelith forced herself to ignore. If the Masque of the Silent Dusk’s designs involved her remaining alive then she would be only too happy to oblige them, but ­otherwise she couldn’t care less.

			The doors on the other side opened, and Morghana Nathrax emerged.

			She was the very image of a succubus’ cold beauty. Morghana’s dark green wychsuit was armoured with deep purple plates that drew attention to her pale skin and ice-white hair. She advanced with sinuous grace – not the studied walk of a flesh-servant, designed to thrill and titillate the watcher, but the unconcerned lope of an apex predator that had nothing to fear from its surroundings.

			Or so it was intended to be.

			Looking closer, Lelith could see the telltale signs. She knew Morghana, had known her since they were young, longer than either of them had known anyone else. Morghana was beautiful and graceful, yes, but she was also blunt and direct. Her careful, measured gait down the steps was a performance; she would not normally place her feet with so much care nor keep her head so straight. Morghana was attempting to give all of those watching – including Asdrubael Vect – the image of what she thought they would expect from the Queen of the Dark City, Commorragh’s greatest succubus, and it was oddly familiar.

			Lelith’s lip curled. She was familiar enough with the minutiae of movement to realise that Morghana had modelled her gait after Lelith’s own. Was this the final mockery, then? Morghana intended to defeat Lelith and adopt her mannerisms, along with her position?

			‘Where are your weapons?’ she called. For answer, Morghana drew a pair of knives from the sheaths on her hips.

			‘A fair fight,’ Morghana declared fiercely. ‘That was what the Supreme Overlord promised. You only ever use your knives, Lelith, so I shall do the same.’

			Once more, her body gave her away. Lelith could see the minute muscle trembles, the slightly wider eyes and nostrils. Morghana did not truly want to be facing Lelith with nothing but a pair of knives, but she had become a slave to her own ego.

			‘You are embarrassing yourself now,’ Lelith declared. She unsheathed her own blades and smiled; the world always came a little more into focus when she had them in her hands. ‘What is the point in defeating me if all you intend to do is be me?’

			Morghana’s face creased in fury, and she took a step forward. ‘Mind your tongue, Lelith, or I’ll cut it out.’

			Lelith shrugged, spinning her knives in her hands as she did so. ‘Happily for me, in a fair fight you stand no chance of doing that.’

			Morghana’s mouth twisted into a snarl, and the other succubus was already on the verge of launching herself forward when a chorus of pain began from the dais. Lelith looked around despite herself as the tortured strains of the rhanas dreay – the Coming of the Overlord – began to sound through­out the chamber, coaxed forth from the agonised throats of a chorus of specially trained slaves.

			The enormous metal pillar that ran up to the ceiling in the centre of the dais began to descend, bringing into view a swirling orb of dark energies that seemed to stretch fingers of shadow out across the auditorium and dampened the light within, even that cast by the brazier flames. As the passage of song reached its climax, the writhing sphere touched the floor and disintegrated, leaving in its place the towering, bladed throne of Commorragh, upon which sat its Supreme Overlord, Asdrubael Vect.

			The Living Muse was the quintessential drukhari. His hair was as dark as the void between the stars, his skin almost translucently pale, his mouth a cruel slash and his eyes like pits of night. He seemed young in that there were no visible marks of age upon him, but waves of ancient malice rolled off him like a psychic fog. This was a being that had watched suns flare and die, and had been in power with an iron grip while mewling civilisations on innumerable backwater worlds had first risen, then tumbled into extinction. Lelith was not certain if Asdrubael Vect was sane as such, because how could sanity be measured in a being who had devoted himself to his own personal supremacy for ten millennia? Even to beings as long-lived as drukhari, that was almost unimaginable. However, there was no doubt that Vect was cunning and sharp and utterly, utterly merciless, and in the Dark City, that was by far the most important thing.

			‘My dears,’ Vect said, favouring first Lelith and then Morghana with his gaze. His voice should have scuttled like an arachnid, it should have slithered out through the auditorium and invaded the minds of its listeners, but it was smooth, modulated, and powerful. ‘Please, I have no wish to interrupt. You may proceed.’

			Morghana raised her knives towards him and crossed them, then bowed her head in supplication. Lelith simply snorted, and readied herself.

			She did not have long to wait.

			Morghana could only restrain her true nature for so long. She might try to walk like Lelith, she might choose to wield a simple pair of knives like Lelith, and she might – very unlike Lelith – offer a humble-seeming bow to the Supreme Overlord, but when it came to the business of blades she knew only one way to fight, and that was to attack. Against almost any opponent, it was all she needed. She came at Lelith with a war howl on her lips, her knives making tightly controlled, glittering arcs through the air as they reflected the flames.

			Lelith, however, was not any opponent. She knew how to attack, of course, but in these situations she had always been more interested in the show. It was fun to let the enemy try to hurt her, to slip aside from their best blows and casually redirect swings that would split her in half if they ever made contact; to draw the enemy on and then reposition, leaving the barest whisper of air between their weapon and her skin, convincing them that next time they would get her, next time their thrust would find its mark, if only they were just a little quicker, if only they tried a little harder… And then, when the enemy over­extended themselves in their eagerness to land the telling blow, that was when she would slip back in with her knives and reveal the truth – to both her enemy and the audience – that Lelith Hesperax had always been in complete control of the fight. The trick was to ensure that at least for a moment, everyone witnessing wondered if maybe this time the Queen of Knives had finally met her match.

			She stepped back and to the side, not meeting Morghana’s rush head-on, but the grand succubus of the Thirteenth Night shifted her momentum expertly and kept on coming. Lelith batted one knife thrust away and immediately had to lean backwards to prevent another from slicing her face in two; she launched herself into a leap that took her body parallel to the floor, as Morghana’s knives slashed through the air both above and below her, but when Lelith lunged to score her blade down Morghana’s back the other succubus continued her momentum, and her foot came around in a roundhouse kick that knocked Lelith’s arm away. Most opponents would take a moment to pause and reset themselves after that exchange, but not Morghana; she finished her spin, and went straight back onto the offensive.

			Lelith never moved straight backwards; that was an invitation to her enemy to overwhelm her, even when she was in control of the fight. Lateral movement was the key, to slip a thrust or dodge a swing, and prevent the opponent from building any momentum as they twisted and turned, trying to chase her down while she moved like quicksilver. However, Morghana moved with her, as though they were two dance partners who instinctively knew the movements of each other’s bodies.

			‘There’s no way out of this for you,’ Morghana hissed as she attacked again. ‘I know the way you fight, Lelith. I know the way you think!’

			‘Knowledge means nothing if you can’t capitalise on it,’ Lelith said with a snort, but for the first time in a long time, it was not just her opponent and the audience wondering about the outcome of the fight. Morghana was relentless, and while Lelith knew she was that bit faster and more skilled, that knowledge did indeed mean nothing if she couldn’t capitalise. She was defending herself from Morghana’s attacks, furious and savage though they were, but the sheer intensity of the other succubus’ fighting style left very few openings in which Lelith could reply with strikes of her own.

			Not that Morghana seemed to quite understand that.

			‘Fight back!’ she raged, as the tip of her blade skimmed past Lelith’s temple. Another lightning-fast stab would have gutted Lelith, had she not twisted aside from the blow at the last moment. ‘Why won’t you fight back?!’

			Lelith threw herself down, sweeping Morghana’s feet out from under her with a kick. Lelith’s momentum carried her right around and she scrambled half-upright, switched her right-hand knife to a reversed grip in the space of a heartbeat, and plunged it downwards at Morghana’s chest. The other succubus’ foot came up to intercept the blow, and her heel snapped into Lelith’s wrist bone. Lelith drew her hand back with a pained snarl, but her knife didn’t come with it; her momentarily numbed fingers lost their grip on the handle, and the blade skittered away across the floor.

			The assembled crowd gasped as they saw the Queen of Knives lose one of her weapons. Morghana vaulted back up to her feet like a coiled spring and lunged again, aiming her blade for Lelith’s breastbone. Lelith managed to twist away from the thrust and brought her elbow down on the arm, then launched herself into a leaping, spinning kick with her foot aimed at Morghana’s jaw. Morghana blocked the blow with the same arm, but this second impact in quick succession jarred her knife loose as well and sent it flying away. She took a step back, grimacing in pain.

			Lelith attacked.

			Now they each held a knife in their left hand with their right hand open, and the fight changed in nature. Instead of whirling and slicing in a rain of blades, they tried to grab and grapple, looking to neutralise their enemy’s weapon hand while finding an opening for their own. Lelith feinted a lunge to her right, switched her angle of approach and went to her left as Morghana moved to counter, and lashed out with her knife. The flesh of Morghana’s right shoulder opened before it, and blood instantly began to flow down the back of her arm. The crowd hooted and whistled; their expectations were being met once more.

			Morghana didn’t hesitate. She flew onto the offensive again, trying to close the distance immediately. Lelith knocked one slash away with her vambrace, saw an opening at Morghana’s neck, began to thrust for it with reflexes honed over centuries of arena combat… and hesitated at the last moment. Perhaps her subconscious suspected a trap. That was the only explanation for the Queen of Knives pulling a strike.

			There were no traps. Morghana dropped and whirled, and the tip of her knife carved a bloody line across where Lelith’s wychsuit left her stomach exposed. Lelith retreated out of range of the follow-up slash, cursing, and Morghana bared her teeth in something that was only distantly related to a smile.

			‘You can still give up,’ the succubus of the Thirteenth Night hissed, so low that none of the baying spectators would have been able to hear. ‘You can walk away.’

			Lelith shook her head. ‘Don’t take me for a fool, Morghana. You won’t settle for anything less than my death. Nothing else will elevate you to where you want to be.’

			‘You think that?’ Morghana asked, starting to circle. Lelith matched her, pace for pace. ‘Victory is victory, Lelith. None of these whelps could beat you, and they know that. You can run back to the Ynnari, and I will still be the wych who defeated Lelith Hesperax.’

			Lelith laughed, low and scornful. ‘You’re still not grasping the reality, are you? Vect needs me loyal or dead. If I defeat you to claim his so-called prize, he wins. If you kill me, he wins. He cannot have me walking free of his influence. So you kill me or you die, either by my hand or by his, for letting me live. The Supreme Overlord has no other use for you.’

			‘That is a lie,’ Morghana hissed.

			‘That is a lie,’ Lelith countered. Her circling steps were taking her towards one of the fallen knives; she just needed to keep Morghana distracted a little longer so the other succubus didn’t notice. ‘And you know it. He could have favoured any other succubus from any other cult, but he chose you because he hoped I wouldn’t be able to stand seeing you raised up in my place. He chose you because he hoped your bitterness towards me would outweigh your fear.’

			Morghana scoffed. ‘I’m not scared of you.’

			‘You fear something,’ Lelith said, smiling. She stopped dead as it struck her. ‘Are you scared of killing me?’

			‘That is ridiculous!’ Morghana snapped.

			‘If you kill me,’ Lelith said, as understanding dawned, ‘you won’t have anything left to hate.’

			Morghana’s eyes went flat with rage and terror. Then she was moving again, screaming as though it was the sound itself that drove her forward. Lelith took a half-step towards the knife on the ground, but had to correct herself immediately as Morghana drove in at her. She ducked a wild swing from Morghana’s blade and stabbed for her opponent’s ribs, but the other succubus was already inside her reach and colliding with her, and they went down in a graceless tangle of limbs. Lelith grabbed Morghana’s knife wrist, but her own weapon was trapped against Morghana’s side by her enemy’s arm; she tried to angle the blade inwards using the limited mobility she had, but Morghana threw her weight to her right and slammed her body down on the knife before Lelith had positioned it properly. The impact jarred the weapon from Lelith’s hand and Morghana hissed in triumph, trying to push herself back up with her free hand to bear down on Lelith with her own blade, but Lelith rolled with her momentum and ended up on top, then grabbed Morghana’s wrist with both hands and began beating it against the floor, trying to knock the last knife free.

			The crowd were howling in delight. Morghana reached for the knife in her left hand with her right, but Lelith knocked it away; Morghana hammered a short punch into the wound on Lelith’s stomach instead, causing her to gasp in pain, but Lelith lunged down and sank her teeth into the back of the hand that held the blade. Morghana screamed, and as Lelith’s teeth came free with a chunk of flesh between them, the knife came loose as well. Lelith made a grab for it, but Morghana seized her hair and pulled her back again, heedless of the blades and hooks layered within, so Lelith twisted around and thundered a punch into her jaw.

			The impact knocked Morghana’s head back into the marble floor and she blinked, momentarily dazed. The knife forgotten, Lelith simply hammered more punches down, cutting a lip, knocking loose a tooth, breaking the other succubus’ nose.

			‘You did this!’ she yelled, between blows. ‘You could have settled for being great’ – she sank another punch into Morghana’s eye socket – ‘but you always wanted more!’

			She lashed out again, aiming for the middle of Morghana’s forehead as though she could smash straight through the bone and into the brain, but Morghana moved her head at the last moment, and Lelith punched the floor instead. Blinding pain shot through her hand for a second, and in that second Morghana braced against the floor and bucked her hips.

			Lelith was thrown off balance and sprawling, and Morghana flowed up from underneath her like some deepwater denizen come to claim its prey. Lelith twisted, trying to retain control of the situation, but two hands clamped around her throat and drove the back of her head into the hard, unforgiving stone of the floor. Shooting black pain spiderwebbed through her skull; Morghana did it again, and again, the impacts fighting for supremacy with the darkness that was rising as blood and air to Lelith’s brain was cut off by the strangling fingers.

			‘You left me!’ Morghana spat through her split lip and missing teeth, blood spraying out of her broken nose. ‘You saved me!’ She drove Lelith’s skull into the floor again. ‘And then you left me!’ She squeezed harder, as though seeking to detach Lelith’s head from her neck through the force of her fingers alone.

			Lelith, staring up into Morghana’s eyes – one already swelling shut – could make no reply; despite trying to pry Morghana’s hands from her neck, she had no air with which to make words. She twisted her head, trying to find some angle to lessen the pressure on her throat. The howling, baying audience came into view upside down, all hungry eyes and bared teeth… And there, down at the same level as her eyes, a silvery glint.

			Lelith grabbed for it, her fingers clutching the handle on the second try, and then she brought the knife up and around to slash at Morghana’s face and open her cheek to the bone.

			Morghana shied away instinctively with a howl of pain, but Lelith allowed herself no time to recuperate from her near-strangulation; she needed to be as relentless as her enemy. She grabbed Morghana’s arm with her free hand and wrestled herself up as much as she dragged Morghana down, then slid behind the other succubus and pressed the edge of the blade against her throat.

			‘I will give you the same offer you gave me,’ she hissed into Morghana’s ear. They were both kneeling, Lelith behind her enemy, with the knife pressed up underneath her Morghana’s jawbone. ‘Walk away. Vect might let you live. At the very least, he might be busy enough that by the time he bothers to have you killed, you can have fled Commorragh. You could try the Ynnari,’ she added.

			Morghana said nothing. She remained motionless, her muscles tight beneath Lelith’s grasp, with blood sheeting out from the cut on her cheek. The bloody line on Lelith’s abdomen pulsed in sympathy.

			Then Morghana moved.

			She leaned into the blade, driving it into her own flesh as she twisted out of Lelith’s grip, and came away with more blood spilling from this new wound. Lelith grabbed for her again, but Morghana was already out of reach, snatching up another dropped knife from the floor. The succubus of the Thirteenth Night lurched upright, blood dripping over the armour plates and slick fabric of her wychsuit, her face set in the expression that Lelith had become all too familiar with over her years in the arena. It was the face of a warrior who finally understood that they had lost, and had decided to make their end come quickly. It was a face of hatred, and grief, and desperation. Morghana was going to launch herself forwards and throw everything into a final attack, to make Lelith kill her quickly rather than take her time cutting her to pieces.

			Lelith rose to her feet as well. She could see the steps Morghana was going to take as clearly as if they had been marked out for her in glowing phosphorus. She pictured the sidestep she would take, pictured the single, elegant thrust that would drive her knife up through the bottom of Morghana’s jaw and into her brain, pictured the other succubus collapsing limply to the floor with her mouth nailed shut by the weapon that had punched clean through her head and was now emerging from the top of her skull.

			As Morghana took her first step, the knife fell from Lelith’s hand. She let her arms hang by her side and, her pulse thundering in her head, met Morghana’s eyes. Morghana came in screaming, one hand outstretched to grab Lelith, the other swinging the knife to plunge it into her breastbone, and still Lelith did not move. Morghana’s fingers closed around Lelith’s shoulder, the tip of the knife plunged towards her…

			…and stopped.

			Morghana’s face was a mask of hatred inches from Lelith’s own, the blade held quivering a mere finger’s breadth from penetrating flesh. If she decided to straighten her arm and drive the knife into Lelith’s heart then Lelith would not be able to react quickly enough to stop her, and that same heart pounded as Lelith rode high on the exhilaration of letting her fate rest in the hands of another for the first time in her life. She was the Queen of Knives, the supreme gladiator, and she had dictated the outcome of every fight she had ever been in. Now she gave up that control and waited, trusting to her unerring instincts; trusting to what she had seen, no matter how unlikely it may seem.

			Morghana’s face twisted, and crumpled, and she stepped back. The hand holding the knife dropped to her side and she closed her eyes, defeated.

			‘Why can’t I kill you?’ she whispered. ‘You are in my head, you are in my dreams. You are everything I want to be, you have everything I want to have, you left me, so why can’t I kill you?’

			The audience began to jeer; they had come to see pain and blood and death, and while they had received the first two, they were sorely lacking in the third. Lelith ignored their braying and stepped up to Morghana, raising her hand to press it against the bleeding wound in the other succubus’ neck. Morghana shied away from her touch for a moment, but only for a moment, and she did not raise her knife again.

			It was true. All the tics, all the flickers of some unspoken emotion… Morghana’s soul, twisted and hollow though it undoubtedly was, had been at war with itself. Lelith had come into this fight knowing that she did not want to kill Morghana, but believing that she could make herself do it. Morghana had not been truly aware of her internal conflict until the moment she was facing it head-on, at which point it had struck like a tidal wave.

			‘I saved you because you fascinate me,’ Lelith said. It felt like leaving herself unarmoured and alone to admit this; but it also felt like strength, to confide this secret to the person most capable of hurting her. She raised Morghana’s head and stared into her eyes as they opened. ‘And I left you because you fascinate me, and that is weakness.’ 

			Morghana said nothing; she simply stared. Lelith said nothing either. The audience were making their feelings clear, but to Lelith it was nothing more than the howling of beasts and vermin.

			However, there was one member of the audience who could not be ignored.

			‘If our combatants do not wish to give us a winner, then they both forfeit,’ came the voice of Asdrubael Vect, cold and hard and utterly disgusted. ‘Kill them.’
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			Fourteen

			There was a collective gasp from the audience. Lelith suspected that few had come here with the expectation of seeing her die; they had anticipated her disposing of this challenger in the same manner as she had disposed of countless before, reaffirming her place by Vect’s side. They had certainly not entertained the notion that the Supreme Overlord would so publicly and blatantly call for the death of his former strongest ally. It was a stark reminder to all of how merciless Asdrubael Vect was.

			However, none wished to be the ones to execute his orders. Watching two succubi trying to knife each other in front of you was one thing, but taking up your weapon and making yourself a target for them at this close range was another thing altogether. There was a generalised shuffling as the assembled nobility tried to avoid being near enough to Lelith and Morghana to be considered a threat, without being obvious that they were deliberately distancing themselves. The kabalites of the Black Heart had no such reservations, but there were many bodies between them and their targets, and it took them a few moments to get a clear angle.

			In those moments, Lelith looked at Morghana and smiled.

			‘Shall we depart?’

			Morghana licked her own blood from her lips. ‘Lelith, you have my interest.’

			Lelith ducked to grab the knife she’d let fall. Morghana darted to her right, already chasing down the weapon of hers that she was not holding.

			The first hiss of toxic splinters whispered through the space Lelith and Morghana had been occupying a moment before. Lelith rolled to remove herself from the line of fire, sprang like a feline predator to snatch up the weapon that Morghana had first knocked from her grasp, then came up to her feet and sprinted at full speed into the crowd.

			Panic ensued as the Queen of Knives came directly at them, blades in hand, the crowd’s collective nightmares suddenly manifesting. Archons and haemonculi scattered, certain in the knowledge that she would not hesitate to cut them down should they get in her way. The kabalites shifted their aim, no longer concerning themselves about who was between them and their target; Lelith saw a shadowfield flicker into action, swallowing the poisoned projectiles before they could reach the flesh of the device’s owner, while a succubus who did not enjoy such protection staggered and fell with dark threads already creeping across her flesh. Lelith slashed open the neck of one drukhari too slow to remove himself from her path, and ducked behind another just as a new fusillade erupted from the kabalites’ splinter rifles. The luckless wrack – undoubtedly here to be used as a shield by his haemonculus master rather than her – was struck by the darts and began to spasm. Lelith left him to his fate and moved on.

			She could have leapt through the crowd, clearing them in a couple of bounds and not bothering about whom she may have landed upon in the process, but to show herself in such a manner was to invite being shot down by her hunters. Instead, she stayed low, using the crowd for cover even as they parted before her.

			‘Seal the exits!’ she heard a voice shout, and the giant obsidian doors began to swing shut. The crowd cried out in anger and alarm; no drukhari wanted to get caught up in a fight that was not their own with no means of escape, especially when that fight was between the Kabal of the Black Heart and the two greatest succubi in Commorragh. A few other shots began to ring out as the more desperate and outraged attendees decided it was worth the risk of firing upon the Supreme Overlord’s underlings who were closing the doors, probably hoping they would be able to pin the deed on someone else in the confusion. A few kabalites shifted their aim to keep the rest of the crowd in check, which did nothing to help the chaos, but the doors were still closing.

			Lelith paused for a moment, keeping low and checking her options. She couldn’t get to the doors before they closed, unless someone else took very drastic measures beforehand, and the last place she wanted to be was pressed up against a narrow block of obsidian with splinter rifles aimed at her. In a crowd, she had a chance; even on open ground, her super­lative athleticism would stand her in good stead against those trying to bring her down, but she could not afford to be boxed in. The only thing going for her right now was the fact that Vect had not ordered everyone in the auditorium killed as a matter of expediency, and so the kabalites were placing their shots with some degree of accuracy rather than opening fire indiscriminately. Once that happened, it would be a war in truth, and Asdrubael Vect would find himself facing an entire room of powerful drukhari with nothing to lose and every reason to utilise whatever esoteric weaponry they had at their disposal. That was not to say he wouldn’t do it – Vect had arranged for his own murder in order to be resurrected in the blood of those who triumphed in his supposed downfall – but he would surely get himself clear first.

			On the far side of the auditorium, Lelith saw a kabalite warrior who had ventured into the crowd suddenly get pulled down in a flash of silver blades and a subsequent spray of blood. Morghana was still alive, and still fighting.

			Lelith realised what she had to do. Sometimes, just like Morghana, the only option was to go for the throat and take whatever hits you had to in order to reach it.

			She shifted direction, cutting left through the crowd and away from the nearest door. A minor archon hesitated as she appeared in front of him, half-drawing the blade at his belt as he wondered whether to make a bid for the Supreme Overlord’s gratitude by killing her. Lelith’s knives took his sword hand off at the wrist and blinded him with a single slash across both eyes. She slipped past him and swayed aside from the whickering blades of a weaponised appendage, realising that it belonged to Lady Immelia just as she knifed the startled haemonculus in the neck and shoved her down the steps. Lelith ducked a desperate sweep from the bayonet protrusion of a splinter rifle, and drove her blades with expert precision into the vulnerable areas beneath the kabalite’s arms. Her attacker sagged as her knives penetrated his lungs, and Lelith drove him up the steps in front of her, angling his armoured body to catch the shots of his fellows behind him until she was close enough. Then she ripped her weapons out and went to work on the half-dozen or so other black-armoured killers as they struggled to bring their weapons to bear.

			It took a matter of seconds. Kabalite armour was high quality and durable, with a far better weight-to-protection ratio than most other species could achieve, but Lelith knew it inside and out, and she was at the peak of her artistry. Time seemed to slow, and the ache in her head, the burning in her throat, and the fire across her stomach faded to nagging shadows, still present, but muted by the death and pain she dished out. Before the last one had even hit the floor, she was moving again.

			Towards Asdrubael Vect.

			The Supreme Overlord was not unguarded, of course; five incubi from the Shrine of the Cursed Night stood between him and the rest of the auditorium, and they readied their giant klaives to dismember Lelith as she rushed them. Armed as she was only with two short knives, the discrepancy in their armaments was stark.

			Now Lelith leaped, a great bound that took her high above their crested helms. Even the mercenaries’ superlative reflexes were not equal to her sudden change of direction; one swept his razor-edged blade upwards, but he was too late to catch her in mid-flight. The moment she touched down, Lelith drove back into them.

			Just as when fighting the Howling Banshee exarch, range was key. Incubi were deadly swift opponents despite the size and weight of their giant blades, and had they been able to keep her at arms’ length then they might have cut her to pieces in short order. A klaive was more limited in close quarters, however, despite the grips on the rear of the blade which allowed it to essentially function as an edged quarterstaff, whereas Lelith’s knives were as fast and manoeuvrable as ever. She ducked and spun, lashing out at any opening she saw, swaying aside from counterstrikes and always keeping one of her opponents between her and the rest. Even incubi warsuits were no match for the keenness of her blades; she tore out a knee and pivoted to slash open a throat, grabbed her victim’s arm to raise his klaive just enough to block the blow of another, then thrust him at his companions. Another enemy swung his blade at Lelith’s chest height; she dropped to her back and kicked up at it in one motion as it passed, adding just enough momentum to the finely judged strike that it swung on and bit deep into the belly armour of the warrior standing next to him. Lelith flipped back up to her feet and stabbed a blade downwards into the side of the incubus’ neck, swept out the legs of another, rolled backwards from a sweep of the klaivex’s demi-klaives, and slashed the throat of the downed warrior on her way past.

			‘Behind you!’

			Lelith whirled, reacting without thought to Morghana’s shouted warning, just in time to see a dark sphere hurtling at her. She slipped aside and heard an agonised, choking gurgle from the klaivex as the obsidian orb detonated on his form. Then Asdrubael Vect was on her, his sceptre crashing into her side.

			The pain was excruciating. Lelith staggered sideways and fell as every nerve in her body screamed at her. She managed to keep hold of her knives with a tremendous effort of will, and looked up to see the Supreme Overlord take a step towards her with a triumphant sneer on his face. Another step…

			And Morghana was there, flying at him from the side with her teeth bared and her white hair blotched pink with blood. All dreams of being his queen were gone; the grand succubus of the Thirteenth Night had heard her death pronouncement drop from Vect’s dead lips, and she intended to carve them off his face in revenge. Had she been at full strength then she might have succeeded, but she had lost a lot of blood from the wound on her neck, and the blows she launched at the Supreme Overlord did not have their usual quicksilver speed. Vect’s shadowfield flicked into existence, turning them aside, and he brought the Sceptre of the Dark City around to swat her like a troublesome flying insect. Morghana screamed and collapsed.

			‘No!’ Lelith shouted, springing back to her feet. Vect whipped around in shock at the speed of her recovery, then disappeared when his shadow­field activated as Lelith attacked. Her knives glanced off tenebrous energy, as though she were trying to cut through something stiffly gelatinous, but she kept up her furious assault. Shadowfields were not perfect; they could be overloaded, and Vect knew that as well as she did. He struck at her, trying to bring her down again before she could burn out his protection, but in doing so he disrupted his own defences. Lelith stepped into the blow, lightning-fast, and struck out at his weapon hand.

			Ornate armour and pallid flesh parted before her blade’s edge, and she severed Vect’s wrist. His shadowfield sputtered uncertainly and disintegrated, and Lelith caught a momentary glimpse of his surprise – no pain, there was no glorious rush of pain to invigorate her, did he feel anything? – and then her other blade was at his throat.

			Vect raised his chin to stare down his nose at her, apparently choosing to ignore the fact that his severed limb was bleeding onto the floor. ‘Lelith.’

			‘Asdrubael,’ Lelith snarled, as the edge of her knife pressed into the skin of his neck. ‘It galled me to let you strike me, but I had to lure you away from your throne somehow.’

			Vect’s eyes flickered past her for a moment to his seat of office, from whence he could have exited the auditorium, and he snorted. ‘I see. Not quite so inattentive as you made out.’

			‘Politics is your battlefield, Asdrubael,’ Lelith said tightly. ‘You lost the moment you set foot in mine.’

			Even when apparently cornered, Asdrubael Vect was not one to appear flustered. He looked at her with mild disdain, his dead black eyes reflecting her own face back at her but giving her no indication as to what was occurring behind them.

			‘Well,’ he said. ‘I am so glad you haven’t entirely lost your touch.’ He tutted. ‘This… fondness, though? I never thought to see such weakness from the Queen of Knives. Now everyone knows how best to strike at you.’

			‘Weakness?’ Lelith repeated. ‘Yes. Yes, perhaps so.’ She imagined, for a moment, being forced to watch Morghana dissected by an enemy, and immediately pushed the images away. Whereas normally such an idea would arouse mild interest, in this particular case it held nothing but pain and rage. Lelith was still not sure entirely what she wanted to do about Morghana, but she was at least certain that she would suffer no one to kill her.

			‘That is where we differ, you and I,’ she told Vect. ‘You hide your weaknesses, in order to appear strong. I have chosen to reveal mine, and dare the galaxy to try to take advantage of it.’

			‘I have no weaknesses,’ Vect declared, and he sounded so certain that for a moment Lelith believed him. She snorted, and shook her head.

			‘I have a blade to your throat, and your hand on the floor. I also have a proposition for you.’

			Vect raised an eyebrow. ‘Indeed?’

			‘Get your claws out of my affairs,’ Lelith said bluntly. ‘Cease this shadow war. If the Kabal of the Black Heart wishes to take a prize then I am sure that the Cult of Strife will gladly assist, for a share of the spoils, but I am no one’s creature. I will come and go as I please, and if I choose to assist the Emissary in her quest to awaken her god and destroy She Who Thirsts then that is no one’s business but my own.’

			‘And do you wish to make her life sacrosanct?’ Vect scoffed.

			‘Not at all,’ Lelith said with a vicious smile. ‘If she cannot stay alive then she makes a poor leader, but she may have my blades protecting her. Or she may not.’ Her expression hardened again. ‘Morghana Nathrax, however… I will take any attack on her as an attack on myself.’

			Vect sighed. ‘And why should I agree to any of your demands?’

			‘Because I will cut your throat otherwise,’ Lelith said bluntly. ‘I am well aware that this body may not be that of the Asdrubael Vect – I know you have proxies. So once I’ve cut this throat, I will immediately go in search of any other throats you may have. I will lead the Cult of Strife against the Kabal of the Black Heart, and I will not stop until it is destroyed. I will show all of Commorragh that I dare to stand up to you, and I will publicly call you coward again and again until you face me in the arena. Drukhari love glory, Asdrubael, and I cover myself in it every night while you cower in your shadows and play puppets. You want to name me queen, and give me an empty title? I will take your head and your crown, become a queen in truth, and Commorragh will accept me. It will worship me.’

			Vect’s eyes narrowed. ‘Do not be ridiculous. I know you have no desire to rule.’

			‘And if my other options are to die, or to live as your plaything?’ Lelith demanded. ‘You backed me into a corner, Asdrubael. These are the consequences.’

			Vect simply stared at her for a few long moments. Then he pursed his lips, and Lelith was sure she did not imagine the hint – just a hint – of a spark in his eyes.

			‘Interesting,’ the Supreme Overlord of Commorragh said, as though someone had presented him with a fascinating puzzle.

			‘Are you killing him, or not?’ Morghana demanded, struggling to her feet.

			Lelith raised her eyebrows expectantly. ‘Well? You can still play this as another of your intricate games, if you give the order to let us walk out of here. But if I don’t hear that within the next few seconds…’ She pressed a little harder. ‘I will place my trust in my knives.’

			Vect eyed her in silence. Lelith heard the hard returns of armoured boots on marble as the remaining kabalite warriors in the auditorium moved to encircle them, and heard Morghana draw in a deep breath as she readied her weapons. Lelith kept up the pressure on her own blade, and started a silent countdown in her head. She had given Vect her ultimatum, and she did not engage in idle threats.

			Three…

			Two…

			Vect’s face broke into a smile, wide and toothy, and just as impenetrable as every other emotion it had ever worn. It looked false, but his was not a face you could ever trust, and when everything seemed to be lies, every apparent lie had to be taken as an equal.

			‘Ah, Lelith!’ he said. ‘It is so good to have you properly back. Stand down!’ he added, raising his voice into the character­istic whip-crack bark that could cow the most arrogant of archons, and Lelith felt more than saw the encroaching shapes of the kabalites lower their weapons.

			‘You make a most intriguing argument,’ Vect said, as though they had been discussing a matter of ancient aeldari philo­sophy rather than whether Lelith should spill his lifeblood. ‘I shall have to give it proper consideration. For now, however…’ He glanced languorously towards the doors. ‘By all means, go back to your cults and resume your games. Perhaps a more suitable candidate for queen will present herself.’

			Lelith could have said something dismissive. She could have challenged his statement, could have laughed at the notion that any title Vect would grant to another would be anything other than a shiny bauble to distract them. She did not do these things, because Lelith knew how narrow the blade of the knife was along which they now walked. The Supreme Overlord had declared that everything had unfolded to his satisfaction, and now it fell to Lelith to ensure that she did not shatter that illusion to others. Truth in Commorragh was what Asdrubael Vect said it was, and giving the lie to a truth that benefited you was unwise in the extreme.

			She withdrew her knife from across his throat, and sheathed her weapons. Morghana fell in beside her as they began to make their way across the auditorium, heading for the sanctuary of the doors. It was a false impression of safety, since nowhere in Commorragh was truly safe from Asdrubael Vect, but it was a start.

			‘Remove the bodies,’ Vect instructed from behind them. Then he raised his voice a little again. ‘And Lelith?’

			Lelith turned, ready to move if this was the prelude to Vect ordering his kabalites to cut them down now the blade was gone from his neck. It was always a risk, but what had Lelith’s alternative been? To try to walk out of here with him held in front of her, ready to cut his throat at the first sign of trouble? That was an indignity that could never have been washed away; that would have been the first shot of a war from which there would have been no escape.

			‘Do remember,’ the Supreme Overlord said, all false smiles fleeing from his face like light being blocked out by storm clouds. ‘This city is my first concern. If you still seek to ­destabilise it even now our positions have been… clarified… then that will be something I cannot tolerate.’

			Translation: if Vect suspected that Lelith was trying to do as she’d threatened and rally support behind herself to take his position from him, he would strike at her with all the force at his disposal. By walking away, she had surrendered the opportunity to strike the first blow of any war that might ensue between them, because Vect would now be prepared.

			She inclined her head. ‘Understood, Lord Vect. I have my knives. What else do I require?’

			She turned, and continued walking. And the shots never came.
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			Fifteen

			Prydian Wraitheye had gone, and no one – not even Princess Tishria, to whom Lelith had sent a message of which that inquiry had been but one part – knew where or when the so-called Prince Tanishar had made his departure. It was undoubtedly the most sensible course of action on the Harlequin’s part, since any indication of alliance with Lelith would have been very dangerous for him, but his absence still grated. Lelith couldn’t help but feel that although she had quite possibly managed to avoid being properly caught in the snares of Vect’s schemes, she had played her part in Wraitheye’s dance without even knowing the steps, and now he had retreated out of harm’s way.

			Maybe next time she wouldn’t stop before cutting his throat.

			She stood on the balcony of her suite in the Falchion and looked out at the darkness of Commorragh. Within that shadowy mass lay innumerable variations of darkness, faint variations in tone and texture that gave unending variety. It was a mighty realm, and it was one for which she had no desire.

			Nor did she desire the worlds she had seen in her time with the Ynnari; the endless vistas of grasslands, forests, deserts, ruined cities, or airless moons. She had no wanderlust, no ache within her soul such as that experienced by the Asuryani rangers, to pull her away and keep her constantly hunting for new horizons. For Lelith, her surroundings were largely imma­terial. What truly mattered was always what was within reach of her blades.

			Soft, padding footsteps announced the arrival beside her of Morghana Nathrax. The other succubus had engaged the services of a haemonculus, and the wounds Lelith had inflicted had disappeared as though they had never been present. For her own part, Lelith now had two new scars; Morghana had landed those blows in combat, and so the marks would remain as permanent reminders of when Lelith had fallen short of perfection.

			‘I hate this,’ Morghana said thickly. Her hands rested on the balustrade, but her fingers gripped it as though seeking to crush the stone beneath them.

			‘You hate what?’ Lelith asked.

			‘This,’ Morghana replied, waving one hand in a brief, uncomfortable gesture that somehow managed to encompass both of them, and everything in between. She seized the balustrade again, and stared outwards. ‘All of it. It sickens me. I… I cannot be a part of this.’

			‘That is Asuryani thinking,’ Lelith said. Morghana turned towards her, her face an equal mix between confusion and anger.

			‘It is what?’

			‘We scoff at the Asuryani for limiting themselves with their precious Paths,’ Lelith said, not looking at her. ‘For denying themselves what they want, when they want it, for fear of where that desire may take them. For fear that they will lose a part of themselves that they will never be able to recover.’ She turned to face Morghana, trying to make her understand; trying to verbalise a concept that she could barely formulate. ‘We are drukhari. We deny ourselves nothing. Why deny ourselves this, out of fear?’

			‘It is weakness,’ Morghana said, but her words were reflexive.

			‘I am not scared of weakness,’ Lelith said, spreading her arms. ‘I am the Queen of Knives. Who is going to tell me that I cannot be weak?’ She snorted. ‘Besides, what if this was all just another of Vect’s plots? What if he has kept Commorragh fed on a diet of his choosing, telling us that this is weakness simply to ensure that his enemies could never trust each other enough to rally against his rule?’

			‘But I don’t trust you,’ Morghana said tightly. ‘I still hate you.’

			Lelith smiled. ‘I trust you. I trust you to never back down from a fight. I trust you to look for the shortest route to a solution. And I trust that you will not let me die, unless you are the one wielding the knife.’

			Morghana glowered at her. Then, finally, she looked away.

			‘Fine. I trust you to be insufferably arrogant. And I trust you to be good enough to back it up. And I trust that you will not let me die, unless you are the one wielding the knife.’

			Lelith snorted in amusement. ‘A fair assessment. Anyway, I certainly do not trust Asdrubael Vect, and since he has recently attempted to kill both of us, I feel I should keep close to you in order to ensure that his underlings do not succeed if they attempt to take your life again.’

			Morghana nodded. ‘Likewise. I suppose.’ She shuddered. ‘I… I don’t know. This still feels wrong. But you are right. Why should I deny myself something? If I happen to want it,’ she added hastily.

			Lelith licked lips that had suddenly become dry. ‘So. Back to how things were? You and I? Fighting against…’ She shrugged. ‘Whomever.’

			‘Whomever,’ Morghana repeated softly. She extended a hand. Lelith took it, and Morghana pulled her close.

			‘Remember,’ Morghana said, her breath warm on Lelith’s skin. ‘If you try to leave me behind again, I will gut you.’

			‘I will not,’ Lelith said. She smiled, glorying that this perfect killing machine was, at least partially, hers now. Images spun through her head of the two of them fighting side by side, back to back, bringing down the greatest warriors the galaxy had to offer. ‘You fascinate me.’

			And in that moment, she meant it.
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			Epilogue

			The dance is never over. It will continue long past my lifetime, or at least, that is my belief. However, in this galaxy, who can be certain of anything? Those to whom the future reveals some part of itself have found their vision more and more clouded of late. Such turbulence cannot mean anything good. Perhaps the ultimate doom of our people is upon us at last. Perhaps my life will end alongside those of all my kin, and the Great Dance will finally cease.

			I do not believe this to be our fate.

			There is still hope for the aeldari. However, it cannot be left to grow wild; it must be nurtured and cultivated. The slightest misstep, the merest stumble, and that hope will wither. The city of Commorragh is not suitable ground for that hope, for the Dark City is where hope goes to die, and Asdrubael Vect is capable of looking forward only in terms of how he plans to maintain what is current. He believes he has found perfection, and merely wishes to sustain it, but Commorragh is the weight that throws the dance off balance, for it does not move.

			It must be brought into the aeldari’s dance, and so it must, at least briefly, be thrown off balance. Then it can right itself again, maybe with a new, secondary point of balance, orbiting itself through the dance like a binary star system. Hope cannot be found in Commorragh, yet small movements can change many things. Not here, perhaps, and not now, but the ripples of such a change can carry a long way. Who knows what possibilities can open up should Commorragh, in whatever minuscule manner, start to spiral into the future once more?

			But then again…

			They do say that hope is the grandest jest of all.
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			The river sings silver notes: a perpetual, chaotic babble in which a fantastically complex melody seems to hang, tantalising, just out of reach of the listener. He could spend eternity here trying to find the heart of it, without ever succeeding, yet still not consider the time wasted. The sound of water over stone, the interplay of energy and matter, creates a quiet symphony that is both unremarkable and unique. He does not know how long he has been here, just listening.

			Nor, he realises, does he know where here is.

			The listener becomes aware of himself in stages, like a sleeper passing from the deepest, darkest depths of slumber, through the shallows of semi-consciousness where thought swirls in confusing eddies, and then into the light. First comes the realisation that he is not the song of the river; that he is in fact separate from it, and listening to it. Then sensation dawns, and he realises he is sitting on the river’s bank. If there is a sun, or suns, then he cannot see them through the branches of the trees overhead and the mist that hangs heavily in the air, but there is still light enough for him to make out his surroundings.

			The trees are massive, and mighty, with great trunks that could not be fully encircled by one, two, perhaps even half a dozen people’s outstretched arms. Their rough, cracked bark pockmarks them with shadows, as though the trees themselves are camouflaged. The ground beneath their branches is fought over by tough shrubs: sturdy, twisted, thorny things strangling each other in the contest for space and light, like children unheeded at the feet of adults. The earth in which they grow is dark and rich, and when the listener digs his fingers into it, it smells of life, and death, and other things besides. It is a familiar smell, although he cannot say from where, or why.

			His fingers, he realises as they penetrate the ground, are armoured. His whole body is armoured, in fact, encased in a great suit of black plates with the faintest hint of dark green. This is a familiar sensation, too. The armour feels like a part of him – an extension, as natural as the shell of any crustacean that might lurk in the nooks and crannies of the river in front of him. He leans forward and peers down into the still water next to the bank, sheltered from the main flow by an outcropping just upstream. It becomes an almost perfect mirror surface, as smooth as a dream.

			The listener does not recognise the face that looks back at him. It is deeply lined, as though a world of cares and worries has washed over it like the river water, scoring the marks of their passage into the skin. His hair is pale, streaked with blond here and there, but otherwise fading into grey and white. The lower part of his face is obscured by a thick, full beard and moustache, leaving only the lips bare; it is a distrustful mouth, one more likely to turn downwards in disapproval than quirk upwards in a smile.

			He raises one hand, the fingers still smeared with dirt, before his face. The reflection does the same. This is surely his face, but the sight sparks no memory. He does not know who he is, and he does not know where he is, for all that it feels familiar.

			That being the case, there seems little point in remaining here.

			The listener gets to his feet, then hesitates. He cannot explain to himself why he should move, given the song of the river is so beautiful. However, the realisation of his lack of knowledge has opened something inside him, a hunger which was not there before. He will not be satisfied until he has answers.

			Still, the river’s song calls to him. He decides to walk along the bank, following the flow of the water and listening to it as he goes, and since he does not know where he is, one direction is as good as the other. There is a helmet on the bank, next to where he was sitting. It is the same colour as his armour, with vertical slits across the mouth, like firing slits in a wall. He picks it up, and clamps it to his waist with a movement that feels instinctual.

			He does not know for how long he walks. Time is surely passing, in that one moment slips into another, and he can remember ones that came before and consider the concept of ones yet to come, but there is nothing to mark it. The light neither increases nor decreases, instead remaining an almost spectral presence which illuminates without revealing its source. Shadows lurk, but there is no indication as to what casts them. The walker is unperturbed. His eyes can pierce those shadows, just as he can smell foliage, and he can hear the river. There is no soughing of wind in the branches, for the air is still, but the moist air carries the faint hooting, hollering calls of animals of some kind, somewhere in the distance.

			The river’s course begins to flatten and widen. The walker follows it around a bend, then comes to a halt in shock.

			On the far bank stands a building.

			It is built of cut and dressed stone, a dark blue-grey rock in which brighter specks glitter. It is not immense – the surrounding trees tower over it – but it is solid. It is a castle of some kind, a fortress, intended to keep the unwanted out and whatever people and treasures lie within safe from harm. It is neither new and pristine, nor ancient and weathered. It looks as though it has always stood here, and always shall. And on the wide, calm water in front of it sits a boat.

			It is small, wooden, and unpainted. It is large enough for one person, and indeed one person is sitting in it. The walker’s eyes can make him out, even at distance. He is old, and not old in the same way as the walker’s face is. Time has not lined his features, it has ravaged them. His cheeks are sunken, his limbs are wasted; skin that was once clearly a rich chestnut now has an ashen patina, and his long hair is lifeless, dull grey, and matted. However, that grey head supports a crown: little more than a circlet of gold, but a crown nonetheless.

			In his hands, swollen of knuckle and weak of grip, he holds a rod. The line is already cast into the water. Now he sits, hunched over as though in pain, a small, ancient figure in a small, simple boat.

			The walker does not stop to wonder why a king would be fishing in such a manner. He is aware of the context of such things, but he does not know from where, and they do not matter to him. Here is someone who might have some answers for him.

			‘Greetings!’ he calls. His voice is strong, rich and deep, although rough around the edges from age or disuse, or both. It carries across the water. The old king in the boat blinks, and when his eyes open again, they are looking at the walker.

			‘What is this place?’ the walker demands.

			The old king blinks again. When his eyes open this time, they are focused on the water once more. It is as though the walker is not there at all, a dismissal of minimal effort.

			The walker discovers that he is not used to being ignored, and nor does he appreciate it. He steps into the water, intending to wade across the river so the king cannot so easily dismiss him. He is unconcerned about the ­current: he is strong of limb, and knows without knowing that his armour is waterproof, and that should he don his helmet he will be able to breathe even if he is submerged.

			He has only gone a few steps, in up to his knees, when he realises there are shadows in the water: large shadows that circle the small boat, around and around. They do not bite on the line, and nor do they capsize the craft in which the fisher sits, but either could be disastrous.

			Moreover, the walker realises, the king is wounded. The walker cannot see the wound, but he can smell the blood. A rich, copperish tang ­tickles his nose. It is not a smell that delights him, but neither does he find it repulsive. It is simply a scent, one that he is able to parse and understand. The king is bleeding into the water, drip by drip. Perhaps that is what has drawn the shadows to this place. Perhaps they would have been here anyway.

			Some of the shadows start to peel away, and head towards the walker.

			The walker is not a being to whom fear comes naturally, but nor is he unfamiliar with the concept of danger. The shadows in the water are unknown to him, and move like predators.

			+Come back to the bank.+

			The walker whirls. A small figure stands on the land, swathed in robes of dark green, so that it nearly blends into the background against which it stands. It is the size of a child, perhaps, but the walker knows it to be something else.

			It is a Watcher in the Dark.

			+Come back to the bank,+ the Watcher repeats. Although its communication can hardly be called a voice – there is no sound, merely a sensation inside the walker’s head that imparts meaning – it feels increasingly urgent nonetheless. The walker realises that he is not normally one to turn away from a challenge, but nor is he willing to ignore a Watcher in the Dark. It feels like a link, a connection to what came before, to what he should be able to remember.

			He wades back, and steps up onto the bank. The approaching shadows hesitate for a moment, then circle away towards the king in his boat.

			+They would destroy you,+ the Watcher says. The walker understands that it is talking about the shadows. There are layers to the feelings in his head now, feelings that are the mental aftertaste of the Watcher’s communication. Disgust lurks there, but also fear.

			‘Where is this place?’ the walker asks.

			+Home.+

			The walker waits, but nothing else is forthcoming. Moreover, he understands that there will not be. So far as the Watcher is concerned, that is not simply all the information that is required, but all that is available to give.

			He looks out over the water, towards the king. The old man still sits hunched over, rod in his hands, blood leaking from his wounds one drip at a time.

			‘Why does he ignore me?’

			+You did not ask the correct question.+

			The walker looks around. The shadows in the water are still there, so it seems foolish to try to cross. However, he has seen no bridge over the river, nor another boat. He has no tools with which to build such a craft from the trees around him, and the knowledge of how to do so does not come easily to his mind. He is not like some of his brothers, for whom creation is natural…

			His brothers. Who are his brothers?

			Shapes flit through his mind, as ephemeral as smoke in a storm. He cannot get a grip, cannot wrestle them into anything that makes sense, or anything onto which his reaching mind can latch. The peace brought about by the song of the river is gone, and in its place is uncertainty and frustration. Nonetheless, the walker would not return to his former state. To knowingly welcome ignorance is not his way.

			He catches a glimpse of something pale, a long way off through the trees, but on his side of the river. He begins to walk towards it, leaving the river behind him – he can always find it again, he knows its song – and making his way through the undergrowth. The plants are thick and verdant, but he is strong and sure. He ducks under spines, slaps aside strangling tendrils reaching out for anything that passes, and avoids breaking the twigs, which would leak sap so corrosive it might damage even his armour.

			He does not wonder how he knows these things. The Watcher said that this was home.

			The Watcher itself has been left behind, but it keeps reappearing, stepping out of the edge of shadows. It says nothing; not until the walker passes through a thicket of thorns and finally gets a clearer view of what he had seen.

			It is a building, or at least the roof of one; that is all he can see from here. It is a dome of beautiful pale stone, supported by pillars. Whereas before he had been finding his own route through the forest, now there is a clear path ahead, a route of short grass hemmed in on either side by bushes and tree trunks. It curves away, rather than arrowing straight towards the pale building, but the walker knows that is where it leads.

			+Do not take that path,+ the Watcher cautions him. +You are not yet strong enough.+

			The walker looks down at this tiny creature, barely knee-high to him, then breathes deeply and rolls his shoulders within his armour. He presumes he had a youth, given he now looks old. Perhaps he was stronger then. Nonetheless, his body does not feel feeble.

			+That is not the strength you will need.+

			The walker narrows his eyes. ‘You caution me against anything that might help me make sense of my situation. What would you have me do instead?’

			+Follow your nature.+

			The walker breathes in again, ready to snap an answer, for he finds he is just as ill-disposed towards being denied as he is to being ignored. However, he pauses, then sniffs.

			He sniffs again.

			Something is amiss.

			He is surrounded by the deep, rich scent of the forest, which smells of both life and death. However, now his nose detects something else: a rancid undercurrent, something that is not merely rot or decay – for these are natural odours – but far worse, far more jarring.

			Corruption.

			This is something wrong, something twisted. It is something that should not be here: something that should not, in fact, exist at all.

			The walker knows what he must do. He must follow his nature.

			The hunter steps forward, and starts to run in pursuit of his quarry.

			Click here to buy The Lion: Son of the Forest.
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