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			‘If gods did not exist mankind would conjure them into being.

			If god did exist He would will monsters into life and cloak them in the light of heaven.’

			– attributed to the Unspeakable King

			I do not want to be here. I do not want this present, and I want the future that follows it less. Yet the future is inescapable. 

			My head is bowed, my eyes closed, and I listen as the present rushes past. 

			The tick-buzz of armour servos… 

			Breath vibrating inside the tarnished silver helms of the Host…

			Wind gliding across the skin of the Storm Eagle as it drops from the dawn sky…

			Fire feathering from the wings…

			The wind running amongst the clouds…

			And beyond that shell of air – silence…

			Silence…

			There, beyond the sky, is the only place where it is truly quiet. The song of the spheres is not a sound. It is that silence that sits between earth and moon, that marks the passing of comets, and sings the birth of stars. Heaven – from where the angels of an unenlightened past looked down on creation. 

			‘My lord.’ It is Alepheo. I hear the damage in his voice, the old wound to the throat, still healing. I hear the control, and the deference, and beyond that, pain. ‘We have reached the drop mark,’ he says.

			I open my eyes, and the world crowds back in through them, bright and dark and consuming. I see the Host of destruction. I see the scars and burns on their crimson armour. I feel my senses rush to enfold every angle of form, every mutable scrap of colour, every stutter of movement. On and on, each nanosecond a tableau, and each shift of hand or eye causing the universe to shatter and remake itself in my sight. 

			There is so much in even the smallest moment of life, so much that humans cannot see. My senses pour down through layers of detail. There is tarnish on the tear drops that sit on the cheeks of Alepheo’s mask. There are five droplets. The second droplet is a micron out of alignment. The artisan who made it had been disturbed during the sculpting. The interruption had disrupted his equilibrium. It had taken a heartbeat for him to settle back to his task, but in that time the damage to his work had been done. I can see it in the error, and I can feel the flaw in my heart.

			I catch myself, and pull my senses back to the level of the beings that stand at my side – my cruel and beautiful children. I read them and their hearts with a glance. So much is written in the way that Alepheo hangs his head, so much more in the way his hand rests on the holster of his pistol. I see the weight of his fears, even though these half-angels know no fear. You cannot cut the core of fear from a human, you can only make them deaf to the screams. And inside, these angels of death – made to bring enlightenment like falling lightning – all are screaming.

			‘Doors opening.’ The pilot’s voice echoes in the compartment. 

			Red lights begin to pulse. Sirens blare. Doors along the flank of the craft slide open. Sound and air rush out into the brightening night. I can see the Storm Eagles, Lightning Crows and Thunderhawks following us down out of the dome of the sky, red streaks in deepening blue. Like drops of blood. Like tears.

			I step to the edge of the open assault ramp. The air pulls at me. I look down. The summit of the mountain city rises from dawn-stained cloud. I turn my back, balancing on the edge. Sixty silver faces look at me from the compartment. 

			‘Leave none alive,’ I say, and I step back into the rushing air. 

			Shar-General Galen did not look up from the battle plans as the crowd of officers drained from the strategium. Bright sunlight poured through the dome above. She could feel the warmth on the back of her neck. She knew the plans by heart, but still she did not look up.

			He was still there, on the other side of the planning table. He had not moved. She found it hard to look at him sometimes, even after a decade of war at his side. Part of her did not know what she would see.

			‘Please, general, ask your question,’ the Angel said.

			‘I am…’ She almost looked up at him, but caught herself and began to shuffle sheaves of field reports together. She shook her head, breathed out. ‘I am clear on all of the operational elements involved. There is nothing that needs to be clarified.’

			‘But you have a question, Galen,’ he said. His voice was a melody, clear as the note of a struck bell. ‘Not all matters of war exist in bullets and orders. Ask what you wish.’

			She stopped, her eyes on the parchment under her hands. 

			‘Why did you insist on this?’ she said at last, and finally looked at him. 

			Sanguinius, primarch of the IX Legion, Archangel of Baal, stood in the cold light of the strategium. An ivory white tunic and toga was wound and folded over muscle and smooth skin. Golden hair framed a face set in an expression that spoke of wisdom and understanding. It was a perfect face, a face that called to the ideals of humanity. She met his eyes. His furled wings shifted at his back, and she was suddenly struck by the fact that the feathers were not just white, but every hue of shadow. He was beautiful, more beautiful than life, and more terrifying than anything she had seen in half a cen­tury’s worth of warzones.

			‘It must happen,’ he said, and she felt the terror and adoration fade from her. ‘You were at the assault on the H_____’s settlement. I was not there, and yet I saw it in your words, and in the words you choose not to say.’

			Galen felt her eyes twitch as the memory returned…

			When the H_____ had detonated the first mine, the gravity for five kilometres around the blast had broken. Even ten kilo­metres away she had felt herself lift from the ground. Vomit had risen to her tongue. Then she heard the cry of her adjutant, and looked up.

			The detonation unfolded in silence, stacking up and up and up to the scuffed blue of the sky. It shimmered like water. She could see through it. Thousands of tiny flecks danced in the expanding column. She blinked. The skin of her face was prickling. Then she realised that the flecks were people: tens of thousands of troops that she had sent in to the settlement and the hundreds of thousands that lived there. Light bent and folded. Motes of darkness grew and burst like bubbles. And out the silence rolled, as though the sound was swallowed by the atrocity of what she was witnessing. Seconds touched eternity as the column of broken reality touched the dome of the heavens. 

			Then it collapsed. 

			Everything within ceased to be. 

			Air rushed in to the space left. The pressure wave ruptured Galen’s eardrums and scattered her command cadre out of their transports. 

			Where the mine had detonated there was nothing. Just a black wound that hung like mist above the ground, drinking light. 

			Galen blinked, and the memory vanished into Sanguinius’ gaze.

			‘Even so, my lord, even though the H_____ are willing to use such devices…’

			‘It is not just the inhumanity of what they have done. Resistance to the truth is a tragedy, but the weapons we choose to fight with speak to eternity. The Emperor has decreed that such weapons will not be tolerated to exist, and their use will earn His wrath.’

			‘I have said I understand what must be done, my lord, but…’

			He bowed his head. She felt her breath stop in her lungs. There was something in the gesture, something so simple, so human. When he looked up, the pain on his face almost made her cry out. 

			‘I understand too, general.’ He reached out and took her hand in both of his. His gaze was still steady on hers, but it seemed to her that shadow had drained into the recesses of his face. ‘The question you want to know the answer to is not why I insisted on this, but how I can do such a thing.’

			‘The weapons we choose to fight with speak to eternity,’ she said to him. 

			He nodded at hearing his own words, but she could see only a hardening in his eyes.

			‘And I am the creation of the Emperor, Galen. Though I am His son, I was engineered, not born. I am as He made me. I was made to perform a function for mankind.’

			‘But by doing this, how can we claim to be better than the people we wish to drag into the light?’

			‘We cannot make that claim.’ He half-turned away then. His pupils vanished as his eyes caught the light streaming from the crystal dome above. ‘You and humanity can claim the light that is left after our passing, but I can claim only that I know my nature.’ He looked back at her then, his eyes clear. ‘And even in the myths of the past, angels were not created for kindness.’
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