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			INTRODUCTION



			The world of Warhammer 40,000 and the fighting forces of the Imperium of Man have always been characterised by their elites. While the Astra Militarum forms the backbone of Imperial might, the specialised warriors of the Adeptus Astartes, Adepta Sororitas and countless other ancient orders inspire the masses and protect against the foes of humanity. This special volume of Inferno! celebrates these elites with twelve tales of the Emperor’s finest!

			Of course, no such collection would be complete without the iconic Space Marines. Marc Collins kicks off the anthology with ‘Blighted Sun’, starring the valiant and zealous Black Templars as they attempt to purge a world of their treacherous kin. In Phil Kelly’s ‘The Last Word’, the diverse xenos-slaying warriors of the Deathwatch are dispatched to eliminate an ethereal of the t’au, while J S Collyer subtly examines the Storm Lords Chapter through the eyes of one of their humble servants in her Inferno! debut, ‘In the Name of Victory’. Black Library newcomer R S Wilt pens ‘Recriminant’, an action-packed story of the Flame Eagles with a sting in its tail, and stalwart author Chris Wraight rounds off the collection with ‘Cargo’, featuring the wild and ferocious Space Wolves.

			This is much more than a Space Marine anthology, however. Jude Reid and Amanda Bridgeman both provide thrilling stories concerning the faithful and deadly Sisters of Battle in ‘Fidelis Ad Mortem’ and ‘Reconsecration’, which show that they are every bit the equals of the Adeptus Astartes as they fight against near-impossible odds. Breanna Teintze recounts the covert mission of an Imperial Assassin in ‘Knife’s Edge’, and Gavin G Smith tells the tale of the Navigator Espern Locarno in ‘Suffer Not a Human to Live’ as he unravels a gruesome mystery aboard the Blackstone Fortress. The brave pilots of the Aeronautica Imperialis get a showing in Victoria Hayward’s ‘Wings of Faith’, while J C Stearns tells the gripping story of an Imperial Knight Freeblade in ‘Blood Legacy’, filled with white-knuckle action. Last but not least, Boman Modine (director of the Warhammer animations Angels of Death and The Exodite) pens ‘Song of the Mother’, about the institution that gave Warhammer 40,000’s first edition its name, the noble houses of the rogue traders! In this story, a down-and-out rogue trader must deal with an insidious genestealer cult infestation aboard his own vessel while travelling to an unexplored star system in the far reaches of the galaxy…

			No matter your favourite Imperial faction, we hope that the stories in here prove as exhilarating and inspiring as the power-armoured heroes that appear in them! Here at Black Library we are incredibly proud that we can continue to offer collections of original, dynamic Warhammer fiction such as this, celebrating the fantastic work of both veteran authors and newbloods.

			For the Emperor!

			 


			Richard Garton-Wills

			Submissions Editor, August 2021
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			BLIGHTED SUN
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			It is right and fitting that I should recount this deed.

			You know me to be a soul of integrity, a true servant of our Chapter. I have served His will and His word for two centuries, and in that time I have ascended to the rank of Sword-Brother. I have sworn my oaths before the Sword of the High Marshals itself, in the time when we were still blessed with the indolence of setting foot upon the Eternal Crusader.

			Such days are a memory now.

			Some have wondered if the galaxy burns now because our faith was too shallow, too hollow, too meek in the face of the Enemy.

			I do not believe that. Perhaps it is not my place to say, for I am not a Chaplain, not a philosopher or a savant. I am a warrior. I was raised up to kill in His name, to stand as one of the Emperor’s angels. To be a crusader, born of the blood of Dorn and the sacred oaths of Sigismund.

			Forgive me. This is not why you have asked me here; this is not the testament that I must make. You wish for me to speak of Mytra, and the fire that was kindled there. To tell you the tale of Ilicus, thrice-damned and accursed traitor of the blood of the Old Legions, and the fruits of his works.

			I will tell you this, and you will understand. What came to pass has consequences, as well I know. This shall bear them out, and the decision shall be made. By His will. With His grace.

			This is the sacred oath and statement of Sword-Brother Adhemar regarding the Scouring of Mytra, and the blasphemous ritual which unfolded there.

			I am ready to kill.

			That is nothing new. That is my purpose in life. My every waking moment has been spent in preparation for combat, in the readiness to act and to slay in His name. There is no greater service that can be expected of me than to bring ruin upon the enemies of the God-Emperor. Heretics who have turned from His light, xenos who presume a claim upon humanity’s domains, those who burn with the warp’s cruel fire.

			I have cast them down, false idols all. I shall do so again.

			This is the oath I have sworn unto Him, our God-Emperor, and it is the promise I shall keep.

			The void trembles. It burns and seethes about us, till the Thunderhawk shares its palsy, clawing at us with the spite of a stunted atmosphere. Nyadus is not a kind cradle. It is a world of burning fire and heaving tectonics. Too near its parent star to bear life. Gravity’s talons wish to crack it like a skull, but it endures, spinning on through the cold dark, even as half of it burns with atomic hellfire.

			And, of course, humanity has laid its hand upon it. Mining facilities. Ferro-sieves and macro-foundries are cut deep into the skin of the world. Delved and shaped in rockcrete and iron, and base human defiance. There is something beautiful in that madness.

			I look around the crew compartment of the Thunderhawk. The vessel is called Gloria Mundi, and it has served the Chapter for generations beyond count. In it, the Eternal Crusade lives, just as it burns in our veins. As I gaze about the chamber, I am reminded of that devotion. In the squad, as they ready for war. By their deeds, and their faith.

			They are sworn brothers, fine warriors, each and every one of them. Each of them serves the crusade in their own way, as I do.

			Perhaps one day they shall stand as a Sword-Brother, as I do. Are there future marshals amongst our brotherhood, even now? Shall some bear the honour of serving amidst the Chaplaincy? Will the God-Emperor, glory and praise be upon Him, reach down and select a single soul to be His Champion?

			I cannot know these things. I can only speak for the deeds that we shared upon countless battlefields. We have shed blood together, human and inhuman alike. I acknowledge each of them in turn as they kneel in prayer or tend to their armour. Godric regards me with the hollow crimson lenses of his helm and bows his head in reverence. Holdt does not look up. He continues to chant his prayers, whispers translated to a harsh burr by the vox. Osgar checks his weapons, over and over, as though seeking an error or failing that no one else can see. Alberic stands, struggling for stillness. It is not the yearning for peace that motivates him; his urge to slay the God-Emperor’s enemies is as strong as my own.

			The youngest of them, Sigurd, merely watches. He has a scholar’s disposition. Always he watches. He absorbs. It is a fine trait for a Neophyte. His eyes drift over the ministrations of our brothers and find me. He nods, and I return the gesture.

			They are Crusader Squad Invictus. They are my students. They are my brothers. Not my first brothers, not the squad I once served with.

			I would die for them. Each and every one of them.

			‘We approach Nyadus,’ I say. They look to me as I speak the words. ‘The enemy besets this entire system, yet here I am certain the enemy will lurk. The marshal and our other brothers fight the system-wide war, but it is the few who shall bear the light of faith into the enemy’s heart. A sworn and sanctified blade.’

			‘And what if there is nothing?’ Osgar asks, his chainsword held up but yet deactivated. True battle has not yet found us, and perhaps he thought to cut his teeth in debate, if not in conflict. ‘This could be a fool’s errand.’

			‘Perhaps it is,’ I allow. ‘The ways of the enemy are madness and misdirection. There are a hundred sites more promising than this, yet I have faith.’

			Osgar shakes his head, his fingers clench, and the weapon in his hand revs as the rune is depressed. It is almost subconscious. His desire to kill. His need to be purified in the blood of the enemy. That is the holiest of baptisms. Upon our sacred plate their tainted life is rendered sacrosanct. They are the sacrifice, and we are the altar.

			‘If you have something to say, brother, then speak it plainly. I will not have you skulk around the edges of our mission filled with doubt.’ I am firm, as a leader must be, but I already know what gnaws at him.

			Ilicus. To even think the name is to suffer pain. The pain of brothers lost and oaths long broken. Like chains, corroded by the passage of time. I remember. I cannot forget the wounds carved upon my flesh and within my soul. The same wounds that are picked out upon my armour, shamefully memorialised in gold. They are a burden. A reminder.

			I must focus. Remember. It is Ilicus who makes this system dance to the foulness of his tune.

			He is my weakness and they know it. They whisper it when they think I do not hear. They wonder at the fate of my long-lost brothers and the pain that echoes through me. The pain I endure and overcome, for there can be no weakness in the Eternal Crusade. Dorn was not unmanned by weakness. Nor Sigismund. I must be their heir. I must be their equal.

			‘This is… not a common engagement,’ Osgar begins. ‘It is a holy purging. The entire system is in uproar and rebellion. We come in crusade force. Enough to shatter worlds and leave them as nothing but dust. We do not come merely to drive out. We come to annihilate. Who would stand against that force but the mad and the deluded? Or perhaps there is some other gambit that we do not perceive.’ He does not look at me. He cannot. ‘Whatever unfolds, we may be far from the apex of it. We chase shadows. Ghosts. All because of who sets their puppets to dancing. Because of your old foe and wounded pride. Your shame.’

			He is bold, I will give him that. He speaks with fire and zeal, with an unyielding detestation of weakness, even if he feels that it dwells within his superior. I cannot fault any brother for such steadfast scrutiny. I check my choler, allow myself to exhale, and I answer him.

			‘It is not shame to live where others have died, nor to endure in the service of the Throne. I despise Ilicus. I name him traitor and abhor the memory of him, of any who claimed to serve the Emperor and betrayed Him when He yet walked as a man. The blood of the Old Legions is poison in his veins, and I would see him cast to ashes upon the earth. There are none here who doubt that, no, but there are those who doubt me.’ My gaze turns upon all of them. None sully themselves by looking away. ‘Ilicus, may the Emperor damn and condemn him eternally, is my enemy. He is the killer of my sworn brothers, yet I do not surrender myself to petty vengeance. I would not defy the marshal’s will in order to see a reckoning. I trust to the Emperor I know my duty.’

			Osgar falls silent. I do not think it is shame that stills him, nor is it true acceptance and contentment. No. It is anger blunted by a shield of faith. I will not be found wanting. Not even by my own. It is his right to question, of course. We are brothers. We must hold each other to account when we stand shoulder to shoulder upon the firing line. As a sword is beaten into shape, so too must we be shaped by our fraternity, moulded by our trust, purged of the corrosive touch of doubt.

			Before I can say more, the ship shudders. There is not enough atmospheric resistance that it should be troubling us, not now. Oath papers and votive parchments shift against the iron hull, and in some places the wax begins to run. It should not be so. The purity seals bleed with the sudden heat, and I know that it is not the heat of the world. It is an unnatural, infernal imposition. The air shifts and ceases to be the idle howl of atmosphere. It becomes a tempest of whispers, building to a crescendo.

			‘This is an omen,’ I breathe. ‘Behold the wiles of the enemy.’

			Perhaps the faithless would be torn from the heavens and dashed against the earth. We are proof against such trickery.

			‘For the Emperor! For His triumph!’

			‘For the Emperor!’ my brothers cry in echo. Our devotion drowns out the storm’s scream, a scream composed of other stolen voices, twisted refractions of mortal suffering.

			‘Take us down,’ I growl through the vox, and the pilot’s voice choruses assent. Down and into the heart of madness. Torrents of debris claw at us, and the thunderheads boom and roar.

			Still we descend. Upon wings of fire and against the spite of a world.

			Even the most righteous of souls can be stymied by adversity. The annals are full of such. Crusades that the warp has risen up to swallow, saints struck down in the prime of their faith and made martyrs. Such things are the coin of the realm. A hallowed humanity, beset yet unbowed, raging forever against the darkness and the sin of the galaxy.

			The Emperor, blessed be His name, drove out from Terra to unify the stars. To banish the consumptive night and place new stars in the heavens. Lights by which the masses of humanity would be led and warmed. We were the inheritors of the cosmos, surpassing all the other civilisations which had gone before us, even the other iterations of human society.

			We were strong where others had faltered. We had a purity of faith that protected us from doubt and fear. The warriors of the Adeptus Astartes are but the tip of His sword – not the mightiest weapon of humanity but a mere aspect of it. The Imperium is the great victory of the Emperor, for He has annealed together a thousand warring creeds to create a singular vision, one that has endured ten millennia of test and struggle.

			One that can pass through these ages of fire and blood without shirking or diminishing.

			We emerge into the storm.

			Already the ashen sand scratches at us, as insidious and as constant as the ocean. It tries to pour in through our armour, to swallow us in its leaden grip. I can taste, even through the helm and its filtration systems, the blood-iron tang of mineral-rich soil and air. The world convulses around us as though in reaction to our presence upon its burning skin.

			I am already shaking off the grit and grime, looking to my brothers to ensure that they are prepared. I thank the Emperor for His guidance, His divine plan. I catch Osgar’s notice and he merely nods. His helm is impassive, but I can sense his disquiet at this world. We have been singled out for grim purpose, spited by the whims of fate.

			‘Brother…’ he begins. I raise a hand. Now is not the time. Not when there are other duties to tend to. Godric’s cold silence is gone as he rages and curses all the lackeys of false powers. The air is burning with false signs and portents. They taunt him. They mock.

			Alberic is a blur of motion as he tries in vain to secure our landing site before the world’s choler rises again and swallows it whole. Only Sigurd seems to have even a semblance of peace amongst the madness. The young Neophyte gazes skyward, as though lost to etheric contemplation.

			He watches as the ship rises from the earth and recommits itself to the heavens. There are battles yet to be fought. System-wide and spreading. Everything in the void is aflame, like burning oil upon water. I see it. I understand the cruel beauty of it. I let it pass over me as Sigurd cannot.

			‘Neophyte Sigurd,’ I say. He does not hear me. I repeat his name. ‘Sigurd. Brother!’ He snaps around to look at me. He looks down at his gauntleted hands and shakes himself.

			‘Forgive me, Sword-Brother,’ he says.

			‘There is nothing to forgive. This cannot unman you. You are a Templar of Dorn’s blood. You are a son and a scion of the Eternal Crusade. The wiles of the enemy cannot slow or stymie us. Not with faith in our hearts and prayer upon our lips. That has ever been so. It shall be no different here.’ I look to the others. ‘Has there been any word from the crusade fleet?’

			‘The vox is occluded,’ Osgar growls. ‘No signals in or out of this wretched world.’

			‘It could be the atmospherics. Mineral saturation. Or it could be the hand of the enemy,’ I say. My hands have already knotted into fists. Gripping my sword’s hilt between fingers already white with the effort. There is power in hate. Respite in fury. To burn with kindled wrath when all else is set against you.

			I hate our enemy with every spark of my soul. Every fibre of my being cries out to avenge the wrongs done to us.

			‘By the Throne,’ Sigurd breathes to my right, and we all turn. We follow his gaze to the horizon and its line of sudden flame.

			The sun rises.

			This far into the inner system, it is not a gentle dawn. The star dominates the horizon, casting it in blazing ochre and crimson. It is angry and hateful. We can already feel the light of it spreading, reaching out with cleansing fingers to engulf the world.

			We have all readied ourselves for war, and I gesture with my sword.

			‘We need to move. We outrun the dawn and find the miners’ hab-complex. There we can regroup and unmake whatever horrors have been summoned here. That is our sacred task. We avenge our brothers in blood and fire.’

			Poor words, perhaps. The fire chases us across the plains as though mocking our intention to burn the enemy from their lair. Great pillars of volcanic basalt shimmer in the heat, threatening to yield to the world’s conflicting turmoils. Yet it endures, black against the fury and the tumult of the world and the scouring wrath of the star.

			I see something of ourselves in this place. Black against the infinite black. Struggling on in a universe which hates us, which despises us in every new iteration of alien horror that it casts up against us, that turns its own malignant metaphysics to our throats. Yet we fight. We persist. At the very ending of time, I have no doubt, there will be a humanity. An Imperium. Our legacy shall be carved into the universe’s very skin. As Dorn himself once cut and burned his way across the galaxy to punish the traitors.

			The vox clicks and breaks me from my momentary reverie. Sigurd’s voice cuts in as he sings a Chapter hymn. I recognise it instantly. The Blessing of the Throne Shines Upon the Faithful. The others lend their voices to it. I join them. For a moment it is as though we are not harried by the hateful light of a nearing sun. We could be upon any sacred battlefield or within any great ship of the Chapter.

			There is no enemy that can break us. Not even the ravages of the universe. Not even the fire of the stars. We fight and we endure. We sing our hymns of war and spit blood into the faces of those who would stand against us.

			No son of Dorn could ask for more. No true servant of the Imperium could consider their duty unfulfilled if they died in such a way.

			That thought is a comfort, even as the heat haze snaps at our heels. It is heavy within my armour as the world bears down upon us. Beyond the heat there is the dense pull of gravity. Every step, even in powered plate, feels as though it claws at my very soul.

			We cross plains of broken rock and jagged barbs of obsidian. Metallic veins gleam through the spars of stone, and I wonder at the laxity of the miners who dwell here. This entire world is the dominion of the Emperor. All things within it are a mere tithe unto Him. For there yet to be so obvious wealth unmined makes me scowl within my helm. I know that, one way or another, there shall be judgement at the journey’s end.

			When the singing ends and we advance in stony silence, it is only then that Sigurd’s voice crackles over the vox.

			‘If the enemy is here in such force, then perhaps we have not been misled and set aside. Perhaps this is the will of the God-Emperor?’

			‘Do you truly believe so, boy?’ I ask with a chuckle that holds no mirth, only sadness. ‘That the God-Emperor cares a mote for my vengeance? That such a thing is holier than a marshal and his crusade force? We are but weapons in the armoury of holier men. Chaplains and marshals ponder the stars and the worlds upon which we must fight. I am but a warrior.’

			‘You are a Sword-Brother, you–’

			‘I am no better nor more worthy than you, Sigurd. Time has weathered me, as it wears at all blades. I am no more the keener than your young steel. In time you will be an Initiate. You shall stand as a true sworn brother of the Chapter. I am proud to call you brother, and to watch you as you train in the ways of Sigismund.’

			‘Yet the Emperor’s Champion was stalwart and singular. He fought the mightiest of the traitor host. I wish to prove myself, Brother Adhemar, but what if there is no great victory for me to stand in? What if I can prove myself against no great beast?’

			And there it is. Osgar’s doubt in new skin. Not that I will fail them, merely that they will stand too far from the light of the Emperor and so know no glory.

			‘Fear not, Neophyte. The galaxy is blessed with monsters in abundance, whether they wear the visage of beasts or men.’

			And no sooner have I stopped speaking than the universe conspires again to prove me correct. For the monsters are amongst us.

			We could not have known then that the entire system was in upheaval as our enemy played his hand. No conception of the hive cities as they burned in self-made fire or the forge-complexes which turned their production lines to system-scale murder. Rivers of blood, phages of unnatural potency, the revels and deceits of the damned. They spilled out across the entirety of Mytra. Wheels in a grand device. Cogs in an infernal machine.

			Nyadus seemed to us to be a mere tainted outpost of the enemy. A trap or a diversion. Yet as we raced against the fire of the dawn, we were drawing nearer to our enemy’s heart.

			From the mouths of Neophytes can emerge the most profound of truths. I realise that now. When the Emperor speaks, it is not always in fire and revelation. Sometimes He speaks with subtlety. Sometimes, in the darkest of hours, your prayers are answered.

			The world ahead of us blurs and shimmers. It shifts, slowly at first, and then with all the madness of the warp.

			The black sands burst apart and evaporate into a fine red misting. The air is filled, unmistakably, with the stink of blood. I can smell it inside my helm. It is everywhere. Everything. The world fades away, to be replaced by a plain of savage bloodletting.

			Clashing armies of blood and iron materialise from the ether, like a child’s toys scattered upon the field. Blades of hell-forged metal sing through the air, and we raise our own holy weapons in defiance.

			My arm rattles with the impact as blade meets blade, and I spin to face the next bellowing manifestation. The thing’s distended, barbed skull snaps at me. Spittle sprays against my helm before I batter it away. It tumbles out and into the wider tumult, lost to me. I bring my shield around and smash another of the daemons to the ground.

			My brothers are a knot of righteous fury about me. Osgar’s chainsword carves them open like the meat they lack. Their flesh, crafted from bloodsmoke and lies, forged from the nothing of the burning world, comes apart in welters of impossible gore and blazing ashes, fading to embers even as we carve them apart. Bolt-shells detonate within them like the bursting hearts of stars.

			We fight with one soul, one will animating our defiance. Brothers stand in defence of each other; blades turn aside mortal strikes. We take blows as readily in defending as we do in assault. All avenues of battle are accounted for. The vox clicks as orders are sought and assent is given.

			Alone we would die. Together we endure.

			We move through the war eternal and the enemy hurls itself forward to die on our blades, to perish beneath our guns. Snarling hounds rear up from the swirling dust and their iron teeth score across the lip of my shield. I can hear Holdt as he prays, rendering every strike into a sacred thing. As I turn, I see Sigurd duck beneath a blade’s sweeping arc. Alberic and Godric fire, silent and impassive. They move in swift, precise bursts to match their lines of fire. Their shots find Sigurd’s foe and in turn he moves to support them, cutting off the advance of yet more brazen enemies. I know pride, looking upon them, fighting as brothers.

			We fight through the fury and song of battle. We are a part of it, whether we wish to be or not. The screaming, yowling things die only to spring upon us again – wounds weeping blood, sealing closed with glacial slowness.

			‘They cannot stand against us!’ I roar. ‘They are nothing! They are the leavings of false gods! Echoes and spectres of the enemies He has long since humbled!’ I take the head from another and the severed throat still screams, edged with the torment of mortal souls. ‘Resist! And know that in us the faith of men is embodied!’

			No sooner have I uttered the words than the enemy self-obliterates. They burst back into smoke and fire and suggestion. I spin about, seeking the foe – the glory of battle that they would deny me. I do not see them. Were it not for the scrapes and gouges upon our armour, I would think them phantasms.

			I only see the line of fire as it advances. It burns with hellish light as it scours everything before it. Throne preserve us. This close I can feel the heat of it. I know our armour will avail us nothing. Not against the very wrath of heaven.

			‘Move!’ I roar over the vox. We move as one. A unit. A squad. Brothers, all.

			They come again. Now it is the snarling, lascivious faces of temptress daemons that hiss and spit back at us. Whispered imprecations fill the air, and I chant within my helm. I invoke the Canticles Against Ruin and the Conquests of Human Weakness. My brothers know their training. They join me in the chant.

			The creatures stir and shift, as though they can hear our prayers and know them to be anathema to their being. They parade themselves in mere wisps of gossamer and human hide. They throw themselves at us with barbed and wicked claws – I feel the edge of one score across my armour – before they dance away again.

			Cowards. Fiends. Monsters. They are beneath contempt. Mere reflections of mortal lust and longing, of addiction and want.

			They are distractions. Nothing more. They want to keep us from our prize, to have us fighting illusions while the wall of fire advances.

			I will not let them. We will not let them.

			We smash through the orchestrated chaos and the daemonettes pursue, clawing impotently at the air behind us. It brings me pleasure to know that their every ambition will be stunted, their dreams of dominion shattered like so much fallen crystal.

			The ground slips away beneath our feet and I stagger. My sword lashes out to gain purchase, but the soil has become immaterial and instead it sinks into a sudden mire. The impossible waters are rancid, teeming with disease and abandoned corpses. I look back and see that my brothers are equally engulfed. The muck clings to them, bears them down, and I realise there is no escape except by brute strength. I grit my teeth and push forward.

			‘They cannot bind us, brothers. They are nothing! The binds of the enemy are trickery and despair! Prisons for lesser men!’

			‘No pity!’ Osgar snarls.

			‘No remorse!’ Godric roars.

			‘No fear!’ Sigurd concludes.

			I turn as they speak. My pride swells and then dies. The cleansing, terrible light has reached the edge of the morass, and the burgeoning psychoscape is no shelter for us. The waters bleed away to vapour, atomised by the star’s fury, and I know that our time is short. I force myself forward, through the cloying mud and brackish water. I feel hands as they slap against my plate, desperately trying to drag me down amongst the dead. Teeth gnaw impotently at the ceramite until they break with sickening cracks. The water is coloured by blood and pulp as they dash themselves against the rocks of our faith.

			And then we are stumbling, staggering, falling, out and into corridors of volcanic glass where the weft and weave of the stone promises madness and delirium. My eyes move in sharp sweeps and I take in no detail. I lash out and carve at the walls. They resist, as all great lies must. The stone is black flecked with blue and purple, gold and silver, emerald and obsidian. Insanity dwells there as surely as the vagaries of the warp or the whorls of nebulae. It tries to claw at me and find purchase. It fails. It casts up new horrors to challenge us.

			The daemons ooze from the walls and laugh as they vomit flames at us. Kaleidoscopic flesh shimmers and flexes in the oncoming light, like sculptures of impure glass come hideously to life.

			Everything is burning, and for a moment I cannot tell if it is the sorcerous flame of the daemons or the onrushing starfire. I am wrapped in constricting coils as another serpentine form unfolds, envelops and begins to choke the life from me. My arms cannot, will not, move. I struggle and thrash even as fire eats at my armour, and the folds of the thing exude teeth to rasp and chatter against it like the jaws of a chainsword.

			I am being eaten alive. Burned apart. Cored out. I can feel the tendrils of the thing as it drives inwards. I push myself forward and slam it into the walls. The thing screeches and I feel its coils loosen. Blood stains the air in a mix of my own transhuman crimson and the iridescent life-stuff of the daemon. I hammer it again into the stone until the stone itself begins to yield. Cracks spiral through the maddening patterns.

			It rears back and screams, breathing another gout of flame into my face. I pull my shield up and disperse the worst of the onslaught. Blades carve into the coiled and hungry thing, and it screams again. It yowls in primal agony, like a beast. Osgar’s chainsword catches it beneath its gullet and yanks it back and away from me.

			We move onwards, fighting a tide of fire and lurid flesh. Giggling and scampering lumpen things throw themselves forward like shrunken starbursts in pink and blue. Even now, through the false war and the dance, with memories of the mire yet clinging to us, it feels like a game. They are toying with us at the will of their obscene master.

			The wave of writhing, inhuman bodies slithers around us. I am forced together with Osgar, Alberic, Godric and Sigurd. Holdt fights alone. He stands in defiance and hews into the enemy. He is roaring his prayers as he does so. He sings of the Emperor-Exalted-Upon-Terra, of the Master and Father of Mankind. He casts down the impure with fire and fury, zeal and a crusader’s heart. He is, in this moment, a truer brother of our beloved Chapter than I could ever hope to be.

			He fights even as the walls of the labyrinth shift and re-form. The darkness of the moving stone takes him from sight, but I still hear his singing, even as pain colours it and the chittering, burning whispers of the enemy close in. I hear it until his chainsword falls silent, and his voice soon joins it. The wall of fire is so close now, burning just behind the ephemeral stone. If the foe has not ended him, then I know that the advancing dawn will.

			We turn from the slaughter and press on into the darkness of the passageways. There is no time to truly mourn. No matter what else lies ahead of us, I know that our quarry is near. And now there are fresh insults to be avenged.

			We stalk from the darkness of the shadow labyrinth as though we were shades fresh freed from the underworld. We wear our wounds with pride. We carry our loss with wrath. No one speaks of Holdt and his glorious sacrifice. None give voice to the pain at the loss of his gene-seed from the Chapter’s lineage.

			He shall be avenged. I know that deep down. I lead my brothers out of the darkness and into the light. Not the wave of heat and fire that pursues us, but the sweltering atmosphere of the roiling world. The tremor of its skin sings through our armour, as though the entire planet were raising its voice.

			Then there is silence.

			Everything stills. Even the tectonic eruptions and thunderheads fade away. I look up and I can see the void of space again, through a great circle of stilled air. Stars flicker and fade above, stars-that-are-not-stars. The detonations and movements are not of a heavenly zodiac but of ships fighting and dying in the void. There are flashes of fitful flame upon the turn of distant worlds.

			We are still at war. I cannot tell if we are winning or not, if there is any chance of victory. We fight against futility. Against a hostile, malignant cosmos. Yet what matters is that we fight. No matter how many of us die in the Eternal Crusade, no matter if we die here and now, alone and unremembered, we must always fight – so that the enemy remembers us. So that the Emperor knows us.

			I look towards the centre of the stillness, across the ashen plains. He kneels, almost uncaring. Gauntleted fingers move in the dust with a priest’s patience. He does not look up at the battle or the storm. He is ignorant of the approaching lethal dawn. He does not acknowledge the miners’ bodies crucified to the rockcrete bunkers they once inhabited, or the blood that flows from them into the runnels of the ritual circle.

			Ilicus, sorcerer and worker of our woes, is focused only on his own obscene work.

			He is armoured in sapphire blue, hung with charnel talismans that dance with captive witchfire. His skin is smooth, tanned by stranger suns than whatever world birthed him, freshly inked with blood and pigment. He faces away from us, and does not move even as we approach across the blasted earth and cross into the ritual circle.

			There is heat at our backs. I can feel the nearing wall of flame. It feels like judgement. A cleansing. Purgation itself. It shall sweep across us and unmake us. Perhaps that is enough, to hold the enemy here while the cosmos itself scrapes him free like excrement from a boot.

			Yet he cannot be truly ignorant of this. All that is done is by design. One born of madness and diseased intelligence, but a design nonetheless. The dreams and whims of mad gods.

			We cross the open plain in a loose line, weapons ready, poised to strike. I gesture and our pattern shifts, lines of attack marked out. They nod. One will, one mind.

			He stands but does not look back. Not yet. He raises a hand, almost indulgently, as a schola master might chasten a pupil who interrupts him.

			We charge. Bolt-rounds cut across the empty space and strike nothing. The air shimmers and the sorcerer is no longer there. An illusion. A trick.

			I snarl and spin about; my sword cuts at nothing. The light of it reflects oddly, as though reality has slid out of joint. I can hear his laughter. The mockery of eternity, ringing on and on.

			We come together. I stand before my brothers, shield raised as if that alone will protect them from the falsehoods of the warp. The skin of existence wrinkles, stretches and tears. Ilicus is nowhere to be seen. A mocking after-image dances at the edge of sight, as though conducting the choir of madness from beyond the veil.

			Two things tear their way through. Not the by-blows of our previous struggle but great beasts of the warp. Tendrils whip at the boiling air. Feathered pinions spread themselves wide alongside leathery wings. A riot of potentiality, forced into service. I can see the brands that glitter upon their twisted skin, binding them to Ilicus’ will. They hate him as much as they despise us.

			Perhaps they think that when they have cracked our bones between their teeth they shall have the strength to defy their erstwhile master. There is no trust within the ranks of traitors, only caustic disloyalty and resentment. We serve freely. We give ourselves to Him. We are one squad. Brothers. Unified by common purpose and bound to the Emperor’s design.

			‘Form up!’ I growl. We fall into ranks. Osgar and Sigurd stand at my side. Alberic and Godric turn their bolters upon the advancing abominations.

			One is a writhing mass of worms and tentacles, borne up upon angelic wings in mockery of faith. It leaves oily smears when it moves, as though infecting the native volume of space which it occupies. Bolt-rounds strike it in bursts of black blood and fecund gouts of corpse gas. It burbles and sputters with amusement as it oozes and flows closer. Alberic draws back, Godric at his side. They keep firing. Godric reaches for the grenade at his belt and hurls it into the squirming mass of the monster. It devours it greedily, pulling it into its roiling mass. There is a burst of light and heat, and then the beast simply rolls onwards. Alberic pushes Godric from the creature’s path. He is still firing when it swallows him in its toxic bulk.

			To his credit, as a warrior of the Black Templars, he does not scream. He bellows his hate into what passes for the monster’s face. He sings of his devotion to Him on Terra. Fealty and duty, unto death.

			‘For the Emperor!’ I hear his last words before they are swallowed forever.

			The other monster is a more conventional horror. Horned and muscled, clad in armour that is at once apotheosis of purpose and ruin of intent. The old Legion plate has flowed and reshaped like the molten rock of the world itself – all lineage and icon­ography lost to the ravages of the warp. It snorts piggishly and throws itself forward, a great incandescent sword raised. Where it swipes, the universe bleeds. After-images flare with each sweeping blow, trailing dreamstuff and warp fire. Osgar and Sigurd break to its right, and I move left. I raise my shield.

			Unreality clashes with the solid material. Everything shakes with the impact. The shield holds, barely. Power fields sputter. I bring my sword round and feel plate part like skin. Something that is not blood coils about my sword hand. The ichorous fluid writhes like contagion. The daemon merely laughs. I push back and roar my command. ‘Now!’

			So focused has it been upon me that Osgar and Sigurd have the opportunity to attack. Blades lash out, chain-teeth biting into immaterial flesh and armour. It screams and spins about. A barbed tail catches me across the side of the head and knocks me to the ground. I push up again. Too late.

			Osgar staggers back, swaying like an inebriate. The blade flashes out again, catches him once more, and he falls back in a welter of blood. Sigurd, to his credit, does not falter. He hews into the monster with all that he has, standing over his fallen brother. He grits his teeth as the chainblade tears through non-flesh and bone. It snarls, acid drool spattering against the Neophyte’s armour. He jerks back, and the daemon batters him aside with the stump of one arm.

			I run, pivot about and bring my sword up before the next strike can fall. I lash out again and again. Blade meets blade. Faith set against the fallen. I cannot tell if each wound diminishes the beast’s hellish light or if it is my sword’s power field that dies.

			Sigurd swings hard, his blows falling in lockstep with my own. Moving about the colossal beast as hunters would around megafauna, we dodge and weave, striking where we can. If there is to be death then let it be by a thousand cuts.

			I am aware, so very aware, of the encroaching fire, even if the daemons seem ignorant of it. The writhing thing pursues Godric with a languid, capering gait. Uncaring of the all-consuming flame, Godric still shoots. Each shell does meagre damage, just as our cuts do, but he believes it shall be enough. He has faith.

			‘To me, brothers! To me!’ I cry. ‘We will conquer them together! We shall stand as one!’ Godric nods and sprints to us. He turns from the crawling horror and lends his gun to our fight. Detonations wrack the armoured form, and plate breaks and splinters.

			I smash my shield against it and hew into it as though felling a tree. The beast falls to one knee, and we take it apart, piece by piece. It screams as we do.

			The writhing, hateful opposite pauses as if to watch. If it has eyes, they see the demise of its fellow. It sees us turn. Our blades glimmer in the volcanic dark, somehow brighter than the looming dawn. It hunches and throws itself at us. Our blades come up again. Guns would not slay it, but there is a power in swords. The blade is a tool of rite and ritual; by the things that invoke them may they be undone.

			‘I will leave you for the cleansing flame!’ I snarl. It screams in a hundred voices, each tendril of it a living thing in its own right. A vessel of stolen voices and savaged souls.

			We kill it by degrees. We ready ourselves for the true enemy.

			Everything freezes.

			There are particles of dust, framed perfectly in the rising light, held in absolute stillness. Even the turning of the world seems muted beneath the unnatural influence of the immaterium. Ilicus materialises at last, and I see the smile upon his features. He is young and vital even so long into his treachery. Not the wizened sorcerer or vizier of stories. He takes the time to dust off his hands and advances upon us. His ritual staff is strapped along his back, and he draws a curved knife, holds it in one gauntleted hand.

			‘Fate,’ Ilicus breathes, his every word poison, ‘has delivered you unto me again.’ He looks up, far above, to where the planets are beginning to align – where the sun is reaching its zenith. I cannot feel the flame. The light does not seem to touch us. I have feared it and fled from it. We have lost brothers to its wrath. Yet now it does not burn.

			High above us, the planets of the system have impossibly resolved. We can see every turn of them as they align, as though through a looking glass. The sun takes its place in the grand orrery of the heavens, and its light transmutes at the touch of warpcraft.

			The light turns black. The sun itself darkens and writhes with cancerous unlight.

			Where it touches upon the blasted plains, reality unknits again, and I see the horror of the warp as it struggles for shape. I see the battleground eternal and the halls of debauch, the mires of despair and the labyrinth of madness. They claw at my mind just as my body is assailed by utter stillness. Inaction is anathema to me, and yet I cannot fight it.

			‘You bring new offerings to me, as above the offering star is born anew. An unmaker star. Fatted on sacrificed cities and your own brothers. Such zealous souls. They remind me of my own brothers.’ He pauses and laughs. ‘For your fidelity you are lauded, and for ours we were executed… Amusing how the galaxy turns.’

			‘Be… silent,’ I hiss through gritted teeth. He shakes his head.

			‘You are so blind. Yoked to a throne of lies as the cosmos burns. As all is rendered glorious with fire and change. You could be so much more than the Carrion Lord allows you to be, if you would only open your eyes,’ he sighs, disappointed. ‘I pity you, cousin.’

			‘All you have to offer me is lies,’ I whisper. ‘You are fallen from His light and dwell only in darkness. Deception is your meat and drink. You have nothing but deceit left in what passes for your soul.’

			I see anger blossom in those ancient eyes. Perhaps he expected his poison to find purchase, or perhaps it is merely the act of being confronted with his sin that enrages him. He moves to where Osgar lies, prone and silent, in the dust. He cuts his throat with a single motion, and I can only snarl in impotent rage. He moves close. Close enough that I can smell the spice of his sweat and the unnatural power that bleeds from him. The blade comes up, hovering at my throat. I will every part of my body to move. I strain against his unearthly control. I know that my brothers are struggling alongside me.

			I pray. I cast up my mind to the hymnals and mysteries of the Chapter.

			O Emperor, be the strength in my arm and the fire in my soul. Animate me with your wrath. Speak through me, though I am but a servant.

			I close my eyes.

			When I open them, I am braced for death or for revelation.

			And the Emperor answers.

			A blur of movement crosses my vision, and it is Sigurd who moves with the Emperor’s will. I do not know if it is divine intervention or some changing fortune in the battle above. Our fleet yet fights. Worlds yet burn. I do not know what wider victories we have won, what champions of the immaterial we have cast back to ashes. I do not question the hand of providence.

			Sigurd’s chainsword slams into Ilicus’ side and the sorcerer spins away, teeth bared in a feral snarl. The spell breaks. We all move beneath the toxic light of the tainted star as though underwater. Reality has become clinging and cloying. Daemons bleed through the veil to throw themselves upon the wrathful blades and bolters of my brothers. I hurl myself into the melee at Sigurd’s side. We move with the unity born of purpose. Duty animates our every strike and parry. The ritual knife has slipped from Ilicus’ grasp and now he fights with his staff. The bladed head of it impacts against my shield with the whine of competing power fields, driving me back as he strikes again. I swing my sword about and he catches it upon the haft. He grits his teeth. Sweat sheens his skin and the words begin to run in trails of blood and ink.

			Sigurd’s chainsword hews the weapon arm from Ilicus and the air fills with blood. It moves slowly in the stolid air, the globules drifting with unnerving slowness. By contrast, the traitor spins about with a predator’s swiftness. He reaches for the Neophyte, yet the blade lashes out again. Sigurd catches Ilicus across the throat and the teeth grind against bone. There is a sickening wrench, and the head tumbles free. Blood gouts from the wound, rimed with lightning, boiling and freezing all at once as his power is earthed. The carved symbols upon the ground shatter and the daemons begin to scream. Their frustration echoes about us, carried upon the sudden storm winds that whip around us.

			Above, the sun passes. Its light returns to cleansing fire. We have been spared.

			‘Praise be,’ I whisper. The young warrior seems almost awestruck as he looks to me and falls to his knees.

			It was only later that the Chapter was able to recover us. The rituals of the Enemy had been stymied, their cultists brought to heel and a figure of black renown destroyed. It was an undertaking of unnatural circumstances and I cannot help but feel the hand of the Emperor in its execution.

			That is why I have been called here, is it not? I have answered for my actions. I stand by them in every detail, just as I stand by my assessment of my brothers and their steadfast service.

			Of all of them, though, it was Sigurd whom the Emperor anointed in His wrath and His mercy. Thus do I tender my assessment to the marshal.

			Brother Sigurd should be a Neophyte no longer, but a sworn Initiate brother of the Black Templars. To fight and to serve, aye, and to eventually die, as all must.

			As do all who fight this Eternal Crusade.
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			The voidship’s name was Fidelis.

			The tiny projection hung in empty air, a floating cathedral encrusted with spires and buttresses, the stained-glass windows of its broadside gun turrets blazing a defiant rainbow into the dark. The hololith showed the vessel as it had been on its departure from Holy Terra, gilded and gleaming, a testament to the Ecclesiarchy’s glorification of the God-Emperor and all His works. One by one the tiny lights along its flanks winked out, and the warm glow of its plasma coils faded to nothing.

			Sister Superior Zillah of the Order of the Bloody Rose closed her eyes, offered up a silent prayer for strength and turned to deliver the first briefing of her new command.

			‘My Sisters. In the name of Holy Terra and the God-Emperor of Mankind, I entreat your attention and your vigilance.’

			‘Our vigilance is constant,’ five voices replied in crisp unison. The call and response was ingrained in Zillah’s soul, as familiar to her as her own name. ‘We stand against the heretic, the xenos and the traitor. We carry His word and His light to every corner of the Imperium and beyond. Cave ne saltem arce hostes. Let our foes beware.’

			She had given the answer hundreds of times over the years, each time longing for the day she would take up the mantle of a Sister Superior and lead the call at last. Now that the time had come, her new title chafed like ill-fitting armour. If the God-Emperor had seen fit to answer her prayers, she would have been with the rest of her Order on Vastum; instead, in the middle of her preparations for war, she had been hurriedly dispatched into empty space with an untested squad.

			‘Let our foes beware,’ she echoed.

			Of the Sisters under her command, all but one were strangers. Three were newly anointed, their armour unmarked and gleaming, while the fourth was a scarred veteran who wielded a blessed heavy flamer with consummate familiarity. The fifth, Sister Adelphia, had been her friend since the schola progenium, the two of them forged and tempered in the same battle-fires into the Emperor’s living weapons. Zillah knew each of the five Sisters to be a formidable warrior in her own right, but the squad was newly formed, and there had been no time to drill together on their hasty voyage from the Convent Sanctorum.

			‘Contact with the pilgrim vessel Fidelis was lost eight months ago during its voyage to Ophelia VII,’ she continued. ‘On board were six thousand pilgrims, ten Celestians of our Order under the command of Legatine Hélène d’Orance and a sacred Simulacrum Imperialis. After a month-long search, the Imperial Navy declared it lost with all souls and attempts at recovery were abandoned, until three weeks ago, when a Chartist Captain reported a sighting just off the Mandeville point.’

			The hololith flickered. Zillah closed her gloved hands into fists and took a moment to steady herself. Over the last two decades she had faced heretics, xenos and daemons without flinching, but it seemed a briefing room and an over-prepared speech were all it took to rattle her composure.

			God-Emperor give me strength.

			‘Our orders come from Canoness Ianthe herself. We are to enter the Fidelis and recover the Simulacrum along with any other holy relics within. Sister Adelphia will be my second-in-command. Our Naval allies’ – she shot a look to the Naval adjutant waiting with studied indifference by the briefing room door – ‘will remain at void-anchor to provide support.’ Zillah drew a deep breath. ‘And to obliterate the Fidelis if we fail. Any questions?’

			A gauntleted hand rose.

			‘Sister Medina?’

			The veteran’s right cheek and neck were tight with fresh synthskin grafts, the unhealed edges still a painful-looking scarlet in sharp contrast with the deep bronze of her skin. ‘What do we know of what waits aboard?’ Her voice was somewhere between a whisper and a rasp.

			‘Little enough. We believe the ship’s Geller field failed during warp transit. The augurs are unclear, but no convincing evidence of life has been identified. The vessel may be entirely empty. Or it may not.’

			‘Understood.’ Sister Medina’s expression was perfectly calm.

			‘It is our solemn duty to complete our Sisters’ mission and to return their sacred charges to the Convent Sanctorum. A gun-cutter and pilot have been seconded for our use, departing in thirty minutes. If there are no further questions, I suggest you spend the intervening time in preparation and prayer. Ave Imperator.’

			‘Ave Imperator.’

			The Sisters filed from the room. Zillah cleared her throat. ‘Sister Adelphia, a moment.’

			‘Certainly, Sister Superior.’ Adelphia turned back at the door, moving to one side to let the Naval adjutant slide past. The new title still sounded strange to Zillah’s ears, as though it were something borrowed, something not yet her own. No doubt it felt just as odd on Adelphia’s lips.

			‘My thanks. I would value your assessment of our new Sisters.’

			Adelphia nodded slowly, setting the beads at the ends of her tightly braided black hair rattling. ‘Only Sister Medina has any battlefield experience. The sole survivor of her unit. Her combat record is exemplary. I understand she has recovered well from her burns.’

			‘And the other three?’

			‘Sisters Amrit, Nicaea and Rosslyn. All newly ordained. According to the drill-abbesses, they show great potential, Nicaea in particular.’

			‘I had hoped we would have time to train together. To get the measure of them.’ Zillah sank into a chair, resting her elbows on the briefing room table and watching the holo-projection flicker and glow. She rubbed a gloved hand over her eyes. ‘Before we face whatever lies in there.’

			‘I seem to recall Legatine Hélène had strong views on the necessity of squad cohesion.’

			‘Hélène had strong views on everything.’

			It had been nearly twenty years since they had first served together under Legatine Hélène’s command. Hélène had been a mere Sister Superior then, no older than Zillah was now, before her career had taken a meteoric path through the Celestians to a place in the canoness’ inner circle. In the cloister Hélène had been meticulous, exacting and unforgiving of failure from the Sisters in her care; on the battlefield she had been a warrior of consummate skill and brutality, in every way a worthy disciple of Saint Mina. Even now, she was a towering presence in Zillah’s memory, a living exemplar of the virtues of their Order. Back then, Zillah would have gladly died for a single word of praise from her mentor’s lips.

			‘And now it falls to us to complete her final mission,’ Adelphia said. ‘A great responsibility. And not, I know, the battle for which you had hoped.’

			Zillah’s shoulders tensed as the casual comment struck home. Were her thoughts really so transparent? ‘To serve as the Emperor commands is both duty and privilege.’

			‘Yes, Sister Superior.’ Adelphia stood, any lingering informality between them swiftly dismissed. ‘Will that be all?’

			‘Yes. That will be all.’

			Sister Adelphia made the sign of the aquila, tucked her helmet under her arm and walked briskly from the room.

			Zillah bit her tongue to stop herself calling Adelphia back. Rank had raised a barrier between them, and she found herself missing their old friendship more than she was comfortable admitting. She waited until the sound of Adelphia’s footsteps had died away, then rose and left to finish her own preparations.

			In the empty briefing room, the tiny hololith of the pilgrim vessel flickered and spun above the projector. Out in the void, not so very far away, the Fidelis drifted, dead and silent.

			And waiting.

			The airlock hissed closed behind them like the last breath of a dying man, leaving Zillah’s squad alone on the Fidelis. Zillah activated the preysense visor built into her helmet and scanned the passageway ahead.

			Empty. Motes of dust, stirred by their movement, drifted aimlessly through the atmosphere.

			‘Sister Nicaea, what can you tell us?’

			The youngest member of the squad consulted the auspex with which she had been entrusted. ‘The ship’s engines are dead. Life support inactive. Gravity generators seem to be running on reserve power, and there’s an energy signal coming from somewhere below us, but I can’t tell exactly where. The atmosphere is breathable, with high concentrations of unidentified ­aromatic particulates.’ Her voice had a lilting, musical quality that in other circumstances might have been soothing. ‘I’d advise keeping your helmets sealed for now.’

			‘Life signs?’

			‘Nothing definite.’ Nicaea shook her head. ‘Something about this place is offending the auspex’s machine-spirit.’

			Zillah didn’t blame it. The stillness of the empty passageways made her skin crawl. A ship like the Fidelis should be bustling with activity, full of voidfarers, officers and pilgrims on their holy path across the galaxy, the heartbeat of the ship thrumming around them. It should have been a place of life and worship, not this silent, eerie mausoleum.

			‘Our destination is the ship’s cathedral, in the very heart of the vessel. Lead the way.’

			A tiny green schematic of the Fidelis flickered into life above Nicaea’s auspex. ‘As you command, Sister Superior.’

			The Fidelis had been built on a grand scale, its high ceilings and broad passageways wide enough to accommodate even the Astartes themselves, had they ever chosen to set foot aboard. Zillah’s footsteps clanged off the deck plating as they headed deeper inside, one hand steadying the boltgun hanging on its strap, the other resting uneasily on the pommel of her chainsword. She longed for a tangible enemy to fight. No warp-spawned atrocity could be worse than this endless journey through the voidship’s corpse.

			‘Which way?’

			Nicaea hesitated just short of the T-junction ahead of them. ‘I’m not sure, Sister Superior.’ She tapped the auspex with one gauntleted finger. ‘There shouldn’t be a junction here.’

			‘You must be mistaken.’ Adelphia was at the rear of the group, searching the darkness for traces of life behind them.

			‘Perhaps.’ Sister Nicaea didn’t sound convinced.

			Something flickered in Zillah’s peripheral vision, and she jerked her head to the right, bolter instantaneously in the firing position. ‘Who goes there?’

			Nothing moved in the silence.

			Zillah flicked her visor between its modes – preysense, infravision, photonic – but no matter what she tried, the darkness refused to give up its secrets.

			‘What did you see?’ Adelphia’s voice was soft. Their position was badly exposed – a three-way junction where an attack could come from any side, or all three at once.

			‘Movement. Sister Amrit, with me. The rest of you, eyes out.’

			Another flicker registered in the corner of her eye as they stalked forward. She spun and found herself staring into the glowing eye slit of a Sabbat-pattern helm. The armoured figure carried a boltgun that was the twin of her own, a familiar chainsword hanging on its right hip…

			It was a mirror.

			Zillah traced an armoured fingertip along the smooth surface of the bulkhead. It was uneven to the touch like the glass of an ancient chapel window. The stained-glass portraits of the saints had never failed to fill Zillah’s soul with hope and courage, but her distorted reflection was having quite the opposite effect.

			Nicaea’s auspex chirped again, and the youngest Sister made a soft, frustrated hiss. ‘The ship’s schematics… They don’t match what we’re seeing here. The pattern of chambers and passages is all wrong. By the map we should be heading directly towards the cathedral, but there’s no clear route I can see.’ The passageway ahead was lined in the same curious substance, reflection after shadowy reflection repeating into infinity in the visor’s green glow.

			A cold bead of sweat trickled down Zillah’s back. Something was wrong on the Fidelis, something that went deeper than silent engines and a missing crew. She changed the channel on her vox-bead.

			‘Gun-cutter, this is Sister Superior Zillah. Do you read me?’

			Static crackled in her ear. On the other end of the channel, something drew a hushed breath and released it in a series of sibilant consonants. There was meaning there, she felt sure, words hidden amongst the hissing syllables, if she could only listen closely enough–

			‘Sister Superior!’

			Zillah blinked. Sister Amrit was in front of her, her bolter readied. She cut the vox-channel to the gun-cutter. ‘What is it?’

			‘You didn’t answer, Sister Superior. Is something wrong?’

			The whisper lingered in her mind like an unwelcome visitor. She shook her head to clear it, her mouth suddenly dry as sand. ‘Something aboard this ship is unclean. We have lost contact with the gun-cutter.’ The ship’s passageways ahead yawned open like the throat of a monstrous beast. ‘We shall trust in His guidance and continue.’

			‘Sister Superior, wait.’ Nicaea this time, her voice urgent.

			‘What is it, Sister? Time is short.’

			‘I have life signs on the auspex.’

			Zillah’s heart leapt at the thought that one of Hélène’s squad might have survived. She steadied herself, banishing hope in favour of realism. The chances of that were infinitesimal, but even a single surviving voidfarer might shed light on what had happened aboard. ‘How many?’

			‘One, I think.’

			‘You think?’

			‘One, nearby. Down the passageway to the left, past the infirmarium door.’ Sister Nicaea pointed with her bolter.

			Zillah activated her helmet’s laud hailer.

			‘I am Sister Zillah of the Order of the Bloody Rose.’ Her amplified voice boomed into the darkness, reverberating off the gleaming bulkheads. A quiet, hitching sob answered from the gloom.

			‘Ten yards, Sister Superior.’

			Adelphia was a familiar, calming presence at her right shoulder as they prowled forward, Sister Medina covering the path behind them with her sacred heavy flamer. Zillah made a silent hand gesture – eyes out, cover this area – then stepped round the corner. ‘Declare yourself, in the name of the God-Emperor!’

			‘Mercy.’ The voice from the huddled form was little more than a whisper.

			Zillah took a step closer to the grovelling figure. ‘Your name, wretch.’

			‘Octavian Lunaro. Navigator of the Fidelis.’ He made a wheezing sound that might have been a laugh. ‘It’s dark. It’s so dark in here.’

			‘Sister Rosslyn. Your lumen cube.’ Zillah gave the order without taking her eyes from the stranger. Cold white light filled the passage­way, reflecting off the mirrored bulkheads and casting their silhouettes in glaring chiaroscuro. The man cowered against the bulkhead, a filthy hood that might once have been red pulled low over his face.

			‘Enough of your bleating, Navigator.’ She spat the man’s title as though it were poison. ‘What happened aboard this vessel?’

			‘Dead.’ The voice was a whisper. ‘All dead. Gone. Dragged screaming into the warp. And only I alone am escaped to tell thee.’

			Anger kindled in her gut, an ugly, twisted resentment that was nothing like the cleansing rage of the battlefield. Why had this fool been spared when better had died? ‘Tell me what happened here and I may yet be merciful.’

			‘You’re one of them, aren’t you?’ Octavian darted sharply forward, pallid, filthy hands clutching at the hem of her robes. Her finger twitched towards the trigger of her boltgun, but she curbed the reflex just in time and kicked the groping hand away instead.

			‘Have a care, Navigator.’

			‘One of the Sororitas, the Holy Sisters…’ The man was babbling, his words tumbling over each other. His hands scrabbled at empty air, overgrown fingernails clotted thick with blood. ‘Bless you, Sister. Have you come to take me away?’

			Only the lower half of the Navigator’s face was visible beneath his hood. His skin was corpse-pale, the lips chewed raw, broken teeth jutting unevenly from his bloody gums.

			‘Sister Superior?’ Nicaea’s auspex made a faint, disquieted chirp. ‘I’m picking up movement. Multiple signals, moving towards us. Twenty at least. Maybe more.’

			‘What happened here?’ Zillah reached down and took a fistful of the filthy robes, dragging the Navigator upright, bringing him level with her helmet’s glaring eye slits. ‘What happened to them?’

			‘Converging on our position, Sister Superior.’ An urgent edge was creeping into Nicaea’s voice. ‘Fifty yards.’

			‘Which direction?’

			‘Directly ahead.’

			‘What is coming? Tell me!’ Zillah shook the Navigator hard enough to rattle his rotting teeth.

			‘Forty yards, Sister Superior.’ The chirp of Nicaea’s auspex was accelerating like a quickening heartbeat.

			‘Make ready,’ Adelphia voxed.

			A beatific smile spread across the Navigator’s ruined mouth. ‘I saw the face of the Divine,’ he whispered. ‘And She burned out my eyes.’

			‘Blasphemer!’ She hurled the mutant away, sending him sprawling to the ground in a tangle of filthy synthweave robes. The hood fell back, revealing a bloody ruin of torn skin and gouged flesh, nothing but two gaping holes where his eyes should have been. A ragged wound in the centre of his forehead exposed grey-pink meat that pulsated wetly in the lumen light. Revolted, she lashed out with her foot and felt his brittle bones splintering under her sabaton. The Navigator clutched at his shattered ribs and writhed like a dying insect.

			‘Contacts at thirty yards and closing.’

			The surrounding air was suddenly perfectly still, the calm before the storm.

			‘Cave ne saltem arc hostes, my Sisters. Let our foes beware.’

			‘Twenty yards.’

			‘Sister Rosslyn, douse lumens.’ Zillah focused her preysense visor on the passageway beyond. In the darkness, shapes moved with sinuous, inhuman grace, their many-jointed limbs and writhing bodies packed so tightly that it was impossible to tell where one ended and the next began.

			‘Ten yards and holding.’

			‘Sister Medina?’

			‘Aye, Sister Superior?’

			‘Fiat lux.’

			Flame billowed in a scorching torrent from the mouth of Medina’s heavy flamer, bright and fiery as the breath of the God-Emperor Himself. A shrill polyphonic shriek ripped the darkness, then the tide of inhuman shapes surged forward, the searing promethium turning their naked flesh to eschar but doing nothing to slow them.

			Zillah spared a single round for the dying Navigator, and then the enemy crashed over them like a blasphemous tide.

			The heavy flamer roared again, incinerating naked flesh and writhing tendrils of hair. The creatures were a mockery of the human form, their eyes fathomless pits of darkness without iris or pupil, the gaping mouths filled with rows of needle-teeth. Zillah destroyed half of the front rank with a few well-placed shells, but others surged into their place without breaking stride.

			‘What are they?’ Sister Amrit shouted, the bolter in her hands spitting out a fresh tide of death.

			‘Warp spawn,’ Medina said. She sounded so calm she might have been lecturing in the schola. ‘The enemies of the God-Emperor.’

			‘They’re singing!’ The outrage in Rosslyn’s voice cut across the thunder of bolter fire.

			The air around them filled with ululating music, fascinating and repugnant in equal measure. Something in Zillah wanted to listen, to find the meaning in its shifting harmonics and aching melody, but then a viciously curved pincer snapped shut an inch from her gorget. She brought the stock of her boltgun round in a two-handed swing, sending the daemon’s head flying backwards with a terminal snap of vertebrae.

			Sister Nicaea was singing the Dies Irae, her voice true and pure. Zillah obliterated the torso of the nearest daemon with a bolt-shell, splintered the knee joint of the next with a side kick and stamped its misshapen skull to shards beneath her heel as it fell. Triumph swelled in her chest. She was fighting in the God-Emperor’s holy name, each death at her hand a paean of praise to the Golden Throne, and nothing, not even the forces of damnation themselves, could stand against her–

			‘Zillah!’

			Sister Adelphia’s voice jerked her from a reverie of slaughter. She looked up from the twitching carcass at her feet to see her Sisters breathing heavily, their scarlet armour spattered with pale, pearlescent gore, and the unholy horde in retreat.

			Somewhere in the darkness, a colossal shape took its first step towards them.

			‘Hold!’

			A vast daemonic form unfolded out of the darkness. It towered over them, filling the passageway from bulkhead to bulkhead. It stood on four legs like a centaur from some ancient Terran illumination, its upper torso covered in twisted chitinous plates that ended in massive claw-tipped arms. A vivid red-purple crest of hair surmounted a face like a skinned canid’s, the yard-long tongue unspooling from the mouth with prehensile grace. The beast gave a ululating shriek and sprang.

			Five bolter shells caught it squarely in the underbelly, but the explosive rounds barely scratched its scaly hide. It lashed out with one monstrous pincer to catch Sister Medina squarely across the chest, the force of the blow enough to lift her from her feet, the heavy flamer spitting a broad arc of fire as she flew through the air. Sister Amrit stepped into her place and unleashed a volley, but the beast didn’t slow. Nicaea took up the hymn again – solvet saculum in favilla – against the deadly syncopation of the bolter fire. The beast threw back its head and shrieked, its tongue lashing out like a monstrous tentacle, encircling Nicaea around the waist and hoisting her into the air.

			‘Aim for centre mass!’ Zillah shouted. She sprang forward, drawing her chainsword and swinging it at the beast’s claw-footed leg. The blade bit deep into the meat of its calf, and its tongue tightened convulsively around Nicaea’s body. Her breastplate cracked, and her pained gasp came sharp and clear through the helmet’s vox.

			‘Hold fast!’ Zillah shouted.

			Nicaea’s voice was hoarse and strained. ‘Ab hoste maligno defende me.’

			From the malign enemy, defend me.

			The daemon was drawing Nicaea towards its mouth, triangular jaws unhinging to reveal thousands of jagged teeth. Sister Amrit was at Zillah’s side, her own chainsword singing its thrumming hymn of death, the thunder of gunshots deafening in her ears. Zillah glanced up and saw Nicaea’s bolter dangling from its strap, the young Sister’s hand digging in a pouch on her waist and emerging wrapped around a fist-sized silver object.

			A grenade.

			‘In hora mortis meae…’ Nicaea drew a thick, rasping breath.

			Zillah hacked again and again at the beast’s limbs, her chainsword screaming fury as blood and meat spattered her visor, but the daemon kept a death grip around Nicaea’s chest. As the massive serrated jaws opened wide to engulf her, Nicaea shoved her hand down its throat.

			‘Voca me, et iube me venire.’

			In my hour of death, call to me and bid me come.

			Sister Nicaea’s prayer ended in a dull thunderclap. The daemon’s eyes widened, and its mouth opened, releasing a coil of smoke, before it slumped forward, pulped tongue and liquefied viscera oozing from its mouth. Sister Nicaea fell to the ground beside it, and Zillah plunged her chainsword into its throat.

			The battle was over.

			‘Sister Amrit, attend to Nicaea.’

			Amrit ran to the downed woman’s side, released the neck seals of Nicaea’s armour and lifted the helmet free. Nicaea’s face was ashen, blood smeared across her chin and matting her golden hair, her head falling back as Amrit lowered her carefully to the floor. Her right arm ended in tattered shreds of muscle and bone, entirely obliterated below the elbow. Her open blue eyes were empty, her gaze fixed on a point far beyond the vessel’s squalid confines.

			Amrit looked up and shook her head.

			‘Decidat gloria,’ Sister Adelphia said.

			Fall with honour.

			Silence settled around them. The Navigator’s headless body protruded from a layer of translucent pink ooze. The liquid was slowly dissipating as the remnants of the daemon’s physical form transformed back into warp matter. The flesh was sloughing away from the massive abomination’s skull, the eye sockets empty, the shattered jaw unhinged.

			‘Sister Superior?’ Adelphia asked. Blood spattered the squad, new dents and scratches on Rosslyn’s and Amrit’s freshly polished armour, but they and Adelphia seemed to have escaped serious injury. Sister Medina hadn’t been so fortunate.

			‘Sister Superior Zillah?’ Adelphia said, her tone growing sharper, more insistent. ‘Your orders.’

			Blood was flowing from a rent in Medina’s chestplate. She was cradling the blessed heavy flamer against her body, breathing heavily as she leaned against the bulkhead, clearly in no fit state to fight. Without the Sister’s cleansing flames, their mission was doomed to failure.

			‘Sister Nicaea sits at the foot of the Golden Throne,’ Zillah began. ‘She is called to His glory, but our work is yet to do. We will fall back to the ship’s infirmarium in good order. There we will dress our wounds and gather our strength, the better to complete our mission. Is that clear?’

			‘Aye, Sister,’ four voices answered in perfect unison.

			Only four. There should have been five.

			In the gloom of the infirmarium, Zillah took stock of her failures. One Sister was dead, another wounded, and their mission was no closer to completion. Sister Amrit had recovered the auspex from Nicaea’s body, but its screen was cracked and dark, the tiny machine-spirit extinguished along with its mistress, loyal to the last.

			The blessed heavy flamer was laid reverently on an operating table while Amrit attended to its wielder with the steady hands that had almost taken her to service in the Hospitallers. Sister Medina sat stiffly upright, her lips pressed together and eyes closed, sweat beading on the golden-brown skin of her forehead as Amrit cleansed, anointed and dressed the wound in her shoulder. It was deep, but the ragged edges were clean, and already the gush of blood had slowed to a trickle.

			Sister Rosslyn had removed her helmet and was sitting in prayer, eyes unfocused as her hands worked their way down the beads of her chaplet ecclesiasticus. She was tall and almost unnaturally thin, her eyes a pale grey only a shade darker than the silver-white of her hair. Zillah searched the younger Sister’s face for any sign of fear, but found only a serenity that made her own gnawing worries all the more shameful.

			‘May I have a word, Sister Superior?’

			Zillah flinched. She hadn’t heard Adelphia approach.

			‘Certainly, Sister.’ Her words sounded colder than she had intended, hard and formal. Adelphia followed her to the far corner of the infirmarium and stood beneath a shrine-alcove to the blessed Saint Katherine. ‘Speak freely.’

			A half-smile quirked the corner of Adelphia’s mouth. ‘Freely as to my Sister or my commander?’

			‘Either will suffice.’ Zillah glanced at the infirmarium’s door, crudely barricaded with chairs and stretchers. ‘But be swift.’

			Adelphia straightened. ‘Of course, Sister Superior. I wished only to mark Sister Nicaea’s sacrifice with a moment’s reflection, and to say’ – a frown crossed her forehead, and she looked briefly at her sabatons – ‘that not every conflict is won in the first battle, nor should a commander’s actions be judged until the war is over.’

			‘That much would appear self-evident.’

			‘Zillah.’ Adelphia reached out a gauntleted hand and touched it to Zillah’s pauldron. ‘Remember what Hélène used to tell us – “In tenebris, fides lux nobis erit.” In darkness, faith shall be our–’

			Zillah cut her off mid-platitude. ‘Hélène is dead, and…’ She shut her mouth before she could finish the sentence, uncomfortably aware of the four pairs of eyes on her. And what chance do we have to defeat what slew her? ‘My thanks for your counsel, Sister. Is that all you wished to say?’

			Adelphia replaced her helmet, snapped the visor shut and crossed her gauntlets in the sign of the aquila. ‘My apologies for the intrusion.’

			Saint Katherine’s serene visage gazed down from her alcove with infinite compassion. Zillah’s face burned. Adelphia’s attempt at kindness had been as clumsy as it was unwelcome. Absolution was given only by Him on Terra, and given the extent of her failures in command thus far, any service she had left to offer would be beneath a Repentia’s hood.

			Sister Medina was back on her feet, Amrit helping buckle the weight of the blessed heavy flamer back onto its harness as Zillah stalked past them to the door. ‘Make ready. We will continue to the cathedral.’

			Or die in the attempt.

			Rosslyn was standing by the door, the long beaded string of her chaplet still tangled through her fingers. The expression of rapt concentration was gone from her face, replaced with an anxious anticipation that made her look even younger than her years.

			‘Sister Rosslyn, help me move the barricade,’ Zillah said.

			‘At your command.’ Rosslyn placed her helmet down, lifted a metal stretcher and laid it to the side. ‘Only, Sister Superior, did you hear?’

			‘Hear what?’ Zillah’s words snapped out like a neural whip.

			‘I prayed for Sister Nicaea’s soul, and I heard–’

			‘Another blasphemous daemonic horde, no doubt.’

			‘No, Sister Superior. I heard hymns.’

			Zillah raised her visor. The air was thick and rank, heavy with a scent of exotic flowers and rotting meat. The sound was so faint she could barely hear it, but the song resonated in her soul. The Dies Irae, sung in a choir of a thousand voices or more. It could so easily be another trick of the enemy – bait designed to sweeten the sharpest of hooks and reel them in – and yet the melody was familiar, the choir’s harmonies sweet and pure.

			‘The auspex showed a power signal deeper in the ship, at its very heart.’ Rosslyn’s eyes were wide, the beads of her chaplet rattling between her fingers. ‘The laud hailers in the chapel might yet draw power.’

			‘There might be survivors.’ The eagerness in Amrit’s voice was painful. It was so tempting to hope that the song might have come from living voices, but that was a hope that Zillah dared not indulge. The best they could hope for was that the Fidelis’ aptly named machine-spirit had conserved what little power remained to it in service to the God-Emperor and His shrine, and that the chapel’s precious contents might have escaped desecration.

			‘And if it is a trap?’ Sister Medina asked.

			Zillah snapped her visor shut. ‘Then we die as we have lived – in search of the God-Emperor’s light. Sister Rosslyn, open the door.’

			‘Forgive me, Sister Superior.’ Rosslyn’s cheeks were flushed bright red. ‘What if… we were to take a more direct route? One that avoids our enemies?’

			‘Your meaning, Sister?’

			‘I was voidborn.’ Rosslyn flushed pink to the roots of her colourless hair. She gestured to the floor of the infirmarium with its ornate metal plating. ‘My parents served on a Jericho-class vessel before they were called to the God-Emperor’s light, on the Compostela. These vessels have crawl spaces beneath the deck plating which connect the decks for ventilation and maintenance.’

			Zillah glanced around the Sisters, broad-shouldered in their armour, to the massive bulk of the heavy flamer. ‘Wide enough for us to pass through?’

			‘It would be tight. But not impossible.’

			‘We could widen them,’ Medina rasped. She crouched down and prised up the edge of a heavy metal floor tile with her gauntleted fingertips. ‘Easier with a melta bomb, but krak grenades would do it. Unless we hit something flammable, in which case the blast might be larger than expected.’

			‘An explosion would warn our enemies of our approach.’ Adelphia scowled. ‘The alternative being to fight our way through the passageways until we reach stairs, or a servo-lift.’

			‘In a vessel this size, that could be miles,’ Amrit said. ‘With a battle like the last one on every corner.’ A troubled frown crossed her face. ‘And if too much time elapses without contact from us, the Navy may lose their nerve and open fire.’

			Rosslyn shot an uneasy glance at Sister Medina, who was already frowning, hands tightening around the grips of her weapon as if expecting it to be taken from her by force. ‘The crawl spaces are too narrow to accommodate the heavy flamer.’

			Zillah closed her eyes and prayed for guidance, but the God-Emperor and His saints kept their silence. The decision would have to be hers.

			‘Very well. Sister Medina, we will return for the blessed flamer when our mission is complete. Sister Rosslyn, lead us down.’

			The crawl space was as lightless as the void. Zillah fought to keep her breathing steady as she edged through its cramped confines. Out of armour, the tunnel might have been spacious enough for her to manoeuvre forward on all fours, but encased in ceramite with a chainsword slung over her back, it was only just large enough to belly-crawl, knees and elbows awkwardly splayed to either side as she progressed inch by painful inch. Each movement set the plasteel of the tunnels clattering at deafening volume, and by the time she reached the first corner she was profoundly regretting their choice of route. By the second it was all she could do to hold her nerve.

			‘Not far now,’ Rosslyn said through the vox. The younger Sister was in the lead, her slight frame an obvious advantage in the tunnel’s claustrophobic confines. Zillah tried not to think about what would happen if they reached a constriction. With no room to turn, their only option would be to retreat blindly, feet first, and pray that the Emperor saw fit to guide them back to the hole in the deck plating. She forced the thought away, and instead sought comfort in the litanies. In darkness, faith shall be our guide. If only the darkness were a little less cramped–

			‘Hold up.’

			Zillah stopped just before her helmet hit Rosslyn’s foot, a tight jolt of panic shooting through her. The sound of her own breathing filled her ears, coarse and quick. She closed her eyes, forced a deep, slow breath into her lungs and gradually released it.

			‘We’ve reached the junction.’ Rosslyn sounded perfectly at ease, as though she was walking through a sunlit cloister.

			‘Left or right?’

			‘Neither, Sister Superior. The way lies down.’

			The vertical plunge into darkness was swift, noisy and unpleas­ant. A stomach-lurching moment of free fall was followed by an abrupt deceleration as the space took a sharp forty-five-degree curve then levelled out. ‘Keep moving when you land,’ Rosslyn instructed, and Zillah crawled forward just quickly enough to avoid the impact of Sister Amrit’s flailing limbs as she hit the ground a moment later.

			‘I see the way out!’ Rosslyn said. ‘I need to force open this hatch.’ Scraping and clattering echoed down the crawl space as she struggled with a metal grille. ‘Wait a moment, I almost have it.’

			‘Next time, we use explosives,’ Medina muttered, and a dry ripple of laughter passed through the vox. With a shriek of metal, the hatch gave way and clattered to the ground. Rosslyn slipped lithely through the gap it left in the bulkhead, to land in a crouch on the floor below. Zillah forced her shoulders out of the crawl space and fell the rest of the way, helpless as a newborn grox calf and half as elegant.

			By the time she had recovered her breath, Adelphia, Rosslyn and Amrit were dragging Sister Medina through the gap, with Zillah’s own boltgun slung over the veteran’s back. The passage­way was empty of all life, but the song of the laud hailers was unmistakable.

			Zillah straightened her now filthy robes and signalled the Sisters to advance on the ship’s cathedral.

			It was the blood she noticed first, and then the bodies.

			The cathedral lay at the end of a wide boulevard, the bulkheads panelled in marble and lined with statues of the saints, a pair of great golden doors marking the threshold. Blood had pooled on the ornate stonework of the floor, clotted to a thick brown layer that flaked away at the touch of her boots. Between the nine broken bodies in scarlet armour lay the remains of the pilgrims, torn and dismembered where they had made their last stand. The Sisters had not fallen alone.

			‘Throne on Terra,’ Amrit whispered.

			The state of the bulkheads told a grisly tale. Marble had been shattered by bolter fire and melted with plasma, though whatever they had faced had faded back to the warp without a trace. Zillah inspected the bodies one after another as they passed, bearing witness to armour rent by claws, scored and torn by monstrous teeth, punctured and pierced and lacerated with the flesh within.

			They had fought with their faces to the enemy, defending the chapel’s sacred ground to their last breath. Two Sisters lay with their backs to the golden doorway, one still clutching her chainsword despite the bone-shattering wound that had almost severed her arm.

			‘They fought well,’ Adelphia said. ‘We should all pray for such an end.’

			A soft chorus of affirmation came through the vox.

			‘Our Sisters died defending the holy relics within this chapel.’ Zillah placed a hand on the gilded door. Even through her armour it was warm to the touch, faintly vibrating in time with the sacred music emanating from within. ‘Now we shall ensure their sacrifice was not in vain.’

			She opened the door.

			The heat struck her first, a scorching furnace blast that set the air rippling around them, painfully intense even through the thick ceramite of her armour. Sweat blistered on her skin.

			‘Holy Throne,’ Sister Medina whispered.

			The scene before them might have been a vision of the warp itself.

			A daemon hung in the centre of the cathedral, haloed in sickly magenta light. Its upper half bore the semblance of humanity: a woman’s face and torso fused seamlessly with the abdomen and articulated legs of a monstrous crustacean. Tendrils of hair floated from its scalp as though it were suspended in water rather than nothingness, while its mouth was opened unnaturally wide in an endless, silent scream.

			Standing beneath it, as unmoving as the Simulacrum Imperialis she held aloft in her right hand, was a Sister of the Order of the Bloody Rose. Her left hand was outstretched palm first towards the daemon, where the sickly pink aura was tinged with a deeper, richer shade of red. The adamantine chaplet ecclesiasticus around her waist and the gilded trim on her armour attested to a lifetime’s battle honours. A life-size statue of the God-Emperor loomed behind her, His great golden sword pointed directly at the battleground.

			‘Hélène!’ Zillah shouted, and the figure’s helmet turned a mere fraction at the sound. The daemon took advantage of the momentary distraction, growing in height, the screaming face stretching into a wide, lascivious smile.

			‘Sisters, destroy this abomination!’

			Bolter fire thundered around her, drowning out the hymns.

			‘You presumed to hold me.’ The daemon’s voice filled the room, a vast polyphonic choir of the damned, loud enough to be heard even over the roar of gunfire. Bolter shells surged towards it, only to slow as they reached its infernal halo, each bullet hanging in the air as though trapped in amber. ‘Your faith may be strong, old woman, but your dead god is weak.’

			‘Kill it!’ Hélène bellowed.

			The daemon laughed. It waved a languid hand, and the suspended bolter shells flew back at the Sisters on the ground, erupting in plumes of marble dust and splintered wood where they made impact with the pillars and floor of the cathedral. It rose smoothly into the air, its long chitinous legs unfolding and razor-mouthed tentacles uncoiling from its belly.

			Zillah didn’t hesitate. Sprinting at full speed, she sprang upwards – not at the daemon, but towards the overhanging gallery ten feet above the ground. Her armoured fingers locked over the edge, servo-motors screaming in tandem with the muscles of her shoulders as she pulled herself up and over the edge, drew her chainsword and leapt directly at the abom­ination. For a moment she seemed to hang, suspended in nothingness, as the Sisters below her advanced in a hail of bolter fire, Hélène still bearing the Simulacrum aloft in defiance–

			And then her chainsword met flesh and her fall came to a juddering halt. The daemon shrieked, sickly magenta blood welling from the vertical wound down its torso, and then the ground was rushing towards them both at devastating speed. The impact of landing drove the breath from Zillah’s lungs, but she forced herself to rise, tearing her chainsword free and bringing it around for another swing. Her squad were beside her, hacking at the beast with their own blades.

			‘Don’t let it rise!’

			Hélène was at her side, her chainsword joining Zillah’s in a bloody duet. Daemonic blood spattered their armour, the creature’s articulated limbs clattering off the marble floor in its desperate attempts to rise.

			‘Finish the damned thing!’

			The daemon’s mouth opened in a leer, arms spread wide. ‘Finish me? I think not.’

			It threw its head back, exposing a long, lilac-white throat, then began a high, ululating melody, impossibly, agonisingly loud. Head-splitting pressure filled Zillah’s skull as her right eardrum ruptured, sending a white-hot bolt of pain into her skull and the copper taste of blood flooding into her mouth. She dropped to one knee, the chapel spinning around her as she struggled to keep from falling. The daemon’s ghastly song rose and mixed with shrieks of maddening laughter, its face inches from Hélène’s visor.

			‘No, old woman. You are not enough.’

			‘Rise and fight… in His name.’ Zillah forced the words through numb lips. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the rest of her squad struggling to their feet, trying to bring their weapons to bear with appalling slowness. Her limbs felt heavy and dead, her muscles useless, her armour a ceramite coffin. The daemon reached out a hand and wrenched the chainsword free of her grip, snapped it casually in half and tossed the broken pieces aside.

			Kneel. The voice was in her head, so loud it drowned out her thoughts and the roar of blood in her ears. Kneel and worship the Lady of the Voids.

			‘Never.’

			Hélène’s chainsword hummed past Zillah’s face, so close she could read the High Gothic inscription on the blade – Moriendum Hostibus Hominum – and the daemon flinched back, thick pink blood gushing from a deep gash in its flank. The distraction only lasted a moment. Inhumanly quick, it swatted Hélène aside as casually as if she had been an errant cherub. The Simulacrum Imperialis flew from her grasp and clattered to the floor. Hélène reached for it, tried to stand, but a razor-tipped leg stabbed out and impaled her through the plackart of her armour.

			A scream tore free of Zillah’s throat, and the dreadful heaviness in her limbs seemed to ease. The sickly pink aura around the daemon turned to blood red as a sudden burning rage rose in her soul, driving away any self-doubt with its bright, cleansing fire. Her bolt pistol was in her hand, its thunder reverberating in her chest, vivid explosions erupting across the daemon’s torso as it staggered under the sheer ferocity of her assault. The cathedral’s air was thick with smoke as volley after volley drove the daemon back. Four figures in crimson armour were at her side, moving in perfect synchrony, five mortal forms imbued with the same warrior spirit.

			Zillah’s pistol fell silent, the hammer falling on an empty chamber. Without a pause she smashed the barrel into the daemon’s face, sending a spray of bloody needle-teeth flying into the air. The daemon grinned.

			‘Not a thousand of your Sisters can finish what I have begun.’

			Zillah seized the creature’s throat in her gauntleted hand, closed it tight and shoved with all her strength.

			‘I do not need a thousand.’

			Shells exploded on its armoured hide and the thing staggered backwards – only a step, but a single step was enough. Blood gushed from its mouth. It looked down in disbelief, an unexpectedly human expression on its monstrous face, as the tip of a golden sword emerged from the centre of its chest.

			Behind it, the statue of the God-Emperor regarded the scene sternly. The daemon’s hands clawed at the sword point and the oozing wound in its chest as it struggled in vain to free itself. It shrieked again, but this time the damned voices were full of anguish and despair.

			‘You cannot–’ it began, then its jaw went slack. The monstrous head slumped forward and the daemon was still at last.

			The holy rage left Zillah as quickly as it had come. Limbs shaking, aware suddenly of the sweat drying on her skin, she removed her helmet and took a hungry gulp of air, the scent of promethium sweeter in her lungs than any sacred incense.

			She turned, forcing her attention back to the ruined cathedral, the shattered stonework and broken glass, the figures of her Sisters. Each suit of blood-red armour was battered, and Rosslyn was leaning heavily on Amrit for support, but they were alive. Still standing.

			But not Hélène.

			The Legatine lay in a pool of blood, slumped against the dais where she had fallen, her chainsword lying just beyond her reaching hand. Zillah knelt beside her and lifted the gilded helmet free, afraid in the moment of what might lie beneath. Not another death. Not again. Not Hélène.

			Her mentor was alive, but barely. The iron-grey hair was plastered to Hélène’s scalp with blood and sweat, her once familiar features marked with new lines and scars, but the dark brown eyes were as sharp and penetrating as ever.

			‘Is it dead?’

			‘It is.’

			The tension on Hélène’s face softened. ‘Then I have not failed.’

			Tears burned in Zillah’s eyes. Hélène reached for her chainsword, but her hand fell short and she grimaced. Zillah lifted the blade and wrapped the dying woman’s gauntlet around the hilt. ‘You have not failed.’

			A familiar flicker of frustration crossed Hélène’s face, and she pushed the chainsword back into Zillah’s hand. ‘Take it.’

			Rosslyn began to sing the Requiescat, her voice not so clear as Nicaea’s but the melody true and rich with fervour.

			‘I will strive to be worthy of you,’ Zillah said. ‘As I always have.’

			Again, that same scowl of annoyance. Hélène’s eyes flicked to the God-Emperor’s golden countenance, then to the women of Zillah’s squad. ‘Not worthy of me. Of Him. And of them.’

			‘I will.’

			Hélène smiled. Her head slipped to one side, and the lines of pain on her face eased as though she were gently falling asleep.

			‘Decidat gloria,’ Zillah whispered, and closed her mentor’s eyes.

			She waited until the Requiescat was finished before she rose, each muscle taking a turn to recount its own painful tale of the battle. Her head rang like a cracked bell, and the roaring in her right ear was rendering her all but deaf on that side. The air in the cathedral had eased and cooled, and for the first time she realised that the thick, cloying smell of damnation had departed, leaving only the aroma of sacred incense to mingle with smoke and the sharpness of freshly spilled blood.

			Adelphia lifted the Simulacrum Imperialis and tenderly wiped the martyrs’ skulls clean with the sleeve of her habit before handing it to Zillah. The eyes of her squad were on her, Medina watching with her usual stoic calm, the younger women with something approaching awe.

			‘You were blessed,’ Adelphia said quietly. ‘Saint Mina was with you in the battle.’

			Zillah studied each face in turn. These four women were her squad, her Sisters, and their first mission together had ended in victory. There was work yet to be done – recovering the bodies of the fallen, the rites of cleansing, the bitter accounting of the butcher’s bill – but for now there was peace, and the knowledge that they would return to Ophelia VII with their duty fulfilled.

			Zillah nodded. ‘Saint Mina was with us all.’
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			My name, for the record, is Equita Myles. I trained at Venenum Temple. This is the debrief from the mission to Galu IV, a frontier world which is, in my professional and considered opinion, a piss-scented garbage planet not fit to be used as a fuelling dump. The target was a man known only as the Rector, secessionist leader of an emerging cult. My brief was complicated by the fact that five years ago the same assignment had been given to one of Callidus’ people, a polymorphine operative who never reported back, presumed killed in action. The failure had to be rectified as quickly as possible. So much we knew before my pod drop.

			My augmentation nodes include heavy scent-differentiation enhancements, ideal for managing the Emperor’s Grace poison, which was chosen for this mission due to its multi-target capabil­ity. The Grace’s complex action begins when it binds to a victim’s cells and requires the administration of a second, precipitating dose at exactly the correct biochemical moment. A single unit of Grace can be used to eliminate a large number of enemies. It’s also odourless and undetectable to unaugmented humans, but not to me. To me, even planets have their own scents. Terra smells like incense, a constant majestic undercurrent in the river of toxic fumes. In contrast, Galu IV was a thicket, a heavily forested world whose ammonia-heavy plant stench crawled into my nostrils the moment I landed there, clinging to the water and the vegetation. Everyone I met smelled like they were rotting from the inside.

			I was over the stimm-jitters by the time I’d walked from the drop to the settlement known as Kerheim, a small toehold humanity has managed to hack out of the undergrowth, the only thing Galu IV has that approaches a real city. I had been hoping for some veneer of civilisation, but as I approached the boundary, I knew I wasn’t going to find it. Frontier worlds are deeply disappointing.

			‘You there, halt!’ The man’s voice echoed from a perch at the top of a stockade wall, a slapdash affair of half-rusted steel sheets welded to each other. I doubted it would survive one good blast from the lasgun that the man was waving around. It certainly wasn’t going to do anything to prevent xenos from having their way with the town.

			‘I’m halted,’ I said, after I got tired of holding my hands above my head.

			‘You can’t come in without paying the water tax.’ He peered down at me from his narrow guard platform, some ten feet above me. I didn’t answer. People are uncomfortable with silence and will often fill it with valuable information if you’re patient.

			‘I can’t let just anybody in.’ Even from where I was, I could see that his lasgun was filthy and scratched, its condition an affront to its spirit. He smelled like tallow and woodsmoke, with an interesting undercurrent of fear-sweat. ‘Who are you? What do you want?’

			‘Jestora Arrus. I’m a sanctifier.’ I hooked a thumb towards the backpack I carried. It really did contain a sanctifier’s tools, among other things. I had conducted some reconnaissance at the dropsite before proceeding to Kerheim, in an attempt to diagnose exactly how far the cult had spread. Every smaller village had been eager to gossip with the sanctifier. ‘Water tax?’

			‘If you want to drink the clean stuff, there’s a fee.’ He scowled. ‘We haven’t had a tinker in Kerheim before.’

			‘I can tell,’ I said, gesturing towards his lasgun. ‘If you won’t let anybody in, fine, I’ll move on. My transport leaves in a month. I can’t afford to–’

			‘Stop running your mouth.’ But he lowered the lasgun, and I knew I had him. ‘Come around to the gate.’

			I did, hitching my pack up on one shoulder and sweating underneath the long, hooded coat I’d taken off the sanctifier I’d killed in the first village. It managed to be overly warm and threadbare at the same time, and it stank like everything else on the planet, but it covered my more obviously Terran gear. I was carrying a set of heat darts, the tox reservoir and the Grace with its delivery array.

			The metal gate was flanked by a pair of rockcrete pillars, overlooked by a servitor-manned gun tower in the process of being installed. Here was evidence of someone in the city with ambition, or at least standards. But the guards didn’t even search me, glancing through the sanctifier’s pack and staring enviously at my sturdy, studded boots before letting me into the town with stern instructions to register with the Officio Aquum.

			My brief was straightforward: find and execute the Rector, whose death would most likely dismantle the cult. The secondary objective was to discover what fate had befallen Nirra, the operative who had originally been tasked with the mission. The failure was unsettling in more ways than one – nothing in the intelligence explained how a rabble of frontier heretics could have killed a Callidus Assassin, and it had taken a long time for the face-changers to admit they couldn’t handle the problem in-house. By the time Venenum was given the assignment, the intelligence had gone stale.

			My reconnaissance since I had arrived planet-side suggested that the Rector was based here in Kerheim, a city of wood and rockcrete, its drab buildings streaked with soot from the smelter stacks on the horizon. I saw hardly anyone on the streets until I reached the Officio Aquum, where four guards stood at the entrance with cold attention. The office was a low, square structure beside an immense pumping station. A snarl of pipes twined around the building like veins around an organ. In front walked a line of servitors and citizens carrying clay jars of water.

			I don’t remember much about my training. But I know that my intuition, like everything else about me – knives, needles, thoughts – is a gift from the Emperor. When it speaks, He speaks. I listen. So I knew the Officio Aquum was unorthodox even before I understood why I knew. I slipped into the line. The guards’ eyes – and lasgun barrels – flicked towards me as I passed, then away. Inside, the office was dim and monochromatic, lumens flickering inadequately in recesses along the tops of the walls. A skinny cleric hunched behind the desk in the foyer, illuminated by a couple of battered servo-skulls hovering above him. He was the same colour as the parchment he was scribbling on. It was all aggressively bland, until you stepped from the foyer into the main chamber and saw the idol.

			It might once have been meant to represent the Emperor. One entire wall was a massive bas-relief of a man on a throne, overlaid in shining yellow metal, gaudy paint highlighting every curve of armour, crown and skull. From the carving’s eye sockets ran two streams of water, as though the idol was weeping. It wasn’t, though; pipelines and pistons snaked behind the thing, visible through the eye sockets. The mildew odour of filtration membranes was rank in the air, mingled with the harsh, psycho­chemical tang of a drug I’d never before encountered. This was some piece of techno-heresy given the Emperor’s face, an alien device that treated the water. The xenos drug had all the scent markers of a nihilant, but it was subtle, dilute enough that the users wouldn’t notice they were being drugged into pleasant gullibility. The water fell into a narrow, rectangular pool at the base of the idol where people filled their vessels.

			Someone cleared their throat. ‘Grandmother?’

			I turned. The cleric from the foyer was now standing awkwardly in the doorway, trying to catch my attention without entering the room. This was difficult, since ambling servitors kept barging past the slender young man. He beckoned with a wiry hand, braceleted with an oversized augmetic. ‘This way.’

			I moved towards him, adjusting my gait to a hobble. I’d discovered that on this world they mostly expected sanctifiers to be old. ‘Yes, child?’

			‘Have you registered?’

			‘Oh, I meant to.’ I widened my eyes at him. ‘I was just so overcome by admiration for your’ – I couldn’t say abomination. I gestured at the idol – ‘grand, beautiful statue. I’ve never seen anything like it.’

			‘It’s the Emperor, our Lord Peacemaker.’

			‘Eternal shall be His reign.’ I held the smile with some difficulty, shoving my disgust down.

			He eyed me warily. ‘If you want to fill a jar or a canteen, you’ll have to come with me. Rector’s orders. Are you in from the settlements?’

			‘Yes,’ I said as he led me back towards the desk. He glanced at me uneasily. I stared back, watching his discomfort grow. It only took a couple of heartbeats for him to start babbling again.

			‘The blessed water isn’t to be wasted. We must ensure only the faithful partake. You’ll have to be entered into the record, then make your reverence to the holy image before you get your water.’ He seated himself behind the desk and flashed me a smug little smile, relaxed at last. Nobody can bring themselves to believe that vague old ladies can be dangerous. He pulled a large, leather-bound tome from under the desk and flopped it open. On the pages were hundreds of names written in a fine copperplate hand, with a rusty fingerprint beside each one. ‘I’ll just need a couple of drops of blood to register you.’

			If there was a registration, especially one full of this much genetic material, somebody had to be tracking it.

			‘Blood,’ I said doubtfully.

			‘Not much, grandmother.’ He was amused now, and ever so slightly condescending. His augmetic twisted and clicked, a slender scalpel unfolding from the housing to rest neatly in his grasp. ‘See? It’s just a tiny nick.’

			‘Oh.’ I held out one hand. ‘Will it hurt much?’

			‘No, no.’ He reached to steady my hand and then stopped, his face frozen into the soothing expression he’d been making at me. His eyes could still move a little, though, jerking downward towards the tiny needle that had emerged from my middle finger­nail. It sank deeper into the meat of his palm, a faint flush of purple travelling up his arm.

			I’m still fond of that tox reservoir, even considering what eventually happened. It’s a good multipurpose piece of equipment. The vials are slim and easy to conceal. I had the delivery tubing plugged into the needle array for my hand, with five different compounds loaded, one for each finger. I wasn’t sure exactly what I would have to deal with on Galu IV, so not all of them were poison. They were all quick-acting, however.

			‘Now you’re going to take me somewhere private,’ I said softly. ‘Aren’t you?’

			‘Yes.’ The compliance drug had taken hold. He got up, scalpel still exposed, and led me down a hallway to a tiny, ill-kept ablutions chamber. Then he just stood there, glassy-eyed, waiting for further commands. I forget sometimes how little willpower they have.

			‘Someone gets a copy of the registration, don’t they?’ I wrapped one hand around his throat in case he got enough nerve capacity to scream. ‘Someone is tracking everyone who comes to get water here?’

			‘Yes.’ His voice was slow and thick with misery. ‘The Rector.’

			‘And where is he?’

			‘At the centre of town. The convent behind the cathedral.’

			The downside of that compliance formula is that it’s so short-acting. I was running out of time before he’d metabolise the drug and regain control of his body, so I made him recite the directions to the blasphemous church twice before I leaned closer. ‘Just one more thing, child.’

			‘Yes?’

			I smiled. ‘Put that scalpel in your eye. All the way in.’

			‘Yes.’

			Across a muddy brick-paved square from the governor’s residence stood the cathedral, a hastily built deformity overshadowed by the convent looming behind it. By the time I had walked there it was edging towards dusk, but a crowd was gathering in the square. Many were carrying food and conversing about a heathen festival that was happening that night – the induction of new cult members, an event that seemed likely to involve my target. I picked out a pair of girls with baskets of knobby magenta fruits and tailed them to the door of the convent, long enough to confirm that they were delivering food for a feast that would be attended by the Rector himself.

			After that it was only a matter of waiting for the next delivery, some kind of reeking fish packed in salt and carried by a strapping, albeit unwary, young man. I swapped my sancti­fier’s cloak for his coat and left him tucked against a wall with a hole in his windpipe.

			Nobody looked twice at me when I entered the convent kitchen toting the barrel of fish. It was a huge room with arteries of tubing strung along the ceiling, reaching from the nutrient tanks gurgling under the floor to the hearth where two cooks stood over steaming vats. At a long table against one wall, a row of servitors stood flensing and dicing a pile of many-legged carcasses, and people were moving in and out constantly, bringing gifts for the feast. I wandered towards the back of the room and set my barrel down, considering. I could always poison the food – the nutrient tubes would be easy enough to inject. But I wanted to wipe out everyone who was attending the cult festival, and after Callidus’ debacle, it seemed prudent to thoroughly confirm my kills. I needed to find the Rector.

			A lean, harried-looking old man in a dirty velvet coat went past me at a trot and stumbled, dropping his bowl of root vegetables. ‘Watch it, woman!’ He scowled at me over his beard. ‘I don’t recognise you. Are you a new postulant?’

			‘Yes, sir. I’m Gerta, sir.’ I tucked the foot I’d used to trip him back under the hem of my coat. I squatted to pick up the scattered tubers, taking care to drop as many as I gathered. ‘I’m new. I usually work scrubbing floors, but with the feast tonight, sir, they said you might need help, and oh, let me get that…’

			‘For pity’s sake, leave those.’ He pointed at a tray on one of the long tables. ‘That’s the Rector’s tea. The sisters have been ringing for it for ten minutes, and us run off our feet with the dinner to prepare for the induction ceremony tonight. If you want to help, you can hotfoot it upstairs with that tray. Straight up the stairs two flights, turn left, third door.’

			Suspicion pinged at the back of my head. I hadn’t even had to ask for him to point me at the Rector. It was careless, an obvious snare that I was meant to avoid, stumbling into whatever real danger they had prepared for me. Was this what had happened to Nirra?

			His eyes swept down my coat, nose wrinkling. ‘And all you do is leave the tray on the table, understand? You’re not fit to be seen by the grandees.’

			I picked up the tray and moved in the direction he’d indicated, waiting for him to follow me or attempt to signal an ally. He did not, instead arguing with one of the cooks. I passed into a stone passageway and then up a long spiral staircase until I reached a corridor with eight or ten wooden doors, each with a table beside it. This was a formal service passageway, designed to hide less-than-elegant staff from the ‘grandees’. I could poison the tea and slip away unseen. Zero visibility. It was perfect, as though built for my purpose.

			It was, of course, a trap. Anyone with an Assassin’s training could see that. But I still couldn’t find the real danger.

			Needle darts? Gas?

			I did not advance. I was scanning for tripwires when a faint air current prickled across my skin.

			Ambush.

			I twisted around as the knife thudded into the wall a hair’s breadth away from my head.

			‘New.’ The old man from the kitchen crouched on the balls of his feet, his grip light on a second knife, cutting edge up. His voice was mocking. ‘I won’t be taken so easily.’

			I flexed my hand to ready the correct poison, watching the tension patterns in his muscles for clues about his next move. He was hard to read. Most people can’t achieve that kind of stillness. He seemed to be analysing my body in much the same way. Which didn’t matter, because I was going to use my darts and the immolation poison inside them to burn him to ash where he stood. The darts were up my left sleeve. It didn’t take much to flick them towards his face.

			The tendons around his knees twitched a split second after I moved, and I knew he’d dodge. I cursed and launched myself after the darts.

			Something was wrong. He was already turning when I reached him, darts plinking harmlessly into the wall behind him. I turned too, snapping one of my knees up and into his kidneys. He hooked the knife towards me, laying open the coat across my abdomen. I grappled for the blade, but I didn’t really want it. All I needed was clean access to inject him with the paralytic.

			But he slithered out of my grip, muscles jumping in his wrists.

			Leg.

			I jumped sideways, barely avoiding the slash he aimed at my hamstrings. This was no untrained human. He was too fast, anticipated my movements too well. It was like fighting a mirror. What was he?

			The blade grazed the skin on my calf, saturating the hallway with the sudden, tangy scent of blood. If I could get him to waste time grappling to keep his knife, that might get me close enough for an injection.

			‘Mine.’ I grabbed his knife with one hand and clawed at his abdomen with the other.

			But he abandoned the knife instantly, dropping under my arm too quickly to see. Then he was inside my guard, his elbow cracking against my chin with a blinding starburst of pain. He met every one of my holds with his own, twisting in my arms like an irritating handful of grease.

			I finally managed to wrap one of my legs around his knee and torque it sideways with a satisfying pop. We hit the floor in a clinch, my weight landing full on his chest. His breath wheezed out in one snarling grunt, puffing across my face.

			It reeked of polymorphine.

			‘Nirra?’

			I admit I was startled. I’d heard about polymorphine operatives before, of course – the shape-changers claim they can produce everything from hidden gullets to xenos horrors – but I hadn’t ever pictured such a boring application of the technology.

			He stopped struggling, his eyes glittering up at me. ‘Am I supposed to believe you’re surprised?’ He – or she, I suppose – glanced sideways. A single drop shimmered on my fingertip needle, hovering above the tender flesh of her wrist. My sleeve had hiked up, the multicoloured vials of the tox ­reservoir gleaming. ‘Nobody on Galu IV carries gear like that. If the Directors are retiring me before my mission is done, have the guts to admit it.’

			My needle hadn’t broken skin yet. I didn’t move, mind whirring. If this was Nirra, the simplest explanation was treason, but even the idea made my gorge rise. Whatever had happened, an Assassin turning traitor was a flat impossibility.

			‘I’m not here for you, at the moment,’ I said at last. ‘I’m here for your target. This Rector is alive, and the cult is preparing for a damn feast downstairs. Explain.’

			She smiled. I wondered what her real face looked like. ‘It’s simpler to show you.’

			I made her walk in front of me, mindful of the Callidus affinity for hidden knives. The uncanny thing was how easily she went, an odd glee shining underneath her false face. She was a failure, stuck in the form of a scruffy, bearded planet-sider, and she was happy I was there. It made no sense.

			Nirra led me through a series of pitted rockcrete corridors, through the convent and back out to the street. We passed a line of people spilling from the governor’s mansion and across the square to the cathedral, carrying paper lanterns, trays of food and giant vessels of wine. The feast was beginning.

			‘Filth,’ Nirra said, without looking back at them. We were moving away from the procession and towards the glow that the smelter chimneys threw against the low-slung clouds. ‘That was my secondary objective, scrubbing them from the face of this world. You know what they believe?’

			‘Yes.’ I didn’t. Cults are all the same. I wanted answers about the Rector.

			‘Peacemaker.’ She spat the word like a curse. ‘It’s what they were calling Him when I arrived. The Rector taught that worthy citizens had a right to drink the water. That it would bring them closer to Him.’

			‘Understood,’ I interrupted. ‘You’re supposed to be explaining why you didn’t kill him five years ago.’

			‘I did kill him. It wasn’t enough.’ We were close to the smelter fires now. Her eyes caught the orange light as she glanced over her shoulder, and for a moment she looked like she was burning from the inside.

			‘What do you mean, you killed him? The intelligence says he was seen preaching at the cathedral a month ago. The governor is supposed to be having a feast with him tonight.’

			‘Like I said, it wasn’t enough.’ We had reached a massive, blank-faced building nestled among the smelters, its bricks coated in a heavy layer of hardened ash. Nirra’s fingers moved in a rapid sequence across the panel of runes glowing on the wall beside a small iron door. The spirits responded a moment later, and the lock opened with a soft click. She disappeared inside.

			I followed her, struggling against the slow churn of alarm in my gut. This felt wrong, but I had to know where my target was, and how drastic my action would need to be.

			The narrow, soot-slick passageway led to a room where the broad stone floor was criss-crossed by silvery railings around several wide, dark pools. The entire place was enveloped in the nauseating, disorienting stench of burning fuel. At one end of the room a huge set of rattling cogwheels turned, working a pump several times larger than the one I had seen at the Officio Aquum, thrumming in the rock under my feet like a massive heartbeat. She had halted ahead of me, surrounded by a fresh surge of polymorphine stink. There were ripples under her skin, twitching and bulging.

			‘What are you doing?’ I stopped.

			‘Changing.’ Nirra rested both hands on one of the railings. The fingers and wrists altered and cracked as I watched, shifting from the gnarled, age-spotted claws of an old man to the tapered black of synskin. Her bones heaved grotesquely, then lengthened, sleek. During the last of it, Nirra spoke, her voice a trill of discordant modulations as her throat stretched. ‘This is the water-harvesting station for the city. Five years ago, when I arrived–’ The sound settled into what must have been her real tone. She stripped off the robes she’d been wearing and kicked them to one side. ‘It was supposed to be a simple mission – kill the Rector and eradicate the cult.’

			‘What happened?’ I eased one step forward. I’d seen the original brief. The assumption had been that killing the Rector would dismantle the cult, so why had she lingered? I wanted her to keep talking, but I had to be where I could watch her. ‘Was the intelligence wrong?’

			‘Oh no.’ Nirra stared down at the pool. ‘The intelligence was quite correct, as far as it went. The Rector was leading the governor and a few thousand people around by their appetites. It took me several months to discover exactly who he was, why people listened to him.’ She sounded very tired. ‘All the surface water on Galu IV is contaminated. People who drink it get sores, lose teeth, convulse. Eventually they choke to death on their own rotted lungs. You have to drill extremely deep to reach anything drinkable.’

			There had to be a valid reason why she hadn’t yet completed her mission, so why the hell was she wasting time talking about water? I forced my face to maintain its expression of sympathetic interest. ‘Ah.’

			She gestured feverishly at the byzantine tangle of pipes in front of us. ‘The cathedral is built around a xeno-artefact that powers all this. The Rector’s cult worships it and its machinery – the collection pools, the filtration membranes, the aquifer access – it’s all one massive system. People are so weak. All he had to do was get clean water and they followed him around like children, agreed to whatever he said – even when he suggested they didn’t need the Imperium. When the Temple sent me here, they estimated that the cult was an elite conspiracy operating out of the capital.’ She snorted. ‘I took the Rector’s face before I killed him. It should have been easy to use his identity to uncover the rest of the cult. But more emerged every day. Turns out he’d practically managed to corrupt the whole damn planet.’

			It made a certain amount of sense. The nihilant would have rendered the population suggestible, vulnerable to heresy. But her next move should have been to destroy the xeno-tech, and she hadn’t even mentioned the nihilant. She was acting beyond the remit of her orders, a cardinal sin for an Assassin of any Temple.

			‘People,’ she repeated, ‘are weak.’

			My tox reservoir was still primed and ready. That fact suddenly seemed very important. I spoke carefully. ‘I see.’

			‘I doubt it.’ She turned to me at last, difficult to see, her body a blacker void among the shadows. ‘Killing the Rector changed nothing. I tested them, destroyed all of the collection pools except the one at the Officio Aquum. When I demanded a loyalty oath to the Peacemaker in order to drink, half the city complied at once. The rest got thirsty soon enough.’ Her lip curled with contempt. ‘I’ve been keeping a list of everyone who sold themselves so easily, but it won’t be necessary now.’

			‘Why?’

			She frowned. ‘Because you’re here to help me.’

			‘I see.’ I had to risk advancing another step.

			‘Stop saying that,’ she hissed between her teeth.

			The air between us had gone electric with danger. ‘How am I going to help you?’

			‘It’s too late for half measures. My orders wouldn’t have been so inadequate if the Directors knew what it’s really like here. Killing one man – one city, even – won’t stop the cult. And I couldn’t kill the planet, not without more equipment.’ She pointed to my tox reservoir. ‘That’s got to be enough. We should poison the aquifer tonight, while they’re gorging themselves at the cathedral.’

			Inadequate. This wasn’t obedience, it was judgement. Choice. Treason.

			She was distracted. I could end her now, before she realised exactly what my orders were. The C’tan phase blade all Callidus operatives carry strapped to one arm was likely to be my major obstacle, but she had yet to deploy hers. Her muscles were at ease, calm. I picked out a smooth stretch of skin on her throat, where the pulse was jumping. Otherwise, she was so very, very still.

			Bad, whispered my intuition. Wrong.

			She coughed into her hand.

			Sharp.

			My reaction was half a second too slow. I lunged towards her with all five needles deployed, but I clawed at nothing but air. A hot streak of pain jabbed over my eye socket. I cursed.

			It wasn’t the phase blade. She had produced a tiny, razor-sharp knife from her mouth.

			‘Amazing, the things you can do with polymorphine.’ She’d tried for my throat and missed. The cut she’d left above my eyebrow was dangerous, though, dripping stinging blood and obscuring my vision. Here, at last, was the trap I’d sensed back in the convent kitchen. The room was dark and full of pits, and she was fast.

			I listened for her heartbeat, breathed, jumped.

			My needles tore through her synskin, just missing flesh. The pheromones in her sweat danced through my senses like sparks, her anger and bloodlust potent as I inhaled. She laughed.

			I willed my body into quiet. She could read every move before I made it. Use that.

			As soon as my vision cleared, I palmed one of my knives and tossed it. She dodged it, of course, but once she was in motion she couldn’t hide her direction. The second knife caught her in the gut.

			She grunted and fell back a pace, panting.

			‘Sloppy.’ She jerked the knife out of the wound, grinning at me with bloodstained teeth. ‘Now I have two.’

			I had been aiming for her liver, and enough haemorrhaging to force her to pause and deal with it. I forgot the damn polymorphine meant I had no idea where, exactly, her liver was located.

			Maybe I should have been angry, but I wasn’t. I was alive. Have you ever had to use up your entire self to win? It was glorious. There was nothing in the world except Nirra’s heartbeat and breath and the needles glittering at the tips of my fingers. Everything seemed to slow down until I had all the time I needed.

			She was bleeding, driven across the floor until she was stuck with her back to the churning cogwheels. If I could stick her with even one of my needles, it wouldn’t matter how she’d ­rearranged her internal organs.

			Her hand tightened. She’s going to throw the knife. I leapt, slashing my hand towards her lying face.

			She didn’t throw it. She dropped a split second before I reached her and heaved a shoulder up underneath me while my feet were off the ground. I couldn’t grab her, couldn’t arrest my motion as I tumbled towards the cogwheel.

			Crunch.

			There was a shriek of machinery as the wheels stopped, my arm and hand and needles mashed between them. The shriek seemed to go on for a long time. After a while I realised it was me, not the machine.

			Wrong.

			Yes. Another error to be addressed in my reconditioning. Nirra had retreated towards the cogs on purpose.

			I breathed. I was on my knees, my mangled arm caught above my head, my other hand groping uselessly towards the knife in my boot. It was impossibly precise victim positioning.

			‘You should have agreed to help me.’ Nirra stood only a few feet away, one hand on a bank of controls. It took me until the auto-tourniquet in my sleeve deployed to recognise the aquifer access pipes towering behind her. That was why she had stopped the gears – she wanted the tox reservoir.

			‘We don’t turn,’ I croaked. ‘They might, but not us. Never us.’

			‘I’m no traitor.’ She approached me warily. The hole in her abdomen seemed to be scabbing over already, as though I’d pierced nothing but hide. ‘Uprooting heresy isn’t simple.’

			‘Obedience is simple.’ If I could get my feet under me, I could reach the knife. But she wouldn’t give me that much time, and anyway, I’d need it later. Nirra still carried the small blade she’d spat up. If she was smart, she’d throw it and my mission would fail. I couldn’t let her be smart. There was only one option left. I flexed my neck and felt heaviness surge into my jaws. ‘Come on and finish it, failure. You’re slow.’

			‘I’m practical. I need to know how to properly dilute the poisons you’re carrying.’ She stepped forward and planted her foot on my free hand, toying with the blade that she carried easily between two knuckles. ‘You’re going to tell me how to do it.’ She leaned forward, her nose almost touching mine. ‘And you know how I’m going to make you tell me, don’t you? Or do they only teach piddling chemical interrogation techniques at Venenum?’

			She smiled.

			I smiled back. Click.

			She must have seen the needles lengthen between my teeth, because she flinched.

			Not fast enough, though.

			I’ve been telling this badly.

			My apologies. It’s just that the last stimm dose is wearing off. Let me try to go in order.

			I remember the taste, acrid and iron-heavy. Nirra stumbled away from me, eyes wide, one hand clasped to the punctures on her throat. The first-stage paralysis of the Emperor’s Grace took hold at once, but she was augmented and strong. She kept her feet for almost an entire minute before she fell, tumbled against the tall column of access pipes, loose-jointed and inert.

			She was dying. She would be dying for a long while. She still watched me. I remember that. I knew what she was thinking, too – if she died, she’d fail her mission. If I bled to death on that damn wheel, I’d fail too.

			My arm was a loss, hopelessly mauled between the teeth of the cogwheel and the remnants of my gear. The onboard tourniquet in my suit kept the bleeding to a minimum. The amputation was a bit trickier to manage, once I’d accessed the knife in my boot. It wasn’t a clean cut. Afterwards I had to improvise the cautery. And it smelled. Holy Terra, it stank like meat, like–

			But I’m getting out of order again.

			When I was done with my arm, I made my way across the floor to Nirra. She was still breathing, her chest straining against the poison.

			‘Listen.’ My vision swam. I fumbled for my stimm injector. The clarifying purity of it flooded my veins the next moment, the fire in my arm sinking to an annoying buzz at the back of my head. ‘It’s orders.’

			Nirra snarled like an animal. She didn’t understand.

			‘We are the Emperor’s knives. The knife doesn’t choose what it sets its edge against. Our orders are the will of the Emperor. Changing them, expanding on them, implies He could make a mistake.’ I crouched down to observe her more closely. ‘My orders were to eliminate the person causing the spread of this miserable little cult, corrupting the populace. The Rector is dead, and yet the miserable little cult remains, running on nihilant and clean water. It’s still here because you’re still here. Whoever you were before, you’re the Rector now.’

			‘Traitor.’

			Good. Her vocal cords were limbering up. That meant the Grace was bonding well with the cells in her bloodstream. I had been a bit worried that an Assassin’s augmented body chemistry wouldn’t react correctly, but the low red glow was already starting to show through the thin places in her skin, under her eyes, her nail beds. It glowed brightest in the cartilage of her throat, making enough light that I could count her bones and veins.

			She gagged and burbled. I suppose it hurt.

			‘I’m not a traitor,’ I said. ‘I still have a target. My orders are still valid. I intend to execute them. I intend for you to execute yours. You think I’m going to let you disgrace us all?’

			The trembling began then, greenish foam collecting in the corners of her mouth as her jaws tightened down on themselves, the paralysis fading. When I touched her wrist, her skin was warm enough to leave blisters on my fingertips.

			‘You… your arm…’ The air rasped out of her throat, but the poison was consuming her voice. Soon there would be nothing left. ‘They won’t want you like this. He won’t want you–’

			The buzz in my skull sharpened, momentarily, to a roar. I blinked. ‘Shut up.’

			She did, of course. Her voice box was burned out. But she smiled at me, and I knew she was still thinking the words. I set my teeth. ‘Stand up, Rector.’

			She stood up.

			The theory behind the Emperor’s Grace is simple: burn away the subject’s voluntary nervous system and then use the body to precipitate and detonate chemical explosives. But I wasted more time during the first phase of the reaction than I wanted to. I had to find an open fire at one of the smelters to cauterise my artery, and then Nirra kept attempting to overcome the psycho-poison. It took almost ten minutes for her to give up on screaming. They do make them strong at Callidus.

			The feast was in full swing by the time we made it back. The cathedral was packed with ranks of chanting people, jammed so tightly together that the inside of the building looked like one huge, twitching organism. Nirra’s blood was already volatile enough that she was glowing like a saint… or a smelter.

			Then, all at once, she bloomed with scent, like a blast of incense. The odour meant the first stage of the Grace had matured. I administered the second dose there in the dark, tooth to wrist. She never stopped watching me as the final phase of the reaction seared its way into her brain.

			‘It’s a multi-target poison,’ I said. ‘We don’t fail. You understand?’

			She couldn’t nod, but her eyes left me at last and fixed on the doorway ahead of her. The glow under her skin dimmed suddenly. It was time. I backed up.

			There was no need to tell her to move forward. The thing that used to be Nirra walked straight into the middle of the mess, bodies parting around her, avoiding her heat. She ran towards the huge, weeping idol that towered at the centre of the sanctuary. The idol’s throne was comprised entirely of pipes and tubing, its body a mere gilded shell wrapped around a humming cube of black metal. Alien runes skittered across the dark surface, glowing red, pulsing in time to the chant of the crowd.

			If I was counting correctly, the compounds in the Grace would finish precipitating in about ninety seconds. I lingered just long enough by the window to watch as she mounted the stairs to the dais at the feet of the idol. The people quieted, staring at her with the dawning realisation that something was wrong.

			She smiled. Firelight flickered behind her teeth.

			I ran. I was a fair part of the way back to the city wall when Nirra, and the cathedral, exploded.

			I can confirm that the governor of Galu IV is dead, as is his entire staff and everyone attending the feast at the cathedral. There should have been enough Grace in Nirra’s blood to burn for three days. With the cult leadership eliminated and the xeno-tech destroyed, I believe the populace will return to proper devotion. You’ll have received better reports during the time I was in cryostasis. I’m not sure exactly how long that’s been, so I won’t speculate further.

			But the report structure does leave me room to state my analysis, correct? Coming out of cryo was torture, certainly, and I know what medicae said. But they’re wrong. The arm is nothing – the augmetic is better than the original. I don’t need rest. A knife may not choose what it sets its edge against, but a good knife makes a clean cut. It doesn’t leave ravelled threads and jagged edges.

			My weapons are the gifts of the Emperor: mind, teeth, will. I have unique experience now – another gift. An opportunity. I know how they move. I know how they think. Callidus may have grown weak and unwary, but Venenum stands ready to serve.

			This knife is still as sharp as the day it was forged. It has to be.

			We can’t let them fail.

			End report.
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			‘Mutant scum!’

			Espern Locarno was left wondering why someone would bother spitting in the face of a man wearing a full helmet. He tried to show as little reaction as possible as he strolled past. The man doing the spitting was part of a crowd gathered around an Imperial missionary, who was clad in tattered robes, exhorting the humans through a suspensor-supported vox-horn. As a Navigator, Espern had heard it all before. Still, he tightened his grip on his force-orb cane as the missionary howled about purity, which seemed ridiculous in a place this far removed from the light and grace of the Emperor. The zealots that accompanied the missionary were well equipped. The way they held their weapons suggested Astra Militarum, or at least militia experience. The ever-changing port of Precipice, however, was neither pure nor civilised, and Espern had almost decided he liked it that way, though he didn’t think he’d ever get used to all the xenos.

			The Navigator ducked into a bar and used a napkin to wipe the spittle off before removing his helmet. The bar-thing, a multi-limbed reptile, didn’t even look twice at the closed third eye in the centre of Espern’s forehead. There was just the ghost of a smile on the Navigator’s face as he ordered a tea and sat down at a table overlooking the Avenue of Shades. From where Locarno sat, he saw members of at least a dozen races – some he recognised, others were strange to him. Human and xenos alike moved amongst the stalls, hostelries and heavily protected archeotech merchant operations. It was this last that traded in the bounty taken by the scavenger crews from the Blackstone Fortress. The Fortress was the reason that Precipice existed at all. It was also the reason that House Locarno had sent Espern all the way out here to the western reaches of the Segmentum Pacificus, far beyond the control of the Imperium of Man. The house had given Espern the frustratingly vague instructions of finding a way to capitalise on the discovery of the Fortress.

			Such thoughts were driven from his mind by the sound of screaming. He looked up sharply. There was a small crowd in the bar watching holographic footage of a heavily armed scavenger crew being torn apart by a large pack of eyeless, fast-moving, vaguely humanoid predators.

			‘What are they watching?’ Espern asked a xenos of a species he didn’t recognise who sat nearby. The creature just stared hungrily at Espern. Then a shadow fell across him.

			‘They’re watching servo-skull footage of an expedition getting torn apart by a particularly large pack of ur-ghuls somewhere near the Stygian Aperture. This pack is causing a lot of trouble. Are you Espern of House Locarno?’

			The Navigator looked up to see a woman standing over him. She was tall, with pale skin, and wore some kind of ornate armour that Locarno did not recognise. A ruff around her neck, cloak over her shoulders and thigh-high boots finished an ensemble that suggested a degree of wealth and refinement. Espern also noted that a scabbarded sword and long knife hung from her belt.

			The woman was not the source of the shadow, however. Espern reckoned that the woman’s companion was more than seven feet tall. He looked to be very heavily built under the voluminous, hooded grey robe he wore. The Navigator couldn’t make out any facial features under the figure’s hood, but he suspected some kind of abhuman, perhaps even an ogryn.

			‘Do sit down,’ Espern said after the woman had sat opposite him, unbidden.

			‘Do you know who I am?’ she asked. It was a question, not a challenge.

			‘I’m terribly sorry, I am afraid I do not.’ Though judging by her easy confidence, she was clearly a person of some import and influence.

			‘My name is Lavitica,’ she said. As it happened, Espern had heard of her. She sat on the Council of Captains that kept the peace in the city of Precipice. ‘This is my associate, Lorkan.’

			Espern assumed that Lorkan was a proctor, one of the council’s enforcers.

			‘Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you both,’ Espern said, racking his brains to think if he had done anything that might have incurred the council’s displeasure. ‘How may I be of assistance?’ If they weren’t here to censure him for some unknown slight, Lavitica could be a very useful contact indeed.

			‘I was wondering if I could show you something?’ Lavitica asked.

			‘Yes, well, that’s quite awful, isn’t it?’ Espern said. Lavitica and Lorkan had led him through a tangled warren to a proctor-guarded corridor that ended in an airlock, beyond which was an empty docking spar. Through the airlock’s porthole, Espern could make out the vast debris field that surrounded the Blackstone Fortress.

			Lying on the floor of the corridor was the viciously mutilated body of a human male. He looked as though he’d been torn apart. What little of his torso remained intact showed evidence of deep rents as though thrashed with something hard enough to break the flesh. Over the body, written in blood on an already spattered wall, was the word Meat in Low Gothic.

			Espern had been witness to violence in the past, but viewing the results of it had never been something he particularly relished. It smelled like a cheap butchery in the corridor. He turned to look at Lavitica.

			‘Why have you shown me this?’ he asked.

			Lavitica pointed at the body.

			‘We cannot have this in Precipice. Violence is forbidden for a reason. We’re never more than a step away from anarchy.’ Lavitica paused, as if to let her point sink in. ‘We want you to find out who did it. This is not the first murder. There have been two more previously. Both equal in ferocity, and both times the victim was human.’

			Espern looked between her and the silent, brooding bulk of her proctor.

			‘But why me?’ This time he emphasised the word me.

			‘You’re a psyker.’

			‘That’s not quite how that works,’ he said. ‘I’m new here – I wouldn’t even know where to start.’ Still nothing. The silence became uncomfortable. Then Lorkan reached into his robe and withdrew a bloodied rag wrapped around an object roughly the same length as a good-sized bottle of amasec. Espern looked at the proffered object and then up at the hooded figure.

			‘What’s that?’ he asked, not really wanting to touch it.

			‘Have a look,’ Lavitica said.

			Instinctively Espern knew he did not like this thing, whatever it was. Lorkan unwrapped it, and the Navigator found himself looking at a crude hafted weapon, the business end of which resembled a claw. The weapon was spattered with still-dripping gore.

			‘It’s a warclaw, made from the teeth and talons of a knarloc,’ Lavitica said.

			Espern had no idea what a knarloc was. His skin was already crawling as he reluctantly reached for the weapon…

			Pain tore through him as his body, his soul, was violated at a fundamental level. He heard a screamed glossolalia, a language at once alien and strangely familiar. His vision became tripartite, fractured, the corridor tinged a colour that didn’t, couldn’t, exist. He saw a figure standing over the body. Even though a hood and cloak hid the figure’s form, the creature’s strange posture was enough to convince Espern of its alien nature. It flailed at the corpse with tentacular arms. Then it turned to look at him.

			Espern was falling. Strong arms caught him easily. He dropped the warclaw. The pain left him. The screaming was gone, as was the figure. He was looking up at Lorkan. He was still seeing in strange colours, his vision fractured and blurred.

			‘Espern?’ Lavitica said. She sounded very far away.

			‘That has never happened before,’ Espern told Lavitica. He was sitting on the floor, in a narrow passage around the corner from the murder scene. Lorkan stood at the mouth, ensuring that Espern and Lavitica had some privacy. ‘Such pain, overwhelming hatred.’ It was a harsh universe – Espern had no illusions regarding that. He was aware enough to understand the privileges of his own upbringing, growing up on Terra, the scion of one of the wealthy Navis Nobilite houses, but he had seen enough to understand just how vicious and brutal life was for the vast majority of people who dwelled in the Imperium of Man. It still did not account for what he had felt when he touched the warclaw.

			Grim-faced, Lavitica handed him a hip flask. He accepted it with shaking hands and took a swig. It was a quite passable amasec.

			‘I saw someone standing over the body, beating on it, whipping it…’ he said.

			‘Who?’ Lavitica asked.

			Espern gave the question some thought. He’d seen a figure like the one in his vision before, but he couldn’t place it.

			‘You said that the warclaw is made from the teeth of a–’

			‘Knarloc, yes.’

			‘Who wields such a weapon?’ Espern asked.

			‘The kroot.’

			Espern couldn’t shake the feeling he was being tested.

			‘The gangly creatures? With quills and beaks?’ he asked. He had seen a few wandering the port. Lavitica nodded. ‘But they don’t have tentacles for arms, do they?’

			‘No,’ Lavitica said. ‘But they eat their foes and absorb some of their traits. As a result, they come in many different shapes and sizes.’

			Espern considered this. He did not wish to think back on his vision. He had to force himself to remember what he’d seen. The effort sent pain lancing through his head. The head of the murderer turning to look at him. The eyes.

			‘What?’ Lavitica asked. She must have seen something in his expression.

			‘Its eyes,’ Espern said, looking up at her. ‘They were made of glass.’

			It was clear that Lavitica didn’t quite know what to make of this.

			For his part, Espern was desperately trying to come to terms with the hatred, the pain that he had felt.

			Against his better judgement, Espern found himself making his way through the warren of tethered hulks salvaged from the graveyard of voidships that surrounded the Blackstone Fortress. He knew he should have been worried about the spontaneous manifestation of his psychic abilities. He was far more concerned, however, with never experiencing pain and hatred like that ever again. He had told Lavitica and Lorkan as much. Lavitica, however, had been very persuasive. She had offered herself as a gateway to the Fortress, the riches it offered. She would make introductions for him. Get him on a crew, if need be. She had also assured him that all he had to do was find the murderer. Then the captains of the Blackstone would mete out their own brand of justice.

			‘You!’ a voice cried out from behind him. Locarno instinctively put his hand on the holster of the laspistol at his hip.

			He recognised the Ecclesiarchy missionary from the market­place. Two Frateris Militia guards wearing flak armour and carry­ing autoguns flanked him.

			‘If you wish something from me, then may I suggest a degree of courtesy,’ Espern told the approaching missionary, and then turned to continue.

			‘Wait, please,’ the missionary said. It sounded as though the word please had almost choked him, but Espern hesitated. ‘My name is Matteus Seppault, and it is imperative that I speak with you.’

			Espern sighed but turned back to face the man. Up close he was even more gaunt and wild-eyed, as though his faith had consumed his body mass and sanity. He looked as though he was only barely managing to repress his disgust at having to converse with a mutant. The two Frateris Militia with him were not so successful.

			‘It is not, however, imperative that I speak with you. Now I will bid you good day.’

			‘Are you not a humble servant of the Emperor, whose light and shelter protects us all?’

			The helmet prevented the missionary from seeing Espern roll his eyes.

			‘Yes, but I fail to see why that means I must be spat upon when going about my business.’ It was clear from the expression on the missionary’s face that he had no idea what Espern was talking about. ‘One of your flock shared his spittle with me earlier,’ he clarified.

			‘You’re a mutant,’ the missionary said, as though that explained it.

			Espern felt like pointing out to the missionary that his glorious Emperor was a ‘mutant’ too. He decided to remain quiet, however – just because something was true didn’t mean that it wasn’t heresy.

			‘You saw the body,’ the missionary said.

			‘How do you know about that?’ he asked, turning to face the man.

			The missionary chuckled darkly.

			‘There are no secrets here,’ he told Espern. ‘You’re investigating it, yes? For that parasite, Lavitica?’ It seemed like the missionary was trying very hard not to make his questions sound like demands. Espern said nothing. ‘You may not like me, but I am responsible for the safety, as well as the spiritual well-being, of all humanity in this accursed place. ‘

			‘Even mutants?’ Espern asked.

			‘Even the tainted,’ the missionary said. ‘There were two murders previously. If humans are being preyed upon by xenos, then I would know it.’

			‘And what would you do if they were?’ Espern asked. The missionary’s silence was answer enough. This time Espern did walk away. He assumed this was the reason that Lavitica wanted to deal with the murders herself. If these zealots had an excuse to go after the xenos of Precipice, it would be a bloodbath. He supposed it was inevitable when humans and xenos mixed. It was like water and oil, except now it seemed that someone or something wanted to set fire to the oil.

			‘We will speak again. We have the right to know what is happening to our people. You need to decide which side you are on, mutant!’ the missionary called after him.

			Espern made his way through the strangely proportioned labyrinth of a ship built by some unidentifiable xenos race. He was heading for an area where Precipice’s kroot inhabitants supposedly tended to congregate. All the dimensions of the xenos ship seemed off, the angles deceptive, causing Espern to catch his helmet on strange protrusions and stumble over the lips of doors. He felt like he was trying to navigate some vast optical illusion.

			Among the oddly jutting spars and supports, he was starting to see evidence of what he could only call nests. To Espern, used to the rarefied comforts of the Navigator’s Quarter back on Terra, the nests were just another sign of xenos crudity and barbarism.

			Espern wasn’t even conscious that he’d triggered the force field that his third eye had opened. His psychic power responded to the danger before he was even aware of it. It was only when he saw the burst of plasma fire coruscating across the field that he even realised he was under attack. Now he had to concentrate to keep the force field up as another burst of plasma fire, and then another, hit the shield. Even when the fire stopped, he didn’t dare to drop the field. He was sure that there was only one person firing at him. He had seen one of the darkened nests from deep within the forest of supporting struts light up with the last burst of plasma fire. He was so focused on where he perceived the sniper’s nest to be that he almost missed the movement off to his right.

			He turned just in time to see the creature charge him. It was wielding a long rifle with a tooth-like pick blade at one end as though it were a scythe. The creature swung the weapon; lightning cracked across Espern’s force field, but it held. The kroot swung its weapon again and again. Espern tried to back away, but the furious creature followed, attacking the field in a rage. With each swing the kroot became more frenzied. Espern knew he had to break the attack somehow. Either try and make the creature listen or slow him down long enough to run. Espern wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep the force field up. It was already starting to hurt; tears of blood leaked from his open third eye, and he could feel the tumult of the warp pushing against the delicate membrane of his mind. Even through the pain in his skull, he knew he would have to time this right. The pick-ended staff hit the force field again. Before the kroot could even start his backswing, Espern dropped the field and swung his cane. The blow caught the gangly xenos just under its axe-like beak, the channelled warp energy multiplying the kinetic force of the relatively weak blow. It knocked the kroot off his feet, and he landed amongst the nests.

			Espern backed away quickly, drawing his laspistol as he did so. The kroot stood up, and something about his movement reminded Espern of the jewelled fighting insects that some of the Navis Nobilite houses bred for sport. It emitted a noise somewhere between a hiss and a growl that definitely implied anger.

			‘I have no wish to hurt you, but I will kill you if you try and attack me again,’ Espern said as he backed away from the kroot, laspistol levelled even as the xenos stalked carefully towards him. The kroot had lost its weapon when Espern hit it with his cane, yet despite the kroot being unarmed, Espern still wasn’t convinced this was a fight he’d win. The Navigator knew how to look after himself, to a degree – this was augmented by the powers of his genetic heritage and his understanding of the warp (as much as any could) – but instinctively he knew that this creature was a fighter, a hunter, a killer.

			‘You lie,’ the creature hissed. ‘Humans hate us. You have power – you have been sent here to destroy us all, wipe out kroot.’

			‘What? We don’t…’ Espern started, and then realised that it would be a lie. The Imperium as a whole did hate xenos, and understandably so. They did not think like humanity, and that which could not be understood was best despised. It was odd, though. The kroot was certainly disconcerting, frightening, but he found he harboured no real enmity towards the creature. He put the laspistol and the cane down on the floor and took his helmet off. The kroot stopped.

			‘My name is Espern of House Locarno.’ He took several steps back from his weapons. ‘And your name is?’

			The kroot eyed him with undisguised suspicion, as though Espern wanted his name so that he could somehow steal it.

			‘Dahyak Grekh,’ the xenos finally said.

			‘I am at both your mercy and your service, Dahyak Grekh.’

			‘You are a… witch. You could kill us with your mind,’ Grekh said.

			‘Some of my kind can, but I cannot.’

			‘I could kill you. Eat you. Take your power.’

			‘I do not think you truly want my power.’ The kroot’s head cocked inquisitively to one side. Now more than ever, it resembled some exotic bird, in mannerism more than anything else. ‘What makes you think that I want to hurt you?’

			‘Humans fight the t’au, the kroot,’ Grekh said, his suspicion still evident.

			‘Yes,’ Espern conceded, ‘but not here.’

			‘We were warned.’

			‘By whom?’

			‘Vox message.’

			‘It was anonymous?’ Espern asked. Grekh just stared at him. ‘You do not know who sent the message, their name?’

			‘No.’

			‘And they used the word “witch”?’

			‘Yes. They said you were a witch,’ Grekh finally told him. It was an odd word coming from the xenos’ mouth. Not Navigator nor mutant but witch. It was the kind of word that only certain types of people used to describe psykers. Suspicions were starting to grow in Espern’s mind.

			‘If you’re not here to kill us then why are you here?’ the kroot demanded.

			‘Did you hear about the murders?’ Espern asked.

			The xenos blew air out of its beak in a manner that Espern suspected was supposed to signify scorn.

			‘There is no such thing as murder, just killing, turning prey into meat. All the rest, stupid rules. The captains say kill there, not kill here. What difference?’

			‘But you adhere to their rules?’

			Grekh made a strange rippling gesture with his shoulders that Espern suspected was analogous to a shrug.

			‘You think kroot did the killing?’ he asked.

			‘There was some evidence that this was the case.’

			‘Evidence?’ Grekh asked.

			‘Trace of the culprit…’ Espern started, trying to think of another way to phrase it.

			‘Spoor?’ Grekh asked.

			‘If you like.’

			‘No, we would kill and eat it.’

			This gave Espern pause. He did not want to dwell on the memories of the body, but thinking back, the victim had been killed in a berserk rage. If any of the body had been eaten, it was not immediately evident.

			‘How was the prey killed, what weapon?’ the kroot asked.

			‘In a frenzy. We can’t be sure, but…’ Espern wasn’t about to try and explain the vision. ‘Possibly some kind of tentacles.’

			The kroot blinked. Then the xenos started emitting rhythmic hissing noises in quick succession. In some ways Espern found it reassuring that being laughed at was universal. ‘Kroot do not have tentacles.’ He held up his hands as evidence. ‘We kill clean. Take down, butcher if need be and then eat. We’d leave no trace, maybe some blood.’

			Espern reached into his robes. Grekh’s hisses turned angry, and he suddenly had his hand on the hilt of a weapon concealed under his short cloak. Espern held his free hand up and very slowly drew the warclaw from out of one of his deep pockets. Then the kroot was striding towards him. Espern had a moment to wonder if he had horribly misjudged the situation, and then the warclaw was snatched from him. With his helmet off, Espern could smell the xenos. Grekh’s scent reminded him, perhaps uncharitably, of animal pens he’d come across on board rogue trader vessels, but also exotic spices. More than anything, it reminded him of just how different the xenos was from a human.

			Grekh examined the warclaw before handing it back.

			‘They sell these in the marketplace. That one was not a trophy taken right-wise in the hunt.’ Then he seemed to make a point of turning his back to Espern and walking away. The Navigator assumed this signified that the conversation was over.

			‘We cannot allow humanity to become meat for xenos filth!’ Seppault exhorted the crowd. The suspensor-mounted vox-horns amplified his voice, making it ring out across the market hall. ‘Through our weakness, through turning our back on the God-Emperor, we have delivered ourselves into the waiting claws, the waiting fang and tentacle, of the manifold and foul enemies of humanity!’ He had a bigger crowd. Not just his own zealots and the human wretches of Precipice – now ship crews and even members of the scavenger teams were listening. This last was worrying: hard-faced men and women, experienced, tough and well equipped. ‘Even out here, in this desolate place, the Astronomican, the light of the God-Emperor, can still be seen burning.’ There was drool dripping from his mouth, his eyes practically rolling up inside his head. ‘Even here He watches over us. He expects us to act in His service, to protect ourselves to expand the Imperium of Man in His name.’ It wasn’t only humans paying attention to Seppault’s exhortations either. Many of the xenos in the marketplace, some of them also members of the scavenger crews, were watching the rally. You didn’t have to be a psyker to see they were less than pleased with Seppault’s words. ‘Now more than ever, we must cleave to the words of the Emperor!’

			He saw members of Seppault’s Frateris Militia guard moving amongst the assembled humans, whispering to them. He saw people nodding as the whispers spread through the crowd. Espern took off his helmet, pulled his headscarf down over his third eye and moved closer.

			‘Which words?’ he asked a woman who looked like she was part of a ship’s crew. She looked at him suspiciously, taking in the robes, the scarf that covered his third eye. Chances were she knew what he was.

			‘Suffer not the xenos to live,’ she practically spat. She turned back to listen to more screamed exhortations.

			Espern had returned to the market hall to talk with the various vendors that dealt in xenos weapons. He had found a merchant who told him that he had sold warclaws to a human. He had been able to provide Espern with a description confirming the Navigator’s initial suspicions. The warclaw had been bought by one of Seppault’s Frateris Militia.

			Espern felt eyes on him. He looked over towards a recaff stall and saw Lavitica watching him. She did not look happy. Lorkan, her hulking proctor, was nowhere to be seen. Espern turned and walked away. A picture was starting to form, but he would have to present evidence to Lavitica.

			Espern assumed that the purpose of the murders had been to stir up anti-xenos sentiment amongst the humans that dwelled in Precipice. It wasn’t a terribly complicated plot, but Espern knew that perception mattered a lot more than truth. A xenos that preyed on humans was much less taxing for the average human to believe than a conspiracy by an Ecclesiarchy missionary to frame xenos for said murders.

			He still needed to know how the murders had been committed and by whom, or what. Somehow, he couldn’t see Seppault doing it himself. Fanatic though he was, it was clear that the missionary saw himself as a leader, a manipulator. Nor could Espern account for the savagery of the attack. Seppault’s hate rally seemed as good a time as any to try and find the final pieces of the puzzle.

			As Espern made his way through the tangled passageways of the interconnected ships, catching glimpses through the occasional porthole of the vast, silent, somehow malevolent Fortress itself, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being followed. He tried doubling back to catch sight of them, but nothing. Psyker though he was, the situation had him jumping at shadows.

			The Adeptus Ministorum ship was a mobile cathedrum, complete with stained-armaglass windows. There were two well-armed ­Fra­teris Militia guarding the docking arm that led to the Ministorum ship. Espern was watching them unseen from an adjoining corridor.

			They both raised their autoguns as they saw him coming. Almost immediately Espern felt a trickle of sweat run down his face. He may have been able to focus and wield the powers of the immaterium and navigate through the terrors of the warp, but it was a hard thing to walk into the barrel of gun.

			‘What do you want, mutant?’ the bigger of the two snapped. Espern considered asking if a Navigator had facilitated their journey to Precipice but thought better of it.

			‘Seppault wishes to speak with me. He asked me to wait in his sanctum,’ he said to the shorter of the two. Even as he did, his third eye opened under his helmet and he began to press with his mind. He felt at once powerful and at the same time afraid, praying that this wasn’t the time he heard the seductive voices of the warp. It was like a storm under his skin. He wondered if they saw the neon flashes of lightning as it played out from the open, staring third eye that lived like a separate entity in the centre of his forehead.

			He felt the smaller of the two Frateris Militia’s mind break like an eggshell. Seppault subsumed him, completely.

			‘I’ll take him in,’ the controlled militiaman said.

			The bigger of the two turned to stare at Espern’s puppet.

			‘What? Matteus said that no one is–’

			Espern pushed. He felt pain lance through his own head.

			‘I was told of this mutant’s coming. Matteus has business with him as regards the murders.’

			‘Why wasn’t I–’ the larger one started.

			‘Because you didn’t need to know! Do you question his word?’ Espern made his puppet demand. It made sense to speak from a position of authority. They would be used to obeying.

			‘You, come with me!’ the puppet told Espern, before opening the door to the Ministorum ship. Espern followed him in, his skull feeling like it wanted to tear itself open.

			If any of the Frateris Militia were on board the vessel, they were not evident. He knew that Adeptus Ministorum ships were frequently quite opulent in their decoration. It was clear that Seppault, however, favoured a more minimalist approach. As they made their way through the pews towards the pulpit, Espern saw absolutely no concession to comfort. Even the altarpiece, the Emperor on His throne, was unadorned, stark almost.

			Espern felt sick from the effort by the time his puppet put his hand against the palm-print scanner next to a panel door under the pulpit. The door slid open and Espern followed his puppet in. He knew he would have to drop control or fill his own helmet with vomit.

			It took his released puppet a moment to understand where he found himself and that he was not alone. He started to swing round, bringing his autogun up.

			With a cry of pain as he focused his power into the cane, Espern hit the militiaman. It was a weak strike, its force unfocused, but it was enough to bounce the man off the wall and send him sliding unconscious to the floor. Quickly Espern moved away from the door, drawing his laspistol in case someone had heard. He remained still, covering the door, trying to suppress the pain he felt in his head. Nothing. Only then did he look around.

			With its padded chair, plush carpet, polished hardwood desk and bookshelves, Seppault’s sanctum was considerably more comfortable than anywhere else he had seen on the ship. Two things immediately caught Espern’s attention. The first was a device, some kind of transmission-capable control pad, which was lying on the desk. The second, and most obvious, was the thick vault door set amongst the bookshelves.

			Moving quickly and quietly to the desk, he picked up the control pad and examined it. It bore the sigil of the Ecclesiarchy. Espern wondered if it could be some kind of remote-controlled gun turret, like those used by the Adeptus Mechanicus. He put the device back down.

			Espern quickly checked the desk drawers. The first was locked. He draped his robe over it to deaden the sound, then, steeling himself, he grunted in pain as he focused his power in the cane and smashed in the front of the drawer. He repeated this until he had caved in the fronts of all four drawers. It didn’t take him long to find the warclaws. He pulled them out and placed them on the desk. There were three in total – Seppault had planned at least three more murders. What he still didn’t have was the murder weapon. He looked down at the device and then over at the vault.

			He crossed the sanctum and examined the vault more closely. It was solid, and Espern suspected it was made of adamantine or some similar super-hard metal. He couldn’t see a lock or a panel. He glanced back at the device on the desk. It looked too complex to be a simple remote key for the vault. He reached up to touch the vault door, and reality fled as his third eye opened of its own accord.

			The monster with the stained-glass eyes swung its whip-like tentacles at him. His body lit up with agony, the whips tearing deep into his flesh, the glossolalia he had heard in his vision warping into distorted Ecclesiarchy hymns. He staggered away from the vault door. Overcome by the vision, he collapsed to the floor, dropping his laspistol and the force cane. He struggled with his helmet, tearing it off, gasping for breath even as his third eye closed. He was unhurt. The wounds he had felt had not been real. Covered in sweat, he stared at the vault. Whatever was responsible for the murders was inside. Proximity had only intensified the feelings of hate and fury he had felt in his previous vision. More than anything, he did not want to meet what lay behind that door.

			‘I find myself unsurprised that a mutant would betray his own kind and side with xenos.’

			The voice felt like ice water dripping down Espern’s spine. He shifted around on the floor and looked up at Seppault. The missionary was holding the control device and was flanked on either side by three of his Frateris Militia, one of whom was the other militiaman who’d been on guard outside the ship.

			Espern inched his hand towards the laspistol.

			‘Don’t do that,’ Seppault said quietly as six autoguns were levelled at the Navigator.

			Espern eyed the door. They were in the way, but he wondered if he could use his force field to charge past them and make for the airlock. Seppault seemed to read his mind.

			‘The ship is sealed. Nobody gets on or off unless I allow it.’

			‘If I can figure this out, so can others,’ Espern said.

			‘The only truth that matters is the light and grace of the Emperor. I wonder if the death of a mutant will be enough of a tipping point. Perhaps not – it’s not as though you are actually human. No, I think it will be the fourth or fifth murder of a human by a xenos monster that sparks the cleansing, and then we can claim this station and the Fortress in the name of the Master of Mankind.’

			The missionary didn’t strike Espern as the sort of person that could be reasoned with.

			‘How did you kill them?’ the Navigator asked, playing for time.

			When Espern saw the missionary smile, he knew that he’d asked the wrong question. Seppault tapped a few keys on the device in his hand. Espern heard bolts shoot back inside the vault door, and then slowly it started to swing open. Espern turned to face it, his thoughts too much a tangled maelstrom of terror to focus any of his powers. He watched as a twitching mass of muscle stood up in the cold chemical fog inside the vault. Glowing tendrils sprouted from the stumps of forearms, sparks of energy playing across them. The thing took a step forward. It may have once been human, but all humanity had been carved out of it and replaced with machinery and, judging by the amount of chemical injectors sprouting from its flesh, narcotics. The top part of its skull was some kind of cybernetic helmet. Its eyes were made of stained glass. The twisted arco-flagellant opened its mouth in a silent scream. Espern thought he could hear the chiming of a warped Ecclesiarchy hymn. Then it lashed out with its electro-flails.

			Instinct saved Espern’s life again. The flails struck his force field in a shower of sparks, the energy backlash causing the lights in the sanctum to explode. The force field enraged the creature and it lashed out again. Espern wasn’t sure what made him look at Seppault, but he saw the fanatic’s maniacal face illuminated in the glow of the electro-flails. It was clear he was relishing this, that he was looking forward to watching the flails make their furrows in the Navigator’s flesh.

			Again and again the arco-flagellant lashed the force field, falling into a frenzy. Whether it was the repeated attacks or just the waves of hate coming off the arco-flagellant, Espern was picking up feedback. He cried out with each lash, and his head pounded as if it were about to burst. Blood poured down his face. His third eye felt like it would split open and bisect his skull. This was not like Grekh’s attack. It was like drowning in pain. He knew that he could not keep this up for much longer, and judging by the look on Seppault’s face, the missionary knew it as well. All that Espern was doing was drawing out his own terror, the very terror that Seppault’s weapon was designed to inspire in its victims.

			Through the nauseating pain in his skull, Espern saw a huge figure standing in the doorway behind Seppault. Lorkan. There was a flash from the bolt pistol in the proctor’s outstretched hand and two of the Frateris Militia exploded. Their torsos were vaporised, leaving legs and the bloody vestiges of spines in their place for a moment before they toppled to the carpet. Flesh, blood and aerosolised bone coated the bookcases. Before they could train their weapons on the intruder, the same thing happened to two more guards, and then those closest to Seppault. It had happened so quickly. Seppault, his robes now coated in the remains of his own militiamen, started to turn. Lorkan raised his leg and booted the missionary in the chest. Seppault staggered back, crashing into one of the bookcases.

			Espern collapsed to the floor with a scream. His effort to sustain the force field against the arco-flagellant’s onslaught was just too much. He saw his death loom over him. He was only vaguely aware of the thunder of bolt-fire. It seemed to happen in slow motion. Red holes appeared in the creature’s flesh, which then ruptured as the bolts detonated. A shot caught the arco-flagellant in the head, then another. Bone, flesh and machinery exploded, and it finally toppled over, the top part of its head missing. Then Lorkan was standing over him. The enormous man easily dragged Espern out of reach of the still-writhing electro-flails.

			Rolling over, Espern saw Lavitica standing in the bloody, dripping corner of the sanctum. She had a sword held to Seppault’s throat. The missionary’s face was a mask of hate. There was something about the sword that Espern instinctively did not like.

			‘Heretic!’ Seppault spat at Lavitica.

			‘Weakling,’ Lavitica said, and brought her sword back, preparing to run him through.

			‘Wait!’ Espern cried through the pain in his skull.

			‘Make it quick,’ Lavitica said, but didn’t drive the sword home.

			‘You kill him now, you make him a martyr. It doesn’t matter what we tell his followers, they will believe what they want to believe.’

			‘You have a better idea?’ Lavitica asked.

			He did, but it was the last thing he wanted to do, particularly with someone like Seppault. He pushed himself to his feet, trying not to vomit, and staggered towards the missionary, his third eye opening.

			Seppault stared at him.

			‘Stay away from me, mutant!’ he screamed.

			Espern heard it in his voice. Fear. Deep down, people like Matteus Seppault lived in fear.

			Espern knew this was going to hurt.

			‘I failed the Emperor! I was wrong! My faith was not strong enough! The threat was more serious, more insidious than even I had envisioned! It was not the foul xenos that were preying on humans! It was the Ruinous Powers! But now I have been shown the way! A crusade! We will follow in the footsteps of the Emperor Himself! We will weed out this corruption at its source in the Stygian Aperture!’

			Even now, more than a hundred hours later, as Espern sat sipping his tea, watching a drooling Seppault exhort his followers, whipping them up into a more useful frenzy, the Navigator’s head still hurt. He’d had to fight Seppault’s mental fortitude born of his fanaticism. He’d had to implant the suggestion deep. There had been so much pain that Espern had felt as though he had broken something in his mind. It had worked, however.

			Espern found himself in shadow again. He didn’t need to look up to know that Lorkan was standing over him. Lavitica sat down opposite him.

			‘Please, sit down,’ Espern said.

			‘He’s still here,’ Lavitica said.

			‘He’ll go, and even if he doesn’t, he’s stopped ranting about xenos.’

			‘He has fewer followers,’ Lavitica mused.

			‘Well, Seppault’s crusade is a much more dangerous proposition than killing a few xenos, and if he does go…’

			‘Hopefully his crusade at least thins the ur-ghul pack before his followers are wiped out.’

			It was harsh, cruel even, though Espern would certainly not miss Seppault and his flock.

			‘I’m satisfied that you completed your end of our bargain,’ Lavitica told him. ‘There’s someone I want you to meet. His name’s Janus Draik – he’s a rogue trader. He is looking to put a crew together.’ Espern nodded. ‘I’ll set up a meeting.’ Lavitica stood up.

			‘You knew it was Seppault.’ It wasn’t a question.

			‘I had my suspicions,’ Lavitica said. ‘But when you saw some kind of kroot creature, I started to doubt them.’

			‘Powers such as mine are unreliable at best. It seems my vision confused Seppault’s intent with the actual events. You used me as bait.’

			Lavitica smiled.

			‘Look after yourself, Espern,’ she said, and turned to leave.

			‘How did you get onto a sealed ship?’ he asked. Lavitica paused but still didn’t say anything. Espern could feel Lorkan’s unseen eyes watching him from under the hood of his robe.

			She turned back to look at him.

			‘Magic.’

			Then she walked off.

			Espern took another sip of his tea and looked around. He was surprised to see Dahyak Grekh watching Seppault’s latest rally. He had his rifle with him. Espern suspected the kroot was fighting the urge to take a shot at Seppault.

			‘Dahyak!’ Espern called. The kroot turned to look his way. Espern gestured for him to join him. Grekh made his way through the crowd towards the Navigator. ‘May I buy you a drink, my friend?’
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			T’AU ORBITAL STATION AM’DANIS
ATAZUGA (GAS GIANT)

			‘Of course this is tantamount to suicide,’ said Braejac, the Fenrisian’s canines glinting at the corners of his lips. ‘That’s what makes it so interesting. Does your beloved Codex not approve?’

			‘Don’t take the bait, Kolos.’ Our squad leader, Orendu of the Obsidian Glaives, cast me a warning glance before turning to the Space Wolf. ‘Not helpful, Brother Braejac. You know what the Novamarines think of high-risk strategies. Besides, talk like that and you may scare our hosts in the Aleph Non.’

			‘Can they hear us?’ I said.

			‘It’s possible. The vox-link has a degree of bleed.’

			Va’kaan nodded in affirmation from the cockpit of the Corvus Blackstar. ‘Humans,’ he said, his tone dry. ‘Easily discombobulated.’

			Of all of us, Va’kaan was always readiest to point out the differences between Space Marines and the unwashed ranks of the citizenry we protected. He’d leave it all behind if he could, swap his flesh for metal in a heartbeat. It was not uncommon amongst the Iron Hands. Still, his augmetics made him an incredible pilot. 

			Our Blackstar, the Onyx Fist, nestled in the larger craft’s belly like a hard black insect, ready to eject and take flight as soon as our ruse was uncovered. With Va’kaan at the helm when we finally made our attack run, the chances of us reaching our destination were high enough to be worth the gamble.

			A reedy voice came from the vox-relay – one of the xenos species’ pilot caste asking our hosts for their credentials. ‘Gue’vesa Mining Corps vessel Aleph Non, designation Sui Mal’caor,’ it said, ‘report intent in the name of the T’au’va.’ The alien’s accented Low Gothic held a hint of accusation that made my skin crawl.

			‘One moment,’ came the voice of Viktram Ndule, the freighter’s ex-gue’vesa shipmaster. Ndule was a traitor twice over, having betrayed the Imperium first and the T’au Empire second, but he had proven very useful. ‘Transmitting credentials now, honoured Kor.’ 

			A brief burst of static reached us in the Onyx Fist. For a long moment, no one spoke. We were the dagger hidden in the tome, and the longer we remained undetected, the greater our chances were.

			‘Bastard xenos, playing at being civilised,’ muttered Caegros, unable to stand the silence any longer. ‘They pretend to have a code of honour. The worst kind of falsehood.’ 

			The axeman hated the t’au more than any of us. He had good reason to, given that his Chapter suffered over ninety per cent losses during the cata­strophic Battle of Vior’los. He and Orendu had plenty in common, the captain being one of only a few Obsidian Glaives left after their planet was scoured by the orks of the Red Waaagh!. The fact that Orendu and Caegros had not already returned to their respective home worlds was testament to their Chapters’ dedication to the cause. That, or a burning need for revenge.

			‘Gue’vesa craft Aleph Non,’ crackled the vox-link, ‘with all respect due to a valued member of the T’au’va, these are outdated credentials. Kindly report intent, or we will be forced to consider neutralisation.’

			‘Of course,’ said Ndule. ‘I offer contrition. Our communications operative is the youngest of us, barely of la rank. I will take upon the role myself.’

			‘Blessings of the T’au’va upon your vessel. You have three microdecs, no more.’

			‘So polite, these ones,’ said Diamendros quietly, checking over his dual bolters. Like the ceramite of his power armour, they were polished to a high sheen. ‘We will show them a more straightforward path.’

			‘It’s all a façade,’ said Caegros. ‘Their rhetoric is devised to lure gullible fools into compliance.’ 

			‘Saves ammunition,’ shrugged Va’kaan. ‘It has a certain logic to it.’

			More seconds slid past. The tension grew thick. Getting the Aleph Non – the sheep’s clothing to our Blackstar’s wolf – through the cordons was a matter of life or death.

			Just a little closer, I thought. Ahead, on the Corvus’ densely packed control array, I could see the colossal magenta sphere of the gas giant Atazuga. Its orbit was dotted with smooth, aesthetically bland harvest ships, each siphoning valuable argon and other noble gases from the planet’s atmosphere. Atazuga’s harvest arrays were secondary to the planet’s main purpose, however; it was a staging post for the t’au navy, called the kor’vattra by the human gue’vesa we had turned back to the light of the Emperor. 

			Without Inquisitor Urbendralle’s informants, we would have been venturing straight into the teeth of an armada’s worth of firepower. But with the resident t’au fleet repelling a nearby Astra Militarum attack on a t’au diplomatic convoy, we had a chance – even if it meant braving the firepower of half a hundred orbital installations and the garrison of xenos pilots they had left behind.

			Get in, kill the t’au monarch, and get out. Simple enough, in theory, but there were a thousand things that could go wrong. Orendu had likened it to getting into a hornet’s nest, right to the centre, and killing its queen whilst enduring the wrath of every xenos insect that could deliver a sting, but I knew different. The t’au’s fanatic devotion to their ruler made an insect worker’s dedication to its queen look like apathy. 

			Caegros wasn’t the only one with reason to hate the t’au. A few years back, I had the incredible fortune to return to my birth world in the line of duty. It made a kind of sense, given how big a presence Olovakia has on the Eastern Fringe. I was expecting to feel some human warmth, some simple comfort, in the familiar sights and smells I found there. Instead, I found a planet labouring under a curse. Olovakia’s rugged skyline was blighted by the pallid domes, shield generators and mushroom-like towers of a full-scale t’au infestation. I had been part of the purge that had allowed half the planet to evacuate in good order, and I felt good about that. But it had not been enough.

			One of the first things you learn at the Eye of Damocles, our space-going watch station, is that once the xenoheresy has taken root in a civilisation, the only way forward is to burn it out. This I knew to be true. But I could not shake the memory of hearing my people scream for mercy in my own mother tongue, and I could not forgive the t’au for making it impossible for me to grant it. My own kin had insisted they had been content, more than they ever were under the ‘yoke of the Imperium’, as they put it. 

			I can smell their burning flesh now, if I dwell on it long enough.

			Perhaps that is the real reason why the captain selected me for the mission. Not for my insight into the Codex Astartes as a Novamarine, but for the rage that simmered beneath it.

			‘You have failed to comply in the time allotted,’ came the voice of our xenos interrogator. ‘Farewell.’

			‘We’re under target lock!’ shouted Ndule. The Aleph Non suddenly veered, then veered again. If I hadn’t engaged the mag-locks of my boots I would have been toppled then and there. I caught sight of Braejac; the Space Wolf was grinning broadly in the gloom, the console’s lights glinting from the elongated canine teeth common to all his kind. He was testing the point of his spiralhorn-tusk power spear, as was his habit. That was another advantage of being a part of the Deathwatch. We were sanctioned to use whatever weaponry we considered most effective in the pursuance of our duties.

			‘Cycling up battle systems,’ said Va’kaan. A sheaf of long servo-cables, sprouting from his pate like the dreadlocks of a Mortifactors aspirant, twitched and thrummed. ‘All at operative status.’

			The Aleph Non jolted hard to the right. The screaming, whooping sound of depressurisation reached us from the cabin above.

			‘Bad hit,’ growled Diamendros. ‘We should leave.’

			‘Shipmaster Ndule,’ said Orendu. ‘Open the airlock. And may the Emperor guide your aim.’

			A bleat of klaxons to mark depressurisation, and I saw a thin bar of light lance through the Corvus’ cockpit. It grew larger as the ship’s transport bay began to open. Around us, the transport ship shuddered as if in pain.

			The Onyx Fist was out almost as soon as the aperture was wide enough to let it through, shooting out into the void as the freighter listed behind us. Ahead was the looming sphere of Atazuga. I spotted a flare-winged triangle of black against the magenta, grey and cerise banding of the gas giant: the Mako-class frigate Resplendent Dawn, our target, and the lair within which the xenos monarch made its nest.

			‘Evade!’ shouted Orendu. A missile like a flattened, winged ingot shot over us as Va’kaan jinked the Blackstar to the right. The projectile curved back around as it recalibrated its targeting solution. 

			‘Kolos?’ said Va’kaan. I stepped up from the cramped passenger bay, took the co-pilot seat behind him and manned the Blackstar’s point defence guns. A swift interface with my power armour, and I sent a stream of solid shot ripping out to blast the deadly hunter-killer into a thousand pieces. 

			I have to say it felt good.

			‘Three more incoming,’ said Va’kaan. ‘Think you can take them as easily?’

			‘I won’t have to,’ I replied. ‘You will outfly them.’

			‘There is truth to that statement.’ The Iron Hand pulled up hard, and the Onyx Fist’s boosters roared, sending it curving in a wide loop. The missiles followed suit, but a fraction too slowly. I shot one of them down, firing the assault cannons as we cut across its trajectory to send blossoming flowers of debris spinning into the void.

			The other two missiles got past me. 

			I felt a moment of doubt, my throat constricting. Then Va’kaan triggered the Infernum halo-launchers. The Blackstar sent two wide sprays of counter­measures out like the spreading wings of an angel. A spectrum of chaff, sanctified flares and electromag pulses baffled the drone intelligences of the incoming projectiles. Both t’au missiles detonated prematurely. I felt a fierce, animal grin plaster itself across my face before I regained my composure.

			Then a hypervelocity projectile shot past, silver and silent; were it not for my auto-senses latching on to it and relaying it at processable speed, I would have missed it completely. Bad aim, thank the primarch – t’au railgun fire could gut even the finest Imperial craft. 

			Behind us, the Aleph Non sent a plaintive alert signal that abruptly died out. I watched the ship come apart on the rear relay, its bridge and carrier hold alike shot through and shredded to almost nothing.

			The shot had never been intended for us. At least Shipmaster Ndule went to his final rest with a measure of redemption.

			‘Use that icon-marked cruiser for cover,’ said Orendu, pointing at a wallowing whale of a t’au ship. ‘Put it between us and the orbitals. Our countermeasures will not baffle railgun fire.’

			‘It is done,’ said Va’kaan. The Fist slewed sidelong, and the nearest orbitals disappeared from view.

			‘The Mako already has a bead,’ said Diamendros, tapping a finger of his outsized gauntlet on the glass read-outs. He was a terrible rear echelon driver; I think he fancied himself a better pilot than even Va’kaan.

			‘In speed we will find our shield,’ muttered Braejac. 

			‘I concur,’ said Va’kaan. 

			The roar of engines at the rear of the craft intensified as the Blackstar shot forward. Ahead, a field of t’au missiles closed in upon us, flickering streams of light arcing amidst them to cut across a field of tiny white stars.

			‘Brace,’ said Va’kaan. 

			We all tensed, mag-clamps active as the Fist spiralled around on its axis, wing over wing. I kept the assault cannons blazing, hoping to score a lucky hit or two on some incoming missiles. I could feel my stomach try to crawl up between my lungs, but rode out the sensation, clenching my muscle groups to maintain some kind of control. Some of my shots took out the incoming munitions, while others pattered harmlessly from the sleek frigates that were turning to bring their prow gun arrays to bear. Still more were wasted as they sailed off into the void, never to stop.

			The vast Mako frigate was growing larger on the screen. Red designator runes leapt into life across its hull. Va’kaan glanced at me, and I took the hint, turning the Fist’s rocket launchers upon the Mako. Thin cylinders shot out from under the Blackstar’s wings, each a tank-killer in its own right, only to explode into concentric rings of light that left the ship itself unharmed.

			‘Conversion field, or close analogue,’ said Va’kaan. ‘If we match its velocity, it will find it hard to repel us, but anything sent at speed will be neutralised. We will have to do this at close quarters.’

			‘Works for me,’ said Braejac.

			‘I imagine it does,’ said Diamendros. ‘Vindication for carrying that overlong spear all this way.’

			‘This fine weapon has pierced the hide of bonewhales,’ said Braejac, snorting into his jaw-strap moustache. ‘It’ll push through a xenos battlesuit like an awl through sealflesh.’

			‘Krakendoom’s lot,’ I said, before I could stop myself. ‘All boasts, no proof.’

			‘Enough,’ said Orendu. ‘We near the strike point.’

			The Blackstar jolted right, taking a hit from one of the many streams of energy weapon fire panning across the void towards us. I cast a glance across the runic display, but there was nothing glowing red. 

			Another hit. This time, one of the wing runes winked an angry crimson. Va’kaan dispatched his servo-skull into the crawl space behind us. The ugly, cable-spined thing drifted back, its tiny oxy-torch fizzing blue at the tip of one of its talons.

			The Mako’s ochre hull grew massive on the display, suddenly close. It tried to pull away, but Va’kaan matched its velocity with ease. There was a blaze of energy as we pushed through the ship’s power field. Va’kaan’s ­theory was sound. By matching its velocity and heading, we could slip inside its aegis without destruction.

			‘Step into debarkation runnels,’ said Orendu. ‘It’s time.’

			Crouching down to allow the void screens to close overhead, I took my place behind Braejac. He ignored me, busy working a handful of stinking animal-fat unguent into the spiralling tusk of his spear. I pushed my helmet into place to hide my expression of distaste, feeling it cinch in at my neck as the clamps and sealants engaged. Such atavistic non-Codex rituals had no place in the wider Adeptus Astartes. But perhaps, in the Deathwatch, they were allowed for a reason.

			It was something that Diamendros and I had discussed on more than one occasion. For every clash of cultures, a bond was made in the fires of war, often made all the more unbreakable because of those settled differences. When the brothers of the Deathwatch returned to their Chapters, they had a new respect for their comrades from different worlds; should there ever be friction between one Chapter and the next, it was usually those who had once served in the Deathwatch that made the peace.

			One by one, the rest of the team followed suit, checking all was in order for the battle to come. In the middle distance, the energy runoff of Atazuga’s mining operation sent cables of lightning crackling out. We would be out in the void amongst them in a matter of moments. Though power armour was proof against the heat-sucking hunger of the void, even a Space Marine could not endure it forever. And should one of us be unlucky enough to attract one of those cables of lightning…

			There was a sharp bang as the Corvus slammed its belly into the dorsal plate of the Mako xenoship, and then two more as the frontal exit points on either side of the Corvus’ nose section retracted open. Braejac pushed out onto the xenoship’s hull, boots clamping on to its metallic hide, with Orendu following suit on the other side of the Fist’s nose cone. We dispersed in good order. Point defence guns pivoted towards us from dome-like bulges on the Mako’s forequarters, but Va’kaan had chosen the landing point with care. The t’au could not draw a bead. 

			Then my helm blipped an alert rune, and something punched into me so hard I flew from the hull to spiral out into space.

			It had been my worst fear, when I had been a mortal. I had revisited it many times since – the concept of spinning out of control, disoriented and terrified, breath coming fast and hot. The horror, rising, as my eyes flicked to the dwindling air supply. The panic attack, heaving breaths, gulping down the air and hastening my own death. Nothing to grab on to, nothing to arrest my progress. Only the end-over-end tumble, never slowing, until I died a slow and agonising death of asphyxiation, ­dehydration or hypothermia.

			The impotency of it, that was the thing. Lost in the yawning void, you are but a speck, and your life and death is utterly irrelevant. 

			I felt a measure of that awful perspective as I spiralled head over feet into the nothingness. As I forced the rising panic down, I concluded that I had been hit by an energy weapon, one that had glitched my electromag circuits and compromised the armour’s finer augur protocols into the bargain. I was far from blind, but my certainty was fading fast. 

			Yet a warrior of the Adeptus Astartes is never really powerless.

			I unclipped my bolt pistol, ran a mental calculation and took my shot. The discharge sent me veering off to one side. Not good enough. I paused, forced myself to find a measure of calm, and took another. Better, but still not right. I could see, as I spiralled backwards, I would miss my mark. Each time I missed, the task grew harder to achieve, and I had a limited amount of ammunition.

			I took a deep breath, calmed myself. Then the solution came to me.

			‘Brother Va’kaan,’ I said. ‘Please triangulate my trajectory against that of the Mako, and establish a ballistic solution that will propel me back to our intended ingress point.’

			‘Stop firing for a moment,’ came the reply, ‘you are doing more harm than good. Right. Patching across, tight beam.’

			Thank the Throne, the data came in quickly. I mapped it to my auto-senses, saying a silent prayer to the armour’s machine-spirit as the countdown inside my helmet scurried towards zero.

			The bolt pistol made no noise, the lack of target robbing its rage, but when my helm data indicated that I was spinning towards the Mako, I felt an explosion of sensation nonetheless. Relief, pure and wonderful.

			A few seconds later I saw Braejac’s longspear thrust past me, its spiral tip mere feet away. I grabbed at it on reflex, and he hauled me in towards him. Pivoting as I came, I was able to set my feet back on the t’au Mako’s hull. The sensation of my mag-boots sticking hard to the spaceship’s solid bulk was more welcome than I could ever put into words.

			‘Secondary point defence hit you,’ said Diamendros, gesturing with his special-issue bolt carbine towards a twisted stump of metal that trailed smoke out into the void. ‘Kraken bolts duly applied.’

			‘My thanks, brothers,’ I replied. ‘Let us complete our task.’

			Va’kaan had already taken his place at the Mako’s disc-shaped airlock. The access code we had from Inquisitor Urbendralle would get us half of the way, and a brute-force attack the rest. That was the theory, at least. T’au technology was a twisted mockery of the tried-and-tested Imperial version, and one mistake would likely either seal us inside an airlock, soon to be dispatched, or force us to literally carve our way inside. 

			Va’kaan’s head-cabling linked him to the locking mechanism; by his silence, he had clearly made some progress. As Diamendros and I stamped our way over to him, the circular airlock door irised halfway open, juddering as if in pain. Va’kaan’s servo-arm took hold of one of the panels and wrenched it the rest of the way, the door’s interior mechanism meaning the others soon followed suit.

			In less than a minute we had all hauled our way inside. After the dis­orientating spin into the void a few minutes before, I was profoundly glad to be within a structure, even a xenos one. Va’kaan was already wrenching the airlock closed, his servo-skull unclamping from his power pack to weld its thick panels into a void-tight state. The biomechanical attendant blipped a crimson light, indicating the seal was not sound. 

			Va’kaan took a soldercaulk phial from his belt, pressing its activation rune before extruding its contents over the compromised section of the join. For all that Braejac liked to mock him for carrying an armourium’s worth of kit into battle, the Iron Hand’s ingenuity never failed to impress me.

			‘That will hold for a single pressurisation,’ said Va’kaan over the vox.

			‘Trigger the interior door,’ said Orendu.

			The Techmarine punched a finger into the metal of the vestibule wall, levered a panel from the smooth contour of the airlock’s interior, and sent his prehensile dataspike thudding home. A thin stream of smoke emerged from the panel. The airlock was ruined, but it was already repressurising to match the rest of the vessel’s interior.

			I took a glance through the lozenge-shaped window that led into the depths of the craft. There were xenos figures there, alerted by some interior alarm and hustling down the corridor towards us. By the way they moved, they were well drilled, a fire team with oblong-barrelled energy weapons trained on the airlock door. 

			Breachers, these ones were called. Close-quarters gunmen, and with pulse weapons advanced enough to punch through even power armour.

			The airlock chimed, the inner door opened, and carnage broke loose.

			Braejac was the first out, as usual. He had his circular storm shield high to cover his head, his longspear raised as he ran pell-mell for the end of the corridor. Pulse shots burned into his legs, but he barely missed a stride. Caegros kept a low profile behind, his axe held in a throttler’s grip as he closed in with deadly intent. 

			Diamendros raised his bolt carbines and fired them both over one of Braejac’s shoulders. I fired my Godwyn-pattern bolter over the other. The detonations that followed soon after were intended as suppression fire more than kill-shots, but they would buy the Space Wolf and the Scar Lord a chance. 

			More incoming fire. This time Braejac staggered backwards. Orendu sent a frag grenade spinning fast along the corridor between Braejac’s legs. One of the t’au shot it before it got to them. The detonation knocked Braejac to the side, sending him careening off the corridor wall. Caegros, suddenly revealed, hurled his combat knife end over end – it hit the nearest t’au square in the head, splitting his skull even as he raised his pulse carbine for a killing shot. 

			Diamendros and I took the opening. I thumbed my shot selector to Kraken penetrator rounds and blasted two of the t’au at the back of the corridor to so much organic wreckage, spattering crimson across the rest of their team. Diamendros took down two of his own, and Orendu another, his plasma-cored vengeance round burning the creature from the inside out. Then Caegros was amongst the rest of them, his axe hacking hands from limbs, limbs from torsos, heads from necks.

			I will not deny it; I felt more alive right then than I had in months.

			The t’au survivors at the far end made a smooth retreat around the corridor corner, leaning back out to take shots where they could. I felt a pulse round smack into my hip, knocking me backwards into the airlock in a wave of sudden agony. Alert runes flickered across my visor as my power armour rerouted its systems to compensate. I could feel bones grinding as I moved back into position. I would be limping for the rest of the engagement, perhaps for the rest of my life. Yet still I counted myself lucky. Had I been any closer, the shot would likely have torn my leg from its socket.

			Braejac had recovered his charge, thank the Emperor. He crouched as he ran, lobbing a grenade of his own at the back wall – krak, of course, for the Space Wolf only ever shot to kill. It detonated with a sharp bang, a sudden percussive shot of energy that ripped one of the cowering t’au apart from shoulder to groin. Then he thrust out his spiral-tusked spear as he ran in close. One of the t’au on the other side of the corridor turned his shoulder to put his sinistral shield in Braejac’s path. 

			Not enough. The power spear punched right through in a crackle of disruptive energies. Spitted, the t’au was wrenched into the path of his comrade by a sudden twist of Braejac’s arm. Both were bowled over. Braejac yanked the spear free and lanced his next victim through the neck. The t’au fired as he died, the Space Wolf taking the pulse blast on his shield before leaping forward to knee another xenos hard in the torso. I heard the crack of bone, even at the far end of the corridor. The last t’au levelled his pulse carbine at the side of Braejac’s head, but Va’kaan took the xenos’ head from his neck with a sniper-cold shot.

			What right did such weaklings have to contest the Emperor’s holy realm? No right at all. They would be put down, as the lion puts down the jackal.

			Orendu led the second wave’s advance, with Diamendros, Va’kaan and me close behind. Braejac made sure of his kills as Caegros flicked gore from his axe.

			‘Wait,’ came a voice from around the corner, deep and sonorous. ‘It doesn’t have to be like this.’ It was Low Gothic, heavily accented, but with a sense of gravitas that gave me pause. 

			I saw Orendu shake his head, motioning us forward. ‘Heed nothing.’

			‘Wait, I say,’ came the voice. ‘Parley. We have common interest.’

			‘I think not,’ said Orendu, stepping over the t’au corpses as he primed a krak grenade.

			‘What if I told you a single command from me would spare millions of Olovakian lives?’

			Olovakia. My throat felt tight, my soul suddenly caught between the claws of a dilemma.

			‘Captain Orendu,’ I said. ‘That has the ring of truth.’

			‘The y’he are encroaching,’ continued the voice, ‘the curse-race you call “tyranids”.’

			‘What of them?’ said Diamendros. He had fought the tyranids before, and it had scarred him inside as well as out.

			‘We represent civilised races, even with our differences. Should we not conserve our resources in the face of an elemental threat?’

			‘Captain,’ I said over the vox. ‘Perhaps we can capture this one, hold him to ransom against what is left of Olovakia. They value their leaders most highly.’

			Orendu turned to me, the red lenses of his helmet boring into mine.

			‘The mission,’ he said. ‘We are Deathwatch.’

			‘We will kill this one soon enough,’ I said over the vox-link. ‘But if there is any other way… I cannot have the deaths of so many of my people on my conscience.’

			‘Then you are weak,’ said Orendu. ‘Then you have failed.’

			‘My demise will almost certainly ensure your deaths,’ said the disembodied t’au voice. ‘But I know enough of the gue’ron’sha to know that will not stay your blades. I respect that. But know this. My death is symbolic. It will not discourage, but instead galvanise. It will divert our returning armada not back here, to Atazuga, but straight for the gue’vesa planet you hold so dear.’

			This time, I could almost feel Orendu’s certainty ebb away. Such a backlash was all too possible.

			The t’au speaker drifted around the corner of the corridor, tall and slender and borne aloft by some manner of drone-disc. An ethereal. In its alien foulness it was an offence upon the eye, but it had some manner of grace, that was undeniable. Its feet did not touch the device that bore it; instead it drifted a foot above the disc, arms held out to show it was unarmed. 

			I felt my face twist in distaste. Its hideous visage was a mockery of calm benediction. In my mind’s eye, I saw its flesh burning. But I also smelled the incineration of my own people, the death of the last survivors completing the job that I and my comrades had started.

			Could I damn them all, in the next few seconds? Had I sunk that far?

			‘I offer you this,’ said the t’au leader. ‘We will disappear from this sector entirely, and retreat to Sept space. All assets in this system will withdraw, as will those on Olovakia. We will cease this mining operation, and instead turn our full focus on the y’he threat. In all honesty, I believe this may be the only appropriate response to a threat of this scale.’

			‘Not enough,’ growled Caegros. ‘You must die, for Vior’los if nothing else.’

			‘And so I will,’ said the xenos, nodding slowly. ‘We t’au live for but forty, maybe fifty of your Imperial cycles, and I already have seen forty-eight. Think on this. With this truce, billions of lives will be saved. The people of Olovakia will continue to thrive under our protection. Together, we can save the entire sector from disaster. Our fleets, combined, have a fighting chance of holding back the y’he. The ever-devouring ones can be denied, not through rage, but through discipline, order and logic. These are tenets your warrior caste holds dear, are they not?’

			‘I spit on your lies,’ said Orendu. He raised his bolter, and fired at the creature’s head. 

			His bolt detonated halfway to its target. The alien’s features twisted into a sneer. Then Braejac’s spear thrust forward, corposant crackling on its point. It burst into flame. The Space Wolf pushed it hard anyway, compromising the field’s integrity. He leant into it as hard as he could, raw Fenrisian strength matched against t’au ingenuity.

			Caegros’ axe came in at head height, striking the straining force field in a blur of conflicting energies that overloaded it completely. The t’au ethereal raised a spindly arm, but the Scar Lord’s weapon cut right through it. The beak of the axe thunked into the xenos creature’s chest. It wheezed blood, crumpled in on itself as it toppled out of its anti-grav field to the floor below, and died in a spreading pool of gore.

			Orendu strode forward, shoving past Caegros. This time he literally spat on the xenos warlord. The acidic fluid sizzled as it burned through the creature’s neck. He pushed his knife into its eye socket for good measure, then wiped it clean on the xenos’ robes.

			‘Move out,’ said the captain, motioning back to the airlock. ‘We have cut off the head of this xenos force.’

			And in doing so, I thought, we have damned millions of Olovakians to death by fire. They would die fighting, I felt sure of it, as soon as their t’au patrons’ guns were turned upon them and the vile truth about the xenos was revealed. The t’au would suffer hard in that purge.

			And then, when the dust settled, the tyranid hive fleets would move in to devour whatever was left.

			‘Watch-captain?’ I said as Orendu laid the melta charges that would see us step out onto the hull of the ship once more. ‘Was there any truth to its words?’

			‘It matters not, Kolos. All those who live must die. It is the decisions we make in the meantime that live on.’

			I nodded in agreement, but the words of the t’au ethereal had seared themselves into my mind. For my surety, it was already too late.
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			Bolters barked across the waning battlefield. As lightning flashed overhead, bathing the barren planet in a purple hue, Sister Astryd caught one of the few remaining heretics running towards her, a possessed look in his eye like all the others. She swiftly turned her Godwyn De’az-pattern bolter in his direction and ended his fervour.

			She glanced up ahead to the Imperial shrine and saw her Sisters breaching it. She felt a pang of longing to be in the forward pack, to prove herself worthy, but knew she had to earn her place there. For now, she must satisfy herself staying behind with Sisters Katya and Caio and providing fire support.

			As lightning flashed overhead once more, movement in the near distance caught Astryd’s attention, two shadows emerging from behind a large boulder and running at Sister Caio’s back.

			‘Sister!’ Astryd yelled in warning, but her voice was lost in the din of Sister Caio’s bolter fire and the deep rumbling from the thunderheads above. Astryd ran towards the onrushing heretics, firing upon them. One fell, but she was too late for the other. He connected with Caio, trying to ram her to the ground. The short but solid Sister barely moved, however, protected as she was by her power armour. She swung her arm back and knocked him down, then turned to finish him.

			But it was too late.

			Astryd watched in horror as the former Guardsman pulled a frag grenade.

			‘No!’ Astryd’s cry of protest was cut short as Sister Katya pulled her behind a large boulder. The explosion rang out and fragments pierced the ashen air around them, carving chunks out of the solid rock that was their shelter.

			Katya was fast on her feet, racing towards their fallen Sister. Astryd swiftly followed, bolter ready, scanning the battlefield for more enemies. The lightning cracked overhead once more, and she saw little movement save for the remaining cowardly heretics racing away towards the mine.

			Astryd turned her eyes back to Katya, who fell to her knees at the place where Caio had stood. Astryd slowed, heart racing, hands shaking, as she saw what remained of their Sister – her shredded power armour, the blood, the exposed bone. Katya lowered her helmed face, her gauntleted hand holding on to what remained of Caio’s, saying a silent prayer. Astryd moved to stand beside her, floating on a wave of shock, as she performed the sign of the aquila.

			She heard a gargle of pain and saw that the attacker she had felled yet lived.

			Unable to face Caio’s loss, she turned her attention to what she could face – her duty. Astryd strode towards the wounded man, the boots of her power armour imprinting the clay ground as she did. Seemingly accepting his fate, Caio’s attacker stared at her, panting and wincing in extreme pain, trying to cover the large hole she’d blown in his gut. Yet his eyes still burned bright with that unnatural fervour as Chaos raged within.

			Astryd cast another look around at the now empty battlefield, then removed her helm. The heretic eyed her nervously. She brushed back strands of dark hair that had fallen from her braid, wanting him to have a clear look at her. Wanting him to stare into her eyes as she ended him in the Emperor’s name. In Sister Caio’s name.

			‘You betrayed your God-Emperor,’ she said coldly. ‘You killed my Sister. And for this, you will die.’ Holstering her bolter, she tore off his armoured breastplate and his helm, both marked with the aquila, and tossed them aside. Then she unsheathed her blessed combat knife. ‘You have turned your face from the light, and now you shall only see darkness.’

			‘Th-the Emperor is weak,’ the man wheezed, making her pause. ‘H-he is no match for the true gods.’

			‘There is no god but Him, heretic!’ Astryd spat. She grabbed a fistful of his hair and moved the blade to his face.

			‘You will all be slain before this night is through.’ He smiled a bloody smile that soon turned into laughter.

			Astryd paused briefly at his words, before a roar of fury bubbled up from within. She plunged her knife down into his eye socket. ‘You will bear no witness to any other god but the God-Emperor!’ The man convulsed, then went limp.

			‘The shrine is secure,’ said Sister N’Yongo, her voice sounding in the distance.

			Astryd, panting, looked up at the approaching Sister. N’Yongo was not looking at Astryd but instead at Sister Katya’s solitary figure, kneeling over their slain Sister.

			‘S-sister Caio?’ N’Yongo said, slowing.

			Sister Katya shook her head solemnly.

			N’Yongo took a moment, then fell to her knees on the other side of Sister Caio’s body, making the sign of the aquila. ‘Let us take her to the shrine, to our Sisters.’

			Sister Caio’s body lay upon the altar of the Imperial shrine, surrounded by candles and incense, while Katya sang a glorious hymnal in her honour to see her passage into Mother Lucia’s arms. When the hymnal was complete, Astryd turned back to the broken glassaic windows of the shrine and focused through her eyeglass. She blinked to clear both the grit of battle and the sting of tears for her fallen Sister. Astryd felt a fire burn within her, a hate building in strength to deny these heretics everything, to be the one to end them in the God-Emperor’s name.

			She eyed the large smokestacks in the distance where the mine lay. Even through the darkness she could make out the thick, choking ash suffocating the atmosphere of the barren planet around it. The mine, a ramshackle settlement and this shrine upon which she stood were the only presence the Imperium had on this backwater planet of Hadrea. The world’s tithe had not been paid for some time, and the reason was now plain to see. The Hadreans had strayed from the Emperor’s light and had laid the mine to rest. When an Administratum emissary had not returned from the planet, a regiment of the Imperial Guard had been sent in. And when they had not returned, Inquisitor Verus Tormun of the Ordo Hereticus had been tasked to visit the planet and find out why. Requisitioned by the inquisitor, the Sisters of the Valorous Heart had escorted him here.

			And now Sister Caio was dead.

			You will all be slain before this night is through…

			Lightning sparked overhead again, momentarily highlighting the sea of grey clouds that covered the skies. As the barren rock plain lit up, Astryd detected movement near one of the mine buildings. A group of moving shadows. The numbers of their enemies swelling.

			‘Sister Superior?’ Astryd called.

			Minnerva, stocky and scarred, stood on the far side of the fortified shrine, talking in hushed tones with Inquisitor Tormun. She turned at Astryd’s call, then approached. As she moved, the fleur-de-lis icons adorning her black power armour shone in the fires nestled along the walls, and her black cloak fluttered behind her like the wings of a Valorous angel. With meltagun and power sword at her sides, Astryd could not help but bow in awe of her Superior, her own personal matriarch, who had guided Astryd’s journey into the Sisterhood.

			‘Sister Astryd.’ Minnerva’s rough voice addressed her.

			‘Their numbers grow.’ Astryd pointed her gauntleted hand towards the mine.

			‘How many?’ Minnerva asked, taking the eyeglass and peering through it.

			‘At least double the first wave.’

			‘Let them come,’ Sister Suarez said, stepping towards them. The lightning outside turned her eyes silver momentarily as she held her chainsword in strong arms. The tallest and broadest of the Sisters, she was a wall of promised pain. Astryd longed for her strength and courage.

			‘And come they will, Sister,’ Minnerva said, tossing the eyeglass back to Astryd. She caught it in one hand while resting her other upon the bolter at her hip.

			‘There is news?’ Inquisitor Tormun stalked towards them, stepping over the bodies of the Guardsmen and shrine serfs who had perished when they’d taken back the shrine. The inquisitor was an imposing sight, if not for the bionics in place of his eyes which made them impossible to read then for his severe, confident bearing. He was broad in his dark grey power armour, his shoulder guards adorned with the silver wings of the aquila. With power sword and stub gun at his sides, his gauntleted hands bore three thick metallic rings. As he moved, his servo-skull floated by his side, forever recording all the inquisitor saw and did.

			‘The heretics are gathering their numbers, probably miners and settlers,’ Minnerva told him. ‘Nothing we can’t handle.’

			Tormun stared at Minnerva with his augmetic eyes. ‘They will not take this shrine again,’ he said firmly.

			The Sister Superior gave a single nod. ‘No, inquisitor. They shall not.’

			Astryd watched as the inquisitor turned, emerald-green cloak billowing behind him as he moved to the shrine’s preacher again. The preacher, Ingor Previs, sat on the steps of his altar, pale hands clasped in prayer, while his two remaining shrine serfs sat by his side, one carrying a heavy wound to his shoulder that left a trail of blood down the altar steps.

			‘Explain it to me one more time,’ Tormun demanded of him as his servo-skull slowly circled the preacher. ‘How is it that these miners and then the Calchean Twenty-Third came to turn their faces from the Imperial Creed, denounce their God-Emperor for another and yet left you and your shrine untouched?’

			Previs bowed his bald head. ‘The heretics believe our God-Emperor has forgotten them, inquisitor – that He has turned His back upon them. And so they have turned their backs upon Him.’

			‘And how did they come to this belief with you positioned here in this shrine?’ the inquisitor asked accusingly, the candles upon the altar flickering in his bionics. ‘Is it not your job to spread His word?’

			‘I-I am but one man, inquisitor.’ He swallowed, sweat shining brightly upon his skin despite the dim light.

			‘You are but one man who speaks the word of our Emperor!’ Tormun spat, then leaned down into his face. ‘Do you think me a fool, preacher? I am an inquisitor of the Ordo Hereticus, and I am here to investigate your heresy and remind you that Hadrea belongs to the Emperor. This primitive planet and your shrine have long been dark to Him, and I do not believe for one moment that you could withstand simple miners who have turned to heresy, let alone a regiment of the Imperial Guard. They would have killed you and stripped this shrine long ago. This church stands and you still live because you aid them.’

			Ingor Previs stared up at him, swallowing hard again. ‘Surely you of all people understand what it is to have faith as strong as steel? Your very purpose is to seek out and destroy heretics, resisting Chaos all the while yourselves. Well, that is exactly what I have done here.’ Previs glanced at the surrounding nine Sisters, his pale face stoic despite the threat both inside and outside the shrine. ‘The Emperor shines His light upon us all. I knew He would send the help I require… This planet, Hadrea, resists us, but His work will be done.’ He looked back to Tormun. ‘Together we shall turn Hadrea’s face to the light of the Emperor once more.’

			‘It is too late for them,’ Sister Bendetto said with a grimace upon her scarred face, raising her flamer. ‘The only mercy they shall be granted will be that of death.’

			‘And it will be our honour to grant it.’ Sister Dellita nodded, tapping her augmetic arm across her breastplate.

			‘You have soiled the God-Emperor’s Imperial shrine,’ Tormun seethed to the preacher, ‘but we are here now, and we shall see that Hadrea is reconsecrated in His name.’

			‘The Hadreans’… zeal,’ Previs said carefully, ‘will be hard to break.’

			‘So too is ours,’ Sister Gannen said, pale-skinned and with hair the colour of flame, her eyes burning fire into the preacher’s.

			Inquisitor Tormun glared down at the preacher. ‘You will rue the day you thought to open this shrine to Chaos.’

			‘I can help you, inquisitor,’ Previs continued. ‘You need me. Their numbers are greater than you think. Much greater.’

			‘These heretics think they can defeat us,’ Sister Ralleka said, scratching her fingers through her closely cropped blonde hair. ‘Fools!’

			‘We have this shrine now, Sisters,’ Minnerva said calmly. ‘So let us dig in and hold our position. If they try to take it back, we shall punish them for it. In the Emperor’s name.’

			The shrine lay in near silence. The only sounds Astryd heard were the mumbled prayers of the preacher and his serfs. The nine Sisters had positioned themselves along the shrine’s broken glassaic windows, keeping watch on their surrounds. Inquisitor Tormun stared down at the floor, seemingly in meditation, while his servo-skull hovered close by.

			Astryd peered through the eyeglass again, noting their enemy had now disappeared inside the mine. She wondered if they were hiding like the cowards they were, or preparing for a second attack. Her thoughts were disrupted as she felt the intensity of Minnerva’s gaze upon her. She lowered the eyeglass and saw the Sister Superior beside her, battle-scarred face emotionless, though her blue eyes held a depth of wisdom that Astryd aspired to one day match.

			‘You fought well when we took the shrine,’ Minnerva said. ‘This is your third engagement with us, is it not?’

			‘It is, Sister.’ Astryd bowed.

			Minnerva studied her again. ‘You show skill exceeding your experience.’

			Astryd fought the smile of pride that wanted to escape her lips, though she could not halt it from reaching her eyes.

			‘However, you have a way to go to match your fellow Sisters,’ Minnerva said bluntly.

			Glad she had not dared smile, Astryd made note to pray forgiveness for such arrogance.

			‘I see the hunger in your eyes, Sister Astryd,’ Minnerva said, ‘but you must temper it with patience. You must strive to have your knowledge match your skill. Then and only then will you be a true Sister of the Valorous Heart. Don’t take my words as a slight, Sister Astryd. I have faith you will one day bring glory to Lucia and to the Valorous Heart. It is your destiny. You’re a survivor. That was clear from the moment we found you on the winter steps of the Convent Sanctorum. No other newborn could’ve survived that, but you did. And you’ve been a fighter ever since.’

			Astryd bowed again. ‘I’ve had the guiding hand of the Emperor to show me the way, a diligent mentor and the strongest squad of Sisters to lift me. It is my honour to fight alongside you, enduring any hardships that may come and resisting our enemies at every turn. I will do this in the Emperor’s name, and for my Sisters.’

			‘And how do you feel about Sister Caio’s death?’

			Astryd glanced to the altar, then back to Minnerva. ‘She endured in His name, and she now sits beside Mother Lucia… Together they will watch over us as we punish these heretics and reconsecrate Hadrea in His name.’

			Minnerva’s eyes sparked. ‘We may soon be outnumbered. That does not frighten you?’

			‘Never,’ she said, turning her face to the mine and hardening her jaw. ‘A Sister is worth twenty men–’

			‘Fifty,’ Minnerva corrected her. ‘That is, when faith equals might.’

			‘Fifty.’ Astryd bowed in apology. ‘If these Hadreans do not yield to the Emperor, they shall die a death due any heretic. I am grateful to be the one to mete their atonement.’

			‘Movement,’ Sister N’Yongo whispered.

			Lightning flashed again, and Astryd returned her eyes to the landscape outside. She saw nothing but the bulk of their lander alongside the shrine as the first whisper of dawn sparked in the grit of the smog-filled distance.

			You will all be slain before this night is through…

			‘Fires,’ Sister Gannen added.

			Astryd saw tiny lights in the near distance. Torches being lit, one by one, until they formed a ring around the entire shrine.

			‘How did they advance without warning?’ Sister Dellita queried.

			‘The mines…’ Inquisitor Tormun said, as though in thought. ‘There must be an entrance close by. They pressed towards us underground.’

			‘There are many,’ Bendetto commented, scanning their perimeter.

			‘But few who can match our tenacity,’ Suarez said, then spat on the ground as she clenched her chainsword.

			Minnerva clasped the Order’s icon hanging from her belt. She raised it to her mouth and kissed it. ‘For the Emperor we fight, for His will we serve. In our matriarch’s name, we shall endure the horrors to come, and we shall redeem ourselves in His eyes. In the Emperor’s name!’

			‘In the Emperor’s name!’ Astryd passionately joined her Sisters in response, before performing the sign of the aquila.

			A single primal battle cry sounded in the near distance, and soon it morphed into many voices – a cacophony of verbal assault encircling them, an unnatural chanting which offended every fibre of Astryd’s being.

			‘I shall send for reinforcements from the Dawnrise Spectre,’ Tormun told Minnerva.

			‘The landers will not arrive in time.’ Minnerva did not take her eyes off the enemy. ‘We shall handle these heretics. All we need is faith, inquisitor. Faith and steel.’

			‘They look to outnumber us thirty to one,’ he said.

			‘A Sister is worth fifty men,’ Astryd said firmly.

			His augmetic eyes stared back at her. ‘Let us hope so, Sister Astryd.’

			The ground rumbled as the many feet of the Hadrean rebellion began to charge towards them. Those of the Calchean 23rd bore lasrifles, while the settlers carried metal pickaxes, hammers and handmade clubs.

			They charged the shrine with unnatural zeal, and Astryd readied herself to meet them with her own. She would not let her Sisters down again. They would pay for Sister Caio’s death.

			Katya took firm hold of the Simulacrum Imperialis and began to sing an angelic hymn that made Astryd’s spirit soar. Astryd touched the strands of parchments sealed to her armour, reciting each one internally, praying for the Emperor’s guiding hand with which to cleanse these heretics.

			The rebels hit range and began to fire upon the shrine as an explosion close by shook the stone walls and sent broken glassaic shattering to the floor.

			‘Sisters?’ Minnerva called. ‘Do you fear the onslaught?’

			The nine Sisters raised their weapons. ‘We do not!’

			Sisters Dellita and Ralleka began firing their bolters, followed by Astryd along with Sisters Gannen and Katya as they found targets and fired theirs. Booming staccato bursts and muzzle flare sparked, felling running bodies with relative ease, the rebels’ armour no match for the Sisters’ bolter fire.

			Suarez activated her chainsword. ‘Bring the heretics to me!’

			Katya’s voice grew louder as the squad of Sisters joined her in the song of praise. Astryd’s heartbeat elevated. Much like Suarez, she longed to face the rebels up close.

			Seeing the rebellion near, Astryd plucked a frag grenade from her belt and tossed it with perfect pitch through the broken glassaic as lasrifle fire ricocheted off her chestplate armour. She ducked back behind cover as the explosion rattled the shrine, then peered out to see screaming bodies fall in pieces on the choking barren wasteland outside.

			Yet still they came.

			The din rose with each passing second as Astryd and Minnerva continued to throw a volley of frag grenades and Suarez held her chainsword firmly in her strong arms, begging for a body to split in two. While Inquisitor Tormun fired his stub gun, Sisters Bendetto and N’Yongo prepped their flamers, and the remaining Sisters fired their bolters through each of the windows surrounding the shrine. All the while, Previs and his scared serfs whimpered and prayed in front of the Imperial altar.

			With the rebellion closing in on all sides, Astryd detected movement in her peripheral vision – figures climbing onto the Sisters’ lander transport, trying to find their way inside. She picked them off one by one.

			More and more las-fire flew through the fractured windows. Sister Gannen’s cheek smoked as a laspistol shot grazed her, but she shook it off with a grunt and kept firing. One of the shrine serfs stood in panic and ran for the antechamber, but was instantly mowed down. The other serf made the same mistake as a steel pickaxe flew through another broken window and stuck him through the neck. He fell to the floor, choking on the red fountain pouring from his throat. Minnerva growled and kicked him out of the way.

			‘It’s time to take the fight to them!’ she commanded. ‘They will not enter this shrine again!’

			Suarez pulled on her helm and was first out the door, roaring with fury as las-fire flashed off her power armour. Bendetto and N’Yongo pulled up their flamers and followed, pumping a sea of promethium fire around them, screams sounding in unison with each rolling wave of heat. The rest of the Sisters followed, spraying the heretics with bolter rounds.

			‘Get your feet off the Emperor’s soil!’ Suarez yelled as she cut across three men with her chainsword, spraying their blood in fountains of gore.

			Astryd clasped her helm, set to follow, but Minnerva stopped her. ‘Take Previs and the inquisitor back into the antechamber and stay with them.’

			Astryd looked at her with disappointment. ‘But I–’

			‘Do it!’ Minnerva barked, then pulled on her helm and disappeared outside into the melee, meltagun in hand.

			Astryd eyed the battle outside longingly, then glanced at Tormun and Previs and swooped to usher the two men into the antechamber. Tormun’s servo-skull swiftly followed, ducking and weaving between the crossfire.

			Inside the antechamber, a small altar dominated the space in a central position, covered in a fine thread cloth, while the room was otherwise adorned in shrine riches. Preacher Previs scuttled to hide behind the covered altar as Astryd and Tormun took position either side of the doorway.

			Astryd listened anxiously to the sounds from outside the shrine – explosions, weapons fire, screams. She pictured Caio’s body lying shredded on the ground, then heard her attacker’s words once more.

			You will all be slain before this night is through…

			Astryd squeezed her eyes shut and lowered her face, resting her bolter against her forehead as she prayed for the patience Minnerva spoke of. After a moment she felt the inquisitor move and looked up. Distracted, he moved towards the altar and the fresh parchments that lay upon it, and began to read them.

			‘What are these symbols?’ he asked the preacher, who peered up at him over the altar.

			‘Sister!’ A scream from outside caught Astryd’s attention. She clasped her bolter firmly and cast Inquisitor Tormun a glance.

			‘I must go to my Sisters’ aid,’ Astryd said.

			The inquisitor’s bionics turned her way and he gave a nod. ‘Do as you must. I can handle this.’ He glared at the preacher.

			Astryd swooped out the doorway and ran low to the shrine’s exit, pulling on her helm. As she made the ashen air, she barrel­led her way down the steps and into the crowded fray. A heavy axe swooped at her amid sparks of las-fire, but she ducked, rose again and fired her bolter into the masked man’s face, ending him. Astryd quickly scanned the melee but saw all her Sisters accounted for as the now familiar sounds, sights and scents of the Emperor’s blessed battlefield filled her senses.

			Suarez’s chainsword buzzed and gnawed, bolter fire boomed with muzzle flash.

			Rebels screamed and angels sang.

			But there was a new sound amid it all. That unnatural chanting of heretics possessed.

			‘We seek your peace, almighty ones,’ they recited. ‘We sacrifice in peace.’

			Astryd filled her lungs with air and sang a hymnal to drown it out. She saw a rebel swing an axe into Bendetto’s back, causing her to stumble forward. Astryd was swift in response, firing a staccato burst at the attacker, blasting a hole in the traitor Guardsman’s head. Another axe swung from the side, hitting Astryd’s helmed jaw. She turned to face her attacker and saw two miners, both brandishing makeshift weapons. She blocked their attacks with her vambraced arms before kicking one back, blasting the second with her bolter then turning back to shoot the first before he could stand.

			And something strange happened then. A shout among the din that made the possessed men suddenly pull back. Then she heard it again.

			‘Retreat in honour! The gods’ will is done!’

			As the men began to fall back, the Sisters glanced about themselves in surprise.

			‘Astryd!’ Minnerva yelled angrily as she wielded her power sword. ‘Get back to the inquisitor!’

			‘Yes, Sister!’ She quickly moved back to the shrine steps, casting glances to all her Sisters to ensure they were safe. Suarez, covered in blood, beheaded yet another with her chainsword. Further on, Sisters Bendetto and N’Yongo blasted their flamers, immolating heretical flesh, while Ralleka, Dellita and Gannen began to give chase to the cowardly heretics who dared retreat. All the while, Minnerva and Katya walked among the bodies to end any showing signs of life.

			Astryd jogged up the steps and entered the shrine, moving towards the preacher’s antechamber.

			But when she entered, she saw it was empty.

			She paused, then moved around to the other side of the altar to see if Tormun was hiding with the preacher. But both men had vanished.

			Astryd dropped to her knees and lifted the rich thread cloth that covered the altar, but the space beneath was empty, save for a rug upon the floor.

			Fear struck her. She stood again and glanced about the antechamber. The inquisitor had not followed her to the battlefield, so where was he? She looked back under the altar and threw back the rug.

			There was a trapdoor.

			Panic swept over her. She ran to the shrine doors.

			‘Sisters!’ Astryd called, waving them inside.

			‘What is it?’ Minnerva said, sheathing her power sword as she descended the steps.

			‘The inquisitor is gone!’

			Minnerva stilled for the briefest moment before her eyes darted around the shrine, then back out to scan the battlefield. ‘Sisters! Return!’

			‘There is a trapdoor,’ Astryd said, moving hurriedly back to the antechamber once more, ‘beneath the altar. Like the inquisitor said, the miners must have a network of tunnels underground – that’s how they advanced without us knowing. Perhaps this trapdoor leads to another of these tunnels?’

			‘The question is,’ Minnerva said, studying the trapdoor, ‘whether the inquisitor went voluntarily to see where it led or whether he was taken by the rebels. Move the altar aside!’ she barked as Suarez, Bendetto and N’Yongo filled the room. They lifted and heaved the stone table away. The Sister Superior pulled her melta­gun and motioned for Suarez to open the trapdoor. She did, and beyond they saw a long drop to a floor below. A tunnel.

			‘Our enemies have all fled?’ Minnerva asked. ‘There are none left outside?’

			‘They have run like cowards!’ Ralleka spat, joining them, along with Katya, Gannen and Dellita.

			A sudden thought struck Astryd then. ‘It was a diversion,’ she said to Minnerva. ‘They drew us outside so they could take the inquisitor.’

			‘We must hurry,’ Minnerva said. ‘Pass me your flamer,’ she ordered Bendetto.

			‘This could be a ploy to draw us away from the shrine again,’ Bendetto said, handing it over.

			‘If it is, we shall beat them back once more,’ Minnerva said. ‘But right now we must bring the inquisitor back. Sister Dellita, you will stand guard over this shrine and Sister Caio’s body.’

			‘Yes, Sister.’ Dellita tapped her metal arm across her breastplate.

			‘The rest of you will come with me,’ she said.

			‘Sister Superior,’ Astryd blurted. ‘I am sorry, I–’

			‘Later!’ Minnerva barked, fixing her with a firm stare. ‘Right now you have work to do, Sister.’

			Astryd gave a nod, and Minnerva turned to the tunnel opening with Bendetto’s flamer, ready to purge anything that waited below.

			Astryd followed Minnerva down into the tunnel. While the trapdoor opening was barely wide enough to fit their power-armoured forms through, once her feet hit the floor, she could see the tunnel ahead was wide enough for two Sisters abreast. Astryd smelled dirt and sweat, and a faint metallic scent, as the path before them veered downwards towards the planet’s core.

			Joined by their Sisters, helms removed and mag-locked at their sides, they pressed forward carefully but with speed. Guilt smacked heavily at Astryd. She’d thought Tormun was safe within the antechamber. Had she known there was an underground tunnel, she never would’ve left him. There was a chance, of course, that his natural curiosity and mind for investigation had led him down into the tunnel, but the strange cultists and their behaviour made her think otherwise. And what part had Previs played in all this? Had he strayed from the Emperor’s light as well?

			Once more the words of Caio’s attacker echoed through Astryd’s thoughts.

			You will all be slain before this night is through…

			Astryd swallowed hard, trying to ease her dry throat. She had failed her Sister Superior, had disobeyed her orders. If the inquisitor died she would suffer severe consequences: at best, a lifetime of service as a Sister Repentia. The Order of the Valorous Heart was the only family she had known. If she could not be one of them, she was no one.

			Astryd could feel the dampness and grit in the air lining her lungs, a sense of suffocation swelling within her senses. As they moved along the tunnel on a downward trajectory, Astryd noticed that it gradually began to widen.

			Up ahead, something lay upon the tunnel floor that made them pause.

			Inquisitor Tormun’s servo-skull, smashed to pieces.

			Minnerva moved to stand beside it in study.

			‘It has been destroyed,’ Bendetto said.

			‘It can no longer bear witness to their heretical deeds,’ Minnerva said, before turning her eyes back to the tunnel. ‘We must make haste.’

			Their pathway continued to descend and widen, lumens flicker­ing intermittently with darkness. Finally, they came to a fork in the tunnel, and there at the junction lay a battered and burnt minetank against the wall, amid scattered debris.

			Minnerva signalled for them to slow as they neared the fork. Dim, hazy light seemed to be filtering in from the right-hand path, and the dust motes and ashen debris that floated and swirled ahead indicated a source of external airflow.

			The Sister Superior peered carefully around the corner of the fork. After a moment, she waved her squad onward. As Astryd moved forward, she saw a rough road ascending to a landing square, pocked with tyre marks and lander divots. This was once the path for the minetanks to carry the ore and dirt to landers, which would take the items back up the wide shaft to the surface.

			‘What happened to it?’ Ralleka asked quietly. Astryd turned to see her studying the battered minetank. It looked as though it had been thrown about like a toy – its windows were smashed, its body flattened, its front and rear squished in. Two charred, broken skeletons remained inside, and Astryd noted that everything was covered in a thick layer of dust. Whatever had caused this destruction had happened some time ago.

			‘There was a battle here,’ Minnerva said.

			‘But who did they battle against?’ N’Yongo asked.

			‘We must move,’ Minnerva said, low and deep. ‘The inquisitor needs us.’ They pressed on.

			Though it remained wide enough for a minetank, Astryd noted the composition of the tunnel itself beginning to change. The rock walls soon smoothed out into some kind of dark, featureless metal.

			‘The structure has changed,’ she said. ‘The walls are no longer of rock but of metal. What did they mine here?’

			‘Bauxanium ore,’ Minnerva said. ‘It is extremely rare and much desired.’

			‘I have seen bauxanium,’ Bendetto said, ‘and these walls are not made of that.’

			‘No,’ Minnerva commented quietly, ‘they are of something else.’

			‘Perhaps they discovered something more desirable than the bauxanium,’ Katya suggested, ‘and their greed turned them dark to the Throneworld?’

			‘There is no doubt that greed was involved,’ Minnerva said.

			They continued on slowly, moving from lumens to shadows to lumens again. Soon they happened upon strange markings on the walls. Some kind of runes, the markings of a language that did not belong to the Imperium of Man.

			‘The runes of their foul god,’ N’Yongo said with disgust.

			‘No,’ Minnerva said, stepping closer to them and tracing her gauntleted fingers over the gold lettering, her eyes narrowed in thought. ‘I have seen the likes of these before.’

			‘What are they?’ Bendetto asked.

			‘They are xenos,’ Minnerva said, lowering her hand.

			Their thoughts were interrupted by an angry shout in the distance. Minnerva signalled silence, and the squad of Sisters turned to stare down the tunnel and listen carefully. There was a bend ahead, and the voice had come from beyond it. Another angry shout sounded – the stern voice of Inquisitor Tormun. Minnerva gave another signal, and swiftly and silently the Sisters moved to the bend before the Superior halted them and peered around to see what lay ahead.

			Astryd and her Sisters waited silently for Minnerva’s next order, all the while staring at the strange golden runes along the walls. Soon enough, Minnerva raised her hand and signalled to the squad: their target was alive but surrounded by ten enemies. Astryd moved closer to Minnerva and peered over her shoulder. In the distance, the tunnel came to an end before a wall filled with more of the golden runes. The scene before it was odd, however. Nine Imperial Guardsmen faced the wall, some on their knees in prayer, all chanting quietly, while Preacher Previs stood before a stone altar against the left wall, hands raised in ceremony. The inquisitor, still clad in his full power armour, weapons at his sides, was strung up before the wall, his wrists in chains, as though he were to be a sacrifice to their god. He turned his head slightly, his bionics picking up the Sisters’ movements at the bend. Astryd saw blood staining the side of his face. He smiled at the sight of them.

			‘The Emperor protects,’ he said.

			Previs looked down the tunnel and his eyes popped in fear. ‘No!’

			The Guardsmen turned, scrambling to their feet as Astryd and her seven Sisters stepped around the bend.

			A Guardsman went for his weapon, but Sister Gannen ended him fast. Another went for his, but Katya ended him too, the booming bolter fire echoing around the tunnel walls.

			‘No!’ Previs begged as the other Guardsmen went for their weapons. ‘No guns! We must have peace!’

			‘Peace?’ Minnerva growled from the shadows.

			‘Silence!’ he begged. ‘You must not disturb the ceremony or you will disturb them!’

			‘Let the inquisitor go and your death will be fast,’ Minnerva promised.

			‘We cannot,’ Previs said. ‘He is a mighty sacrifice, and they will be pleased.’

			‘There is no god but the God-Emperor!’ Inquisitor Tormun spat, pulling on his chains.

			‘I have seen the truth of the universe,’ Previs told him. ‘There are many gods, and you will soon meet them.’

			‘Blasphemy!’ Suarez roared.

			‘We have offered you absolution and you have denied us,’ Minnerva said. ‘You will now pay your tithe to the Emperor in blood.’

			The tunnel lit up with their staccato bolter fire. Flashes of explosive light and deafening booms reverberated around the walls as the Sisters of the Valorous Heart cleansed the heretical Guardsmen from the face of Hadrea with the precision the God-Emperor’s guiding light afforded them, leaving the inquisitor unscathed.

			Nine Guardsmen lay in pools of blood on the tunnel floor at Inquisitor Tormun’s feet, adding to the already thick sludge of past sacrifices that remained there. Preacher Previs fell to his knees, hands clasped in a begging prayer, as Minnerva stalked towards him.

			‘Please!’ Previs whimpered to Minnerva. ‘We must leave. Now!’

			Minnerva pulled her power sword and pressed it against his throat. Astryd and Ralleka flanked their Superior, glaring down at him, while Gannen and Katya moved to free the inquisitor from his chains. Sisters Bendetto, Suarez and N’Yongo stood back, keeping their eyes on the tunnel behind them.

			With a blast of bolter fire, the inquisitor was freed.

			‘Shall we execute him here?’ Minnerva asked Tormun.

			‘Soon,’ Tormun said, ‘but first I want answers.’

			Previs glanced nervously at the armoured Sisters surrounding him. ‘Please! Do what you must, but we must leave here now! Your bolter fire will have disturbed them.’

			‘We leave when we say so,’ Minnerva growled.

			‘We shall not fall for your distraction,’ Tormun said to Previs as he eyed the rune wall behind them. ‘These runes are xenos in origin. This is the perverted faith you now worship?’

			‘What’s that sound?’ Katya said, moving to press her ear to the wall. Astryd listened from where she stood. Soon enough she made out the faint sound of some kind of alarm. It was coming from beyond the wall of runes.

			Sister Katya stepped back, staring. ‘Something lies beyond.’

			‘They come…’ Previs said in terror, getting to his feet. ‘We must leave now or they will kill us all!’

			‘We fear no pathetic Guardsmen!’ Ralleka spat.

			‘They are not Guardsmen,’ Previs said. ‘They are not men at all… They are daemons in metal bod–’

			Astryd felt a vibration beneath her feet, then all around her, as dust began to fall from the ceiling. Bendetto and Suarez moved further back, gripping their weapons.

			‘We’ve displeased them,’ Previs said, turning to face the rune wall with tears in his eyes. ‘This is why we stopped the mines. The explosions disturbed their slumber, and slaughter was the consequence… We offered sacrifices to appease them, but they were still restless… We wished to offer them one of great importance to bargain for our peace…’ He glanced at the inquisitor.

			Tormun threw Previs a dark look before raising his hand to his augmetic eyes to study something within them. He paused and looked back at the rune wall. ‘There is a large energy source beyond… and it grows with each passing moment.’ He stepped away from the wall. ‘We must fall back,’ he ordered, beginning to move.

			‘We do not fall back!’ Suarez said. ‘To do so is to bring shame–’

			Astryd gaped, disbelief rendering her mute as an otherworldly creature began to phase through the wall before their very eyes. It was some kind of mechanoid with three green eye orbs placed down its axis. Formed of a broad carapace from which claws and tendrils extended, it raised itself up upon a long metallic tail, looming over the Sisters like some kind of fusion between scorpion and snake.

			And it struck just as quickly.

			The preacher’s body suddenly thrust towards them, the creature’s tail piercing through his torso with a splash of blood. It flicked its tail violently, sending Previs’ body smashing into the wall and falling down to the ground like a bloodied bag of rags.

			Minnerva roared in fury and raised her meltagun. ‘Daemon scum!’ She fired at the creature, and it gave an unnatural xenos screech as a hole formed in its body before quickly re-forming as if liquid. With another swift movement, it rammed its carapace into her, knocking her sideways into the wall. As it did, its tail whipped around like a giant blade slicing through the air, forcing Astryd to duck, narrowly missing an impact. She looked up to see the metal beast surge forward to finish Minnerva, but a volley of bolter fire and flame from their Sisters quickly distracted it.

			The mechanoid beast turned and surged towards the pack. It barrelled into the Sisters, knocking some into the air and swatting others aside with its many appendages. Katya quickly got to her feet, but as it thrashed about, she was hit by the tail and flung into the wall. She fell to the ground, winded, but brought herself to stand again in her dented armour and began to sing a war hymn to stir her Sisters into a bloody rage.

			Astryd scuttled over to Minnerva and helped her to her feet. She was unsteady and moving slowly as she cracked her back to get it straight again. Tormun joined them, dividing his attention between the metal beast and the rune-carved wall behind them.

			Up ahead, the beast swung back around to face them and turned its gaze upon the singing Sister. Katya stood firm, voice unwavering, eyes burning.

			‘Sisters, arise!’ Suarez called, getting to her feet and raising her chainsword, bringing it to life with a threatening growl.

			Astryd watched her Sisters come to stand as the beast hurtled towards them again. Katya stepped in front of them, her song louder than before, as she raised her bolt pistol and unloaded a volley of fire at it.

			But it did little to stop the creature.

			The xenos beast bore down and smashed head-on into her. Astryd watched in horror and disbelief as its pincers vanished right inside her.

			This creature can pierce our power armour…

			Suarez roared in absolute fury as she charged at the beast with her chainsword. ‘Guide me, Sisters!’

			Astryd joined her Sisters in firing a volley of covering fire at the creature as Suarez got close and heaved the chainsword upward, plunging it into the beast’s carapace. Another unholy xenos screech pierced their ears as Suarez pulled her chainsword free and the Sisters of the Valorous Heart continued their volley of endless fire into the creature’s three glowing green eye orbs.

			It shrieked higher in alarm as it thrashed ever more violently, trampling and throwing the Sisters once more. Green sparks flashed as it shifted its momentum back towards the wall. Astryd reacted swiftly, guiding the inquisitor beneath the shelter of the stone altar while she threw herself atop it.

			The beast crashed into the ground and skidded along the floor until it finally came to a stop before the wall. Sparks flew and smoke wafted from its remains.

			Then, before their very eyes, it disappeared, as though phasing out of existence.

			‘What in the Emperor’s name was that?’ Minnerva breathed.

			Catching her breath, Astryd looked back to her Sisters. All but Katya arose. She lay still on the ground, her power armour torn open and a river of blood staining the tunnel floor around her. Sister Ralleka dropped to her knees beside Katya’s body, and they all made the sign of the aquila before saying prayers and vows in her honour.

			Astryd’s heart sank. First Caio, now Katya.

			You will all be slain before this night is through…

			Astryd climbed down from the stone altar and turned back to where the mechanoid creature had disappeared. Inquisitor Tormun emerged from beneath the altar and inched carefully towards the rune wall. His fingers probed the sides of his bionics, and Astryd wondered whether he was recording the strange occurrence with his augments, or perhaps studying something else with them. Her thoughts were soon answered.

			‘Hellfire…’ he whispered in terror. ‘The energy source expands. I think there are more coming… Many more…’

			‘How many?’ Minnerva asked, eyes fixed with purpose.

			‘I do not know.’

			‘What are these creatures?’ Sister N’Yongo asked.

			‘They are necrons,’ said Tormun.

			‘Necrons?’

			He whipped his head back to Minnerva. ‘Get back to the lander. Call the Dawnrise Spectre for reinforcements. Every unit available.’

			Minnerva turned to her squad. ‘Sister Gannen! Go!’ She threw the rosette to the flame-haired Sister, who caught it.

			Gannen gave the Superior a bow, then turned and raced away.

			As she did, they felt the vibrations again, and more dust began to fall from the ceiling and walls.

			‘We must stop their advance and protect the shrine,’ Tormun said, placing one hand upon his holstered stub gun and drawing his power sword with the other.

			Minnerva motioned the remaining Sisters forward, and Astryd watched as they moved, cut, bruised and bleeding, and maybe even broken-boned from the impact of the large mechanoid creature.

			As the vibrations grew louder, Sisters Ralleka and N’Yongo carefully moved Katya’s body aside, and they swiftly reloaded their weapons. Astryd’s heart thumped in her chest, and clasping her bolter in one hand, she touched the purity seals on her armour and chanted silent oaths to Mother Lucia.

			‘I do not know what lies beyond in this tomb of necron filth,’ Minnerva snarled, ‘but in the name of the Emperor, it must be destroyed!’

			‘In the Emperor’s name!’ Astryd shouted along with her Sisters.

			The vibrations were soon overtaken by a buzzing sound that increased in tenor and volume with each passing moment.

			It sounded like a swarm.

			Suddenly, small metallic beasts began phasing through the walls all around them. The beetle-like creatures darted swiftly here and there as they scraped and clawed at the exposed flesh of the Sisters’ faces.

			‘Xenos filth!’ Tormun yelled, swinging his power sword and slicing several in half.

			Astryd fired her bolter to little effect as the mechanoid beetles continued to swarm in their attack. But once Sisters Bendetto and N’Yongo opened up with their flamers, unleashing the Emperor’s cleansing fire, the creatures began to phase from existence.

			Inquisitor Tormun paused, however, blood dripping from his sliced face as he touched his bionics again. He glanced back down the tunnel towards the shrine.

			‘Something’s coming,’ he said. ‘Through the walls. It will block any escape!’

			Horror filled Astryd as two more of the scorpion-snake creatures emerged from each side of the tunnel, cutting off their exit.

			‘Destroy them!’ Minnerva barked at the Sisters.

			Astryd raced to join her Sisters, letting loose a torrent of bolter fire upon the beasts. Minnerva, Suarez and N’Yongo moved to challenge one, while Astryd joined Bendetto and Ralleka in fighting the other.

			The beasts pressed forward, claws and tendrils swiping, tail violently flicking around, but the Sisters pressed back with their holy trinity of bolter, flamer and melta. All the while, the remaining beetle-like creatures continued to swoop and scratch and pierce, seeking a weakness in their armour. Astryd tasted blood and felt the deep stinging of her torn face as she continued to fire.

			‘We shall endure,’ she muttered through gritted teeth.

			Ralleka raged in pain, and Astryd saw blood pouring from one of her eyes as she swiped at the darting beetles then focused back on the large mechanoid creature.

			As Astryd and her Sisters continued their attack, it soon became clear their bolt weapons did little against the necrons. Astryd felt useless as she stepped back and let her Sisters continue to purge them with flame and heat, while Suarez did what she could with the chainsword, aiming for the swiping claws, tendrils and tails.

			As Bendetto sent a wall of flame at her creature, Ralleka stepped forward, yelling in fury as she blasted the beast’s main green eye orb with her bolter. She hit the mark, and the creature shrieked in rage and whipped its tail around. It hit Astryd hard, sending her flying into the air and bouncing off the wall. She hit the floor with a thud and a rush of air, losing her grip on her bolter.

			She quickly rolled over and looked up, dazed, to see Inquisitor Tormun grab her arm and yank her upward. She sprang back up as another small swarm of the beetle-like creatures emerged from the end rune wall to swoop in attack.

			Covering her face, Astryd quickly searched the ground for her bolter but realised it was out of reach.

			‘Astryd!’ Minnerva yelled, and she looked up to see ­Minnerva’s power sword flying through the air in her direction. Astryd caught it and spun around, slicing through the mechanoid beetles with ease.

			They were all over Tormun now too as he swung his own power sword, then raised his armoured hand in a fist and sprayed a wall of flame from one of the rings adorning it. The beetles melted at the touch, quickly phasing into nothing.

			With a small respite, Astryd looked back to her Sisters. One of the scorpion-snake creatures was faltering, but the other was advancing. She had to get back to assist them before another of her Sisters died. She knew a Sister was worth fifty men, but how many xenos they were worth, she did not know.

			She heard a loud, pained groan and saw N’Yongo laying flame upon a tendril that had pierced her side, right through her power armour. The tendril pulled back, ablaze, and blood poured down the Sister’s side. She held her flamer firm, however, and did not falter – a Sister of the Valorous Heart, N’Yongo would endure.

			‘Fall back!’ Tormun yelled, checking something in his augmetics in between swatting the remaining mechanoid beetles. ‘We must push past these creatures and leave. Now!’

			‘Xenos scum!’ Ralleka screamed as two tendrils punctured her armour, lifting her up off the ground, and she fired her bolter down upon it.

			‘Fall back!’ Tormun yelled again, moving towards the Sisters. ‘Now! Something bigger comes!’

			‘We do not fall back!’ Minnerva yelled, aiming her meltagun at the creature. It blasted a hole in the monster, making it drop Sister Ralleka, but the living metal of its carapace quickly re-formed. Bendetto turned her flame upon it, and Astryd ran towards it, raising Minnerva’s power sword.

			‘Sister, down!’ she yelled. Suarez glanced around then dropped to the ground as Astryd ran up onto her back and leapt up towards the creature, plunging the power sword through its green orb eye with a roar.

			The creature reared, and Astryd fell to the ground into a roll. She looked up to see the beast come thudding down amid sparks and smoke, before it disappeared like the last, leaving ­Minnerva’s power sword behind.

			‘Ralleka!’ Bendetto yelled, shaking the Sister now lying in a pool of blood, her armour torn open on both sides. Suarez roared and swung her chainsword at the remaining creature. Astryd got back to her feet and swooped to grab the power sword again.

			‘Fall back!’ Tormun shouted again, moving past them. ‘We must leave now!’

			‘Sisters of the Valorous Heart do not retreat!’ Minnerva barked, blasting the creature with her meltagun.

			‘You cannot win!’ he yelled. ‘The energy source grows with each passing moment. We will be outnumbered. This is the necrons’ territory!’

			‘This is but the Emperor’s land, and so shall we reconsecrate it!’ Minnerva cried, continuing to fire her meltagun at the remaining creature as it tried desperately to duck and weave through the Sisters’ assault. ‘We shall endure the horrors in His name!’

			The creature flicked its tail once more, and Bendetto went flying into the wall. The remaining Sisters unloaded everything they had upon the remaining beast – heat, bolter and sword. It shrieked and thrashed, and while the rest of the Sisters focused on the claws and tendrils, Suarez and Astryd attacked its centre, Suarez’s chainsword slashing upwards and Astryd slicing the power sword down, splitting it in two. With a last flick of its tendrils, amid spark and smoke, the creature finally phased from existence.

			Astryd and her Sisters dropped to their knees, panting, exhausted, as Minnerva bent to the dying Ralleka and clasped her shoulder.

			‘Death is glorious, Sister,’ Minnerva told her, tears in her eyes. ‘You are redeemed in the eyes of the Emperor. Mother Lucia awaits.’

			A smile briefly touched Ralleka’s lips before her body fell limp.

			Again Astryd’s heart sank.

			You will all be slain before this night is through…

			She performed the sign of the aquila as she got back to her feet, while Minnerva snatched up Ralleka’s bolter and stood as a rumbling shook the ground beneath them. The battered Sisters watched in horror as a larger creature began to form in the shadows.

			Shaped like a spider and larger than a minetank, it nearly filled the tunnel. The monster was adorned in a black metal carapace, covered with arcane markings and segmented with seams of glowing green light.

			‘What in the Saint’s name are these things?’ Bendetto hissed, pulling herself up from the ground.

			‘Something we cannot defeat alone,’ Tormun panted, ‘but with reinforcements we can. We leave now and join them! Move!’

			Suarez reached for one of her krak grenades. ‘Let us purge this beast from the Emperor’s domain!’

			‘No!’ Tormun yelled. ‘You shall bring this tunnel down upon us all!’

			‘Sisters!’ Minnerva gritted her teeth in anger. ‘We fall back!’

			They started backing down the tunnel towards their exit, hefting the bodies of Katya and Ralleka. The spider-like creature approached, and more shapes began to form behind it – another swarm of the beetle-like creatures, and something else that made Astryd pause. It was yet another beast, a metal-skinned humanoid bearing a large cylindrical weapon that glowed green like its eyes. Though it was much smaller than the spider, something about it sent a shiver of terror down her spine. Its humanoid features, the intelligence behind its eyes, the utter malice they promised. And she knew in that moment that this xenos monstrosity was one of the ‘true gods’ the dying Guardsman had mentioned.

			You will all be slain before this night is through…

			The Sisters quickly reloaded and moved rapidly in a tight unit, firing at the creature and swatting at the scarabs that overtook it, darting in and out, trying to flay every inch of their uncovered heads. N’Yongo slipped, her bloodied boots sliding on the smooth metal floor. Astryd swiftly swooped to lift her, but it was all the spider needed to gain ground.

			Multiple tendrils and blades swiped at them, and they were forced to drop the bodies of their fallen Sisters.

			‘Sisters!’ Astryd called in sorrow as the creature trampled them.

			‘We must leave them,’ Minnerva yelled, the veins bulging in her neck with strain as she blocked another swiping leg.

			‘Get back to the shrine!’ Suarez shouted, clashing her chainsword against a swiping blade.

			‘Move! Move! Move!’ Tormun bellowed from down the tunnel, waving them forward with one hand and wiping the blood from his face with the other.

			They continued backwards, Astryd grateful for the narrowing field of attack the tunnel afforded them. Yet still the spider continued its advance. The Sisters blasted away, reloaded and blasted some more, ducking and dodging all the while, and in between, Astryd stepped in and swiped with Minnerva’s power sword, leaving deep cuts in the metal that only re-formed once more.

			Astryd glanced back down the tunnel again and saw Tormun, Bendetto and N’Yongo up ahead at the mangled minetank.

			‘Go!’ Minnerva said to Astryd. ‘Get to the road exit!’

			As Astryd turned to move, the corridor suddenly flashed bright green. She looked back to see that the humanoid creature had fired its strange weapon and Minnerva’s gauntleted hand now had a hole blasted through it.

			‘Sister!’ Suarez cried, stepping in front as she kept firing, but the useless bolter-rounds did nothing to stop her being knocked aside by the spider. Bendetto and N’Yongo quickly ran forward again, raising their flamers to keep the creature back. It shrieked at the heat and retreated as Suarez sprang back to her feet, pistols still in hand, and Astryd grabbed Minnerva to pull her clear. As she did, she saw Minnerva’s gauntlet appearing to phase out like their enemies had.

			‘It’s moving up your arm!’ Astryd said.

			‘Sever it!’ Minnerva yelled. ‘Now!’

			Astryd looked at the wound, then stepped back and slashed the power sword down, hacking Minnerva’s arm off at the elbow. The afflicted appendage dropped to the ground and phased from existence. With barely a groan, veins thick in her neck, Minnerva gave a nod of thanks. Astryd grabbed her again and moved her down the tunnel. ‘Go!’ she said, taking up arms beside Suarez, Bendetto and N’Yongo.

			Minnerva ran, her cauterised limb dangling from one side, the meltagun from the other. They continued towards the fork in the tunnel and their exit, seeing the dim daylight pouring in from the lander opening above.

			Soon N’Yongo’s flamer sputtered and died.

			They passed the minetank and stepped onto the exit road as Bendetto moved forward to purge the last of her flamer’s promethium at the creature, while Tormun did what he could with his stub gun.

			‘Hells!’ Bendetto hissed, her flamer now empty. Tormun fired his stub gun as Minnerva lifted her meltagun, one-armed, and fired a desperate blast at the creature.

			It was as if the spider knew it had them now. With no flame and the last of their ammunition dwindling with each passing moment, it was time to finish them. They all backed up the road, keeping their eyes on the beast, as the single humanoid stalked behind surrounded by another swarm of the scarab creatures.

			Tormun sheathed his stub gun, then raised his gloved hand and fired the last of his ringed weapons. It kept the creatures back, but only briefly. A claw from the mechanoid spider swiped at him, but Astryd swiftly stepped in front and swung the power sword with her full force, roaring. It cut deep into the appendage, enough that it now hung limply from the carapace. The creature shrieked its unnatural sound and retreated briefly before surging forward again.

			Once more, Caio’s attacker’s words circled through her mind.

			You will all be slain before this night is through…

			Astryd nodded to herself. If this was her destiny, then so be it. She would endure the horrors to come, and she would welcome death in His name.

			‘Leave, inquisitor! Get to the surface!’ Astryd barked, wielding Minnerva’s power sword and counting the seconds before the creature or green xenos beam would hit her.

			Tormun paused, focusing his concentration on his augmetic eyes again.

			‘Incoming…’ he breathed. Although whether it was in hope or fear, she could not tell. ‘Reinforcements. They come!’

			‘How far?’ Minnerva asked as Astryd continued to swipe with the power sword, ducking and dodging.

			‘Too far,’ he said, looking up at the spider-like creature and swarm moving onto the road exit. ‘But when they come, they shall wipe this location from existence.’

			‘Then we shall do our best to keep this scum here,’ Minnerva said, firing one final blast from her meltagun then tossing it aside. ‘Sisters! We die here! Let us be buried here with these creatures. Grenades!’

			‘In the Emperor’s name!’ they yelled, and a chorus of clicks was heard as they each pulled them from their belts, ready to activate and deploy.

			‘Go, now, inquisitor!’ Minnerva said. ‘Or you shall die with us!’

			Suddenly the ground was rumbling again, and the wind whipped up viciously around them. The light above the lander pad dimmed as a large, dark shadow descended.

			Then they heard the sound of angels singing…

			Astryd wondered briefly if this was death coming to claim her, but then she realised she recognised the sound. It was a joyous hymnal.

			Astryd and her Sisters threw themselves aside as Sister Gannen plunged her way down through the shaft with their lander, blaring the hymnal from its laud hailer, while Sister Dellita unleashed a storm of rounds from the transport’s heavy bolter. Astryd watched as the large creature shrieked and retreated from the wall of suppressing fire.

			The lander came to a stop, still unleashing its barrage as its hull opened.

			‘The Emperor protects!’ Astryd cried with joy as she grabbed N’Yongo and hauled the injured Sister inside, then turned to assist the inquisitor. She saw the large spider-like creature, battered by heavy bolter fire, phase into nothing. But the single humanoid creature remained, aiming its glowing green weapon at them.

			‘Inside!’ Minnerva yelled, and made to run.

			Bendetto and Suarez turned for the lander, but a flash of green struck fear inside Astryd. She and Suarez looked back to see Minnerva fall to her knees with a green glow through her torso.

			‘Sister!’ Astryd yelled, racing for Minnerva and skidding along the dirt floor. Together with Suarez, she grabbed Minnerva’s body and carried her onto the transport.

			‘Go!’ Tormun barked at Gannen, jumping into the seat beside her as Bendetto heaved the hull door closed. ‘This lair is about to be wiped from the face of Hadrea!’

			The lander lurched upward, throwing Astryd to the floor. She quickly righted herself and turned to see Suarez hauling Minnerva to sit up against the lander’s wall.

			The Sister Superior’s eyes were turning bloodshot and the veins were bulging beneath her visible skin as the green necron ray seemed to be imploding her body from the inside out.

			The lander reached the surface again in a thick cloud of dust, then thrust forward to race away from the mine road.

			Minnerva looked at the squad of Sisters encircling her and gave a pained smile.

			‘I am… embraced… by the Emperor’s… light,’ she managed, blood spilling down her smiling mouth. She turned her eyes to lock with Astryd’s. ‘You are… s-survivors…’

			Astryd took Minnerva’s power sword and placed it in her hand, but Minnerva pushed it back to her.

			‘You… wield it well…’

			‘Incoming!’ Tormun yelled.

			Within seconds the sky turned white, blinding them, and the very air around them rumbled violently, tossing the lander about like a toy. They held on tight as alarms wailed and they waited for the shock wave to pass.

			When it finally did and the lander steadied once more, Astryd looked back at Minnerva and saw that her bloodshot eyes were glazed and lifeless.

			With the sting of tears in her eyes and the taste of blood in her mouth from her sliced face, Astryd took a moment, then reached her armoured hand out to close her Superior’s eyes.

			The silence sat for a moment before Sister Bendetto broke it.

			‘The fourth to die was of Valorous Heart…’ she said, before her Sisters joined in the chant. ‘And endured her pain as she knew she must… In her torment she made no sound… and denied the heretics their wicked joy… Her death fell not upon Lucia’s ears… for her faith remained eternal…’

			The silence sat calmly around them once more as they each said their own internal prayer for their lost Superior then performed the sign of the aquila.

			‘She served the Emperor with grace,’ Inquisitor Tormun said with a gentle voice, breaking the silence. ‘As did Sisters ­Ralleka, Katya and Caio. I shall report as such to the Ecclesiarchy.’

			Astryd’s torn face stung as tears rolled down her cheeks. If she had not joined her Sisters in battle at the shrine, would her departed Sisters still be alive?

			‘I am at fault,’ Astryd whispered.

			‘It is destiny,’ Tormun said plainly, studying her with his augmetics. ‘That necron tomb would still exist had not destiny led us to discover it.’

			‘But my Sisters are dead,’ Astryd said. ‘Minnerva, my–’

			‘Destiny is sometimes cruel, Battle Sister,’ he said firmly.

			‘It is as it must be,’ Sister Bendetto told her.

			‘Back to the Dawnrise Spectre,’ Tormun ordered after a moment, ‘where we shall join reinforcements and purge this planet of any and all xenos activity.’

			Bendetto gave a nod, and Gannen moved the lander on course.

			Astryd looked at Minnerva again and thought of the necron creatures they had just faced, and in particular the humanoid that had killed her mentor, her own personal matriarch. The only family she had ever known. She turned to the inquisitor, her jaw hardened, her face bloodied and torn. ‘I pledge to destroy every necron in existence. In the names of our father the Emperor, our Matriarch Lucia and those of Minnerva, ­Ralleka, Katya and Caio, our Sisters of the Valorous Heart.’

			‘As do I.’ Suarez nodded, clenching her gauntleted fists.

			‘And I,’ N’Yongo promised, holding her torn, bloodied side.

			‘And I,’ Dellita said, tapping her metallic arm across her chest.

			‘And I.’ Gannen nodded, gripping the lander’s controls.

			‘So say we all,’ Bendetto said, her scarred visage grim.

			Inquisitor Tormun gave a nod to them all, then turned his face to Astryd once more. He analysed her with his augmetics, and the two exchanged a silent vow that promised necron death, before he turned away again.

			Battle Sister Astryd looked down at the power sword in her gauntleted hands, saw the wisdom shine in Minnerva’s blue eyes, then nodded to herself.

			She was a survivor.

			And it was her destiny to purge these xenos abominations in the God-Emperor’s name.
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			What passed for sky on Envictus Prime was turning the bruised colour of abused flesh as day fell towards night. The air was thick with the stink of mingled xenos and human blood. The trench that marked the front line of the penal squad’s advance was ankle-deep in mud and gore, head-deep in shadow and despair.

			‘Pick up the pace,’ Arbitrator Pondaris barked at the hunched figures slinging corpses onto a grav-trolley. Her face, caked in dirt and lined with ruts worn deep by years of fear and fury, was set in its usual grim lines. She hadn’t smiled in years. Hadn’t seen a smile for years before that and didn’t expect either of those things to change any time soon. ‘They’ll be back by sun-up. Repair the supports while we can. And, Throne damn you all, someone get me a working lascarbine.’

			‘With respect, sir. May I?’

			Pondaris scowled at the tall legionnaire who had appeared at her side, work-callused hand extended. The fourth and fifth digits had been replaced by intricate bionics in a hardy adamantium alloy, far more sophisticated than anything she’d seen before. He held her fierce look unflinching, face calm despite the crust of front-line filth. She narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

			‘May you what?’

			‘I might be able to salvage your weapon.’

			She glared a moment longer, unnerved by the level, cultured flow of his Gothic. But his face was expressionless and his hand, steady, remained extended. She frowned hard but handed over her gun.

			The soldier bent over the weapon, movements precise as a chirurgeon’s. His sleeve rode up to reveal the deep blue swirls of an intricate tattoo, so delicate it looked incongruous on the solid muscle of his battle-scarred shoulder. His collar shifted as he turned the weapon over and revealed more script in a darker, older blue, curling up over his collarbone.

			‘That should work now, sir,’ he said, handing the lascarbine back. ‘It should also be more reliable for rapid fire.’

			She examined him closely. ‘It was you that fixed the mortar yesterday, wasn’t it? The one the tech said was only good for scrap?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Who the hell are you?’

			A corner of his mouth twitched and the amber of his eyes shifted to a darker colour, reminding her of sandstorms on her home planet. ‘Legionnaire A567GR38, sir.’

			‘Not your number. Your name.’

			Something shifted in his eyes. ‘My name, sir?’

			‘Yes, curse you. Your name.’

			‘Kyinlyinham Arminia Nikifynabylin Nam. Sir.’

			She blinked. ‘Come again?’

			He said it again, slowly, each syllable rolling off his tongue, heavy and smooth as good liquor.

			‘Your parents had a grudge, or what?’

			His eye flickered. ‘Names are important on my home world. Sir.’

			‘Not the word I’d use.’

			His face still didn’t change. ‘It’s complicated, sir.’

			‘Then explain.’

			He watched her a moment, like he was trying to read her mud-caked face, before speaking again, coolly, calmly, like they were chatting over a glass of fine amasec. ‘On my planet, your name is your history. Your heritage. It is who you are.’

			She frowned. ‘By being ridiculously long?’

			She’d hoped that would spark a reaction, but still his face betrayed nothing. ‘The lifelong ambition of any Kyunian is to add to their name. Initial taks are gifted at birth–’

			‘Taks?’

			‘Syllables, you would call them. Each tak has a symbol. Those my mother gifted me, she earned. With honours. With sacrifice. With blood. Same as those from my father. My parents gifted me my first taks, Kyinlyinham Arm. Everything else, I’ve earned myself.’

			‘In battle?’

			‘Battles, yes. And displays of courage, fortitude, integrity.’

			‘So how does someone with so much integrity end up in a penal legion scratching round the arsehole of the galaxy?’

			He finally blinked, and the light in his eyes was gone. ‘It’s a long story, sir.’

			She surveyed the trench, saw that the men were attending to the supports, reloading the artillery and clearing the last of the bodies away, and rested the barrel of her gun on her boot. ‘We’ve got all night.’

			‘With respect, sir… why do you want to know?’

			‘I command best when I know who… and what… I’m commanding. Mostly that’s rockcrete-skulled scum-dwellers. You’re different. I don’t like different.’

			He examined her for a long moment. ‘Can I work while I talk? It helps me focus.’

			She glared a moment longer, then, relenting, nodded. He stepped to the wrecked shell of a Medusa siege tank, extracted his tools and started to talk.

			I now wonder if the Omnissiah always intended for me to serve the Imperium with my death, rather than with the life of labour I first envisaged. In those days, I had fancied myself a more vital component in the Great Mechanism. In defence of my arrogance, I will only say that the gene-sons of the Emperor inspire nothing but the aspiration of greatness in others. And it was they I served. The Adeptus Astartes. The Emperor’s chosen warriors. The Storm Lords, sons of the Great Khan, no less.

			I can see your scepticism, sir, but I doubt even the lowliest chem-pusher in the deepest underhive slums would have the gall to make such a claim falsely. I had the honour to be recruited from hundreds of potentials honed by the youth trials on my home planet of Kyunia, but it became clear early in the training process that becoming a Space Marine was not to be my destiny.

			I felt no shame at my apparent failure. The skills gifted me by my people and my ability to commune with machine-spirits did not go unnoticed. I soon earned a place among the most senior of the Storm Lords’ Helots Mechanicus, where my work was eventually recognised by Captain Justus Markum of the Second Company and I was recruited into his personal retinue. The only other time I’ve known pride like it was when I had my first self-earned tak tattooed into my skin at age seven.

			I had never known doubt, fear or uncertainty.

			Then everything changed.

			It started with the victory on Arkania. This small, almost insignificant planet held nothing but a small colonist population and limited resources. It barely registered on any scale of importance, until the astropathic choir in the Chapter’s fortress-monastery registered that there had been no communication from the planet in some months.

			Whatever heretical evil had struck there, it was serious enough to warrant the immediate dispatch of three of the Chapter’s companies aboard the battle-barge Eternal Thunder, including my masters’.

			And so it was I found myself at the viewscreen in the Eternal Thunder’s armourium, gazing at Arkania, another ball of smudged cloud and swirling ocean like all the others, displaying no visible sign of the forces fighting and dying on its surface other than some dark smudges on the cloudscape.

			‘Omnissiah damn you, Niki. You’re in the way.’

			I scowled at Farnikuan Navuin Garunsyin Ta Ban Kilonian. He was a fellow Kyunian-born artificer, but another man I had less in common with I’d yet to meet.

			‘You wouldn’t need so much room if you were capable of third-degree enviro-electronics with any level of intricacy, Garu.’

			‘Bondsmen,’ barked the quartermaster, causing the general hubbub in our immediate vicinity to fall silent. ‘You do not serve the Chapter by standing around talking.’

			‘Apologies, Madam Mechanicus,’ I murmured with a bow. She took me by the elbow and led me towards my own labour-altar, which usually held my captain’s Vici Solis power armour, currently standing empty and forlorn.

			‘His number’s not on the Register Mortis. If he was gone, the spirits would know.’

			‘Victory was secured almost a full cycle ago, madam,’ I said as I looked around the other sets of power armour, weapons and transport units being cleaned and repaired by the teeming horde of artificers and servitors that made up the Chapter’s Contingent Mechanici.

			‘You know Captain Justus,’ she stated, neck bolts whirring as she tilted her head to one side. ‘He’ll not be dragged away if there’s even a single enemy yet to be slain.’

			She moved away. Again, I brought up the company manifest on my retinal display, but the only place my master’s name appeared was under the list Warriors In Obscurum. I returned to my altar and continued the endless tasks of cleaning, refuelling and upgrading the company’s reserve equipment until, finally, reports of more transports approaching scrolled through both my internal and the armourium’s displays. 

			The activity stepped up as altars were readied and space was cleared for whatever tech and weaponry might be brought in for repair. I was hurrying to prepare myself with the rest when red glyphs flashed in my eye and the ship-wide vox boomed:

			‘Attention. All Apothecaries and medicae personnel report to the apothecarion. Prepare for incoming casualties.’

			My stomach dipped, but then the armourium side doors sighed open and in strode the gigantic figure of Techmarine Quintius. His red armour was carbon-scored, dented in places and streaked in gore and filth. The sweet, rusty stench of hot blood filled the air. He was followed closely by a dozen servitors bearing a vast bier, carrying what looked like a jumbled pile of broken armour. Medicae serfs followed closely with a therapy pallet.

			‘Sir, Lord Justus should be in the apothecarion–’ the quarter­master started.

			‘His armour’s fused,’ Quintius snapped. ‘Power up a rotorsaw.’

			The groaning of the servitors’ hydraulic joints was loud in the hushed chamber as they hefted the bier onto my altar. Captain Justus’ helm was turned away at an awkward angle. Spatters of red soiled the yellow ceramite and ran in rivulets down the crimson-and-white breastplate. The sooty black of fire damage defiled every surface. Not even the triple-reinforced relic vambrace had escaped the onslaught – the once gleaming surface, engraved with the captain’s most recent battle honours, was blackened and cracked, spattered with unspeakable fluids.

			I stood frozen, unable to speak, unable to even ask if my lord was still breathing. It was only when Quintius activated the rotorsaw that I registered what was about to happen. I tried to shout, but my voice was drowned in the roaring of the saw. I cursed and flung myself between the howling blade and my master.

			‘Back, serf.’

			‘My lord, please,’ I shouted over the hideous, growling buzz. ‘It’s too risky.’

			‘You presume to advise me?’ Quintius boomed. ‘Move.’

			‘My lord, I can help.’

			He lowered the saw. ‘Speak. Quickly. Your life will be forfeit if the captain loses his.’

			‘I can extract him without risking further injury, my lord.’

			I sensed everyone staring. Quintius stood statue-still for so long I started to shake, then he grunted, ‘How?’

			‘If you’ll permit me,’ I said, and retrieved my custom magnecium rods. I blinked three times to bring the internal scanners in my retinal augmentation online and reached into the cavity under the captain’s heavily damaged plackart. I prised away the carbonised layers of damaged connective relays to reveal the almost invisible catches installed along the fibre bundles. I eased the rods in, praying to the Omnissiah as each tiny shielded mechanism clicked and gave way.

			There was a hiss and creak of protesting ceramite as the breastplate lifted. I caught my first sight of the captain’s torn and bloodied body before Quintius was disconnecting the armour, murmuring the usual ritual intonations distractedly.

			Justus was large, even for one of the Adeptus Astartes. He towered over me even without his armour, a solid mass of transhuman, dense with muscle and bone, raw power made flesh. Seeing his proud form brought low gave me a hollow, cold feeling in my belly, troubling me even more than the sorry state of the Vici Solis armour.

			His brother warrior lifted him onto the therapy pallet, then it was whisked away, serfs already applying compresses and injecting vials of healing agent into his arms and neck. The noise and clamour went with them, and a quiet like that of a funeral hall fell in the armourium. Quintius’ helm turned towards me for a long, unsettling moment, then he, too, left.

			With a groan and a clang, the giant arched gates in the southern bulkhead grumbled open. Through them flowed a crowd of servitors with wagons, barrows and lifters piled high with stained, scored and broken battle-gear. The entire Contingent Mechanicus swarmed forward to claim and distribute it amongst the artificers. Winches and cranes were used to lift the larger weapons and vehicles onto the repair rails and primary maintenance altars. Ritualised chanting to bless and cleanse the returning machine-spirits was a low, melodic backdrop to the harsh clanks and clangs of metal on metal. The sweet smell of incense cut through the sharper smells of spilt solder and leaking promethium and the darker, earthier scents of mud and blood.

			Amid fanfares of triumphant choral singing provided by whirring cherub servitors hovering forth from their alcoves in the ceiling, the Space Marines arrived. They strode like gods amidst the chaos, moving to their altars to have their armour ceremonially removed by their robed Helots Primus.

			I barely registered any of it. I was staring at the Vici Solis. Justus had returned it to me in all manner of states during the years I’d served him. But this was different. I’d never seen it so beaten. Nor its wearer. Something had gone wrong. Terribly wrong.

			I shook the indulgent emotions away. There was work to be done. I donned my contaminant tunic and visor, and fired up a chem-cleanser. Soon I was swept away by the comfortingly familiar rhythm of the cleanse, sluicing away the oozing vitae and mud, gradually liberating the Vici Solis’ glory from contamination.

			‘Artificer Gallio.’

			I’d been so engrossed that the speaking of my serf name ­startled me. I pushed up my visor, blinking sweat from my eyes as another serf presented me with a pict-slate.

			‘Captain Justus is to be awarded the Silver Sword,’ the serf said. ‘It is to be added to his adornment before our return to the fortress-monastery.’

			I stared at the glyph on the screen, feeling my heart swell even as my mouth dried out. ‘A great honour,’ I managed. ‘Do we know how it was it earned?’

			‘They’re saying Captain Justus held his position in the face of the enemy even as his officers fell around him.’

			I had only looked for the captain’s name on the Register Mortis. I kept my voice steady with an effort as I asked, ‘Which officers?’

			‘Apothecary Vectus. Sergeant Marlex. Company Champion Andromidus–’

			‘Andromidus?’ Somehow, I spoke the name aloud. The serf nodded. My grip on the pict-slate tightened. I stared at the intricate image of the gleaming sword bedecked with battle banners. I kneaded my arm without thinking, the sting of a long-faded tak ghosting across my skin.

			‘The Silver Sword?’

			I started. Garu was standing across from me, the might of the captain’s suit between us like a defensive bastion. His orange eyes in their web of deep lines were narrowed, his mouth pressed into a flat line. ‘Artificers rarely even dream of a chance to inscribe such an adornment.’

			I put the pict-slate aside with deliberate care. ‘I am aware of the honour.’

			‘An entire team should be in charge of this armour. Your monopoly is… unseemly.’

			‘You will have to take that up with the captain.’

			Garu sneered. ‘Your arrogance will be your undoing, Niki.’

			‘This is an ancient argument, Garu. Almost as old as you are.’

			‘Maybe so. But you’ve never had the gall to obstruct a Chapter officer before.’

			‘The rotorsaw would have buckled the fuse connectors. My lord could have lost his arm or worse.’

			‘It doesn’t matter if you think you know better. We are simply cogs, Niki. Here to keep the Great Mechanism turning. The minute even one component aspires to a function it was not designed for, disaster and destruction can only follow.’

			‘I know my function,’ I returned.

			Garu narrowed his eyes. ‘I wonder if the quartermaster would agree if she knew you’d failed to make any kind of pict-inscription of Captain Justus’ adornments?’

			‘How do you know that?’

			‘Why isn’t there a backup of the captain’s battle story in the archives, Niki?’

			I ground my teeth. ‘The only surface worthy of bearing it is his plate.’

			‘You restore everything from memory?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Failure to make a pict-record is not only reprehensible neglect, it is also heretical. The knowledge is meant to be held by the Chapter, not just by you.’

			‘It is held by his suit.’

			‘And when you die? How is the next artisan to restore it if you’ve made no copies?’

			‘Any artisan worthy of Captain Justus would memorise his adornments within minutes of laying eyes on his armour.’

			‘No other serf gets away with such displays of self-importance. You think you’re unique. That you are individual. Hells, you still think you’re Kyunian.’

			‘I am Kyunian,’ I snapped. ‘We both are. Though you seem to have forgotten what that means.’

			‘How can we be?’ He scowled. ‘With no battles left to fight, no honours of our own to earn and no one around to name them if we did?’

			‘We’re still Kyunian,’ I insisted.

			He shook his head. ‘Earning taks is what makes you Kyunian. And you and I will never earn another.’

			‘I have my honour,’ I argued. ‘I serve the Chapter, the Omnissiah and the Emperor. There are no greater honours.’

			‘Not even a Ran tak?’

			I ground my teeth. ‘You should not name it so lightly.’

			‘Why not?’ Garu said. ‘We’ll never earn it. Not now.’

			I bristled. ‘You never cease attempting to earn Ran. I wouldn’t have thought even you would have sunk so low as to have forgotten that.’

			‘I’ve not forgotten,’ he went on. ‘But I accepted the minute I was recruited that my name would never grow longer. That I am no longer part of that world.’ His eyes returned to mine. ‘I don’t believe you’ve accepted that.’

			I fired up the power spray to prohibit any further discussion.

			The quartermaster urged us all to rest when the ship’s vox boomed the changing of the shifts hours later, but the captain’s suit was still far off a stage where I would trust it to the servitors. The armourium was always quiet during the allotted sleep cycle. Whether it was Garu’s words or the memory of my master’s mangled form, I don’t know, but for some reason, this time I found the familiar, sepulchral quiet of the chamber unsettling.

			‘You seem troubled, artificer.’

			I started, almost dropping my tools. Captain Justus was standing at the foot of my altar, motionless as a carved image from a temple. It never failed to amaze me how silently the god-sized Space Marines could move, especially unarmoured. He was clad in a thin apothecarion gown, which hung from the huge curve of his shoulders in fine white folds. His feet were in simple cord sandals, adding to the impression of a sculpted saint rather than anything that lived and bled and breathed air. Heavy dressings binding the side of his head marred the impression of perfection. His golden hair was shaved back from the area, the exposed skin flushed. Healing lacerations sliced through the marble-coloured flesh at his jaw, throat and clavicle, and he held one arm bent close to his stomach, the bulk of a bonemend cuff bulging under his sleeve.

			‘My lord,’ I said, bowing. ‘Forgive me, but shouldn’t you be in the apothecarion?’

			A soft exhalation of breath, too measured to be a snort. ‘Do stand, artificer. I came to see your face, not the top of your head.’

			I straightened as my master’s storm-blue eyes flickered around at the curious faces turned our way. He pushed a control on the altar command pad and the privacy screen flickered into existence around us, blocking out the armourium behind a wall of frosted thermoglass. His attention turned to his armour, a slight crease between his fine golden brows. ‘How extensive is the damage?’

			‘Severe, my lord. Point six impact fractures. Sixty-five per cent surface incineration. Forty per cent loss of spirit matrix connectivity in the primary and tertiary capillary networks. Vox-unit overload. Promethium leakage, power supply compromised, vitae support system depleted.’ I hesitated a second then ventured, ‘Did you take an entire horde on yourself, sir?’

			He raised his eyes to mine, and they glinted with the tiniest hint of amusement. ‘Another reprimand in as many minutes, helot. I really am in your bad graces, aren’t I?’

			‘Far from it, sir. The Silver Sword is not awarded lightly.’

			‘No,’ he murmured. ‘No, it isn’t.’

			His jaw was set, his neck tight with tension. I tried to make myself look away, but I couldn’t. All of the Adeptus Astartes took my breath away when I first came among them. I wouldn’t have been human if they hadn’t. Their controlled, powerful intensity is something no mortal can possess or even completely comprehend. It is akin to the bound power of the glaciers and ice mountains of Kyunia. But Justus was something special. I don’t know which world he heralded from, or how many decades or centuries separated him from his human origins, but his fair, almost delicate colouring sat on the powerful, genetically enhanced frame like the gold leaf on a relic Dreadnought cara­pace. He was both exquisite and terrifying.

			‘I was very sorry to hear about Champion Andromidus, my lord,’ I murmured, daring to guess at his disquieted thoughts.

			A long silence followed in which I feared I’d gone too far. But Justus’ only reaction was to curl his powerful hand into a fist.

			‘His sacrifice ensured the survival of many battle-brothers. It was the sort of death we all aspire to.’

			‘The story the armour tells is not one of a warrior who let his brother go easily.’

			His gaze slid to my shoulder. I was gripping it again. I hurriedly dropped my hand. He examined my face. I let him look, knowing that to look away now would be a sign of weakness.

			‘He spoke of you on occasion. He was Kyunia-born too, I believe.’

			‘Yes, my lord.’

			‘We have many Kyunians among the serfs. Why did he single you out, I wonder?’

			I looked away, his penetrating gaze suddenly too intense to hold. ‘I am ashamed to report that I had the impudence to once tell him my name.’

			‘Many of us know your name, Artificer Gallio.’

			‘I mean my full name, my lord. My Kyunian name.’

			The slight frown was back, but it was the one I had come to recognise as his manifestation of curiosity, only occasionally entertained and only, as far as I knew, around me.

			‘I think Lord Andromidus still remembered his Kyunian name, my lord,’ I explained. ‘And the importance of such things. I think he found pleasure in recalling those memories on occasion. And I, for my shame, revelled in the privilege of indulging him.’

			‘You are nothing if not an indulgence, helot,’ he said softly, and I got the impression, as I often did, that he was musing to himself rather than addressing me directly. I attempted to detect reprimand in the words, but the granite firmness of his expression, if anything, had softened slightly. ‘I think you surprised and confused Techmarine Quintius.’

			‘I must beg his forgiveness, my lord. And yours. The Techmarine was unaware of my modifications. I sought only to ensure your safety.’

			‘I have convinced him that we have more pressing matters to focus on than correcting your impropriety. Besides, I am certain there would be very little point in punishing you. It would only increase your stubbornness, I’m sure.’ He surveyed me contemplatively. ‘I sometimes think you a great loss to the front lines. But you have your own battlefield, don’t you?’ he continued, eyes roving over the white and silver surfaces of my altar. ‘This is where you wage your war.’

			‘I live to deliver the Chapter’s wargear from destruction and corruption, my lord.’ I laid my hand on the breastplate, brushing the blade-smoothness of the silver aquila with my callused palm. ‘I live for the Vici Solis.’

			‘Your latest augmentations saved my life on those battlements,’ he continued, voice low. ‘If I hadn’t lived, the front would have fallen.’

			I took a moment to find my voice. ‘I am glad to have served satisfactorily, my lord.’

			He blinked slowly, like he was considering my words, before his eyes dropped to my shoulder again. ‘You never told me what this one meant.’

			I followed his gaze to the tak inked above my bicep, slightly reddened where I’d been gripping it, the last one I’d earned before recruitment.

			‘Nam, isn’t it?’

			I looked up, startled that he could read it. ‘Yes, my lord.’

			‘What does it mean?’

			‘Sacrifice, my lord.’

			His eyes flickered. ‘You lost something? Someone?’

			I nodded stiffly. ‘I lost my fingers and two weeks of my life to an apothecary-induced coma. And someone I considered a brother. More than a brother.’ I took a second to steady my voice. When I was sure I could speak levelly, I continued. ‘But a commune was saved. And my loss was honoured.’

			The ghost of Andromidus hung between us for a moment, then Justus stepped back and the spell was broken. I breathed again, feeling both aching regret and sharp relief that the moment had passed.

			‘There is to be a homecoming ceremony when we return to the fortress-monastery,’ he stated, ‘in full battleplate. I need the suit fully restored for planetfall, helot. Can it be done?’

			‘It will be, my lord.’

			‘Good. Take your sleep cycle,’ he ordered. ‘I need you at optimum efficiency.’

			‘I shall, my lord.’

			He turned to leave but paused. ‘Remember I know your real name too, Kyinlyinham Arminia Nikifynabylin Nam. I may not understand it the way Andromidus did, but trust that I know it.’

			‘Yes, my lord,’ I managed, my throat tight.

			He deactivated the privacy screen and strode away, moving only a little stiffly for his injuries. The few apprentices working the sleep cycle watched him go in awed silence.

			Many of the other serfs were just rising from their pallets as I made it to the dormitory. I hurried to mine and pulled the curtain. Silence and darkness filled the narrow space, and I closed my eyes, aware that I still smelled of chem-cleanser and promethium, but not caring.

			Justus had said my name.

			It felt like I’d barely closed my eyes when I was jerked awake by the ship-wide vox booming warning chimes.

			‘All bodies to stations. Repeat. All bodies to stations. Ship preparing for immediate warp translation. Report to stations. Repeat…’

			The winding corridors were heaving with serfs and servitors. By the time I reached the armourium, the entire Contingent was lined up in rows: artificers, gunsmiths and senior Mechanicus at the front, apprentices and servitors at the back, pale faces tilted up to the quartermaster in the command pulpit. I hurried into position, closing the last remaining gap in the front ranks as the quartermaster’s vox signal finally reached me through the noise of the bells.

			‘I require your full attention. The Eternal Thunder and her companies have been summoned to respond to an urgent crisis. Sleep cycles are cancelled. Training cycles are cancelled. Stimm-draught will be dispensed. All weapons, transports, armour and field equipment are to be restored, serviced, loaded and armed by our arrival. Begin.’

			Within seconds, the sounds of tools, power sprays and murmured prayer filled the air, along with the smell of chem-cleanser and heated solder. I hurried to my altar and summoned servitors to begin a preliminary welding run along the armour’s more severe fractures, a job I would normally have preferred to do myself but for the urgency.

			The ship rumbled like the inside of a storm cloud as the engines engaged to bring her about. I watched Arkania disappear from view as the void shutter rumbled shut. I tried not to think about what fresh hell had bellowed across the void, necessitating the Chapter’s intervention before it was restored from the last.

			Over the next four cycles, the Eternal Thunder and her crew were pushed to their limits. Fuel was avalanched into the reactors and the human crew was driven to the edge of their strength and beyond. The armourium rang with the sounds of tools, protesting metal, hissing torches and ritual chanting without cessation, the air thick with burning incense and heated chemicals. The hundreds-strong Contingent Mechanicus slaved, sweated, prayed and laboured for over one hundred hours straight.

			I didn’t stop even to eat, only swallowing enough nutri-tabs to keep my muscles moving and my organic senses firing. The bitterness of stimm-draught was thick on my tongue, and I cursed the telltale tightness it left in my joints, making the more intricate work more difficult. But, slowly, the armour’s fractures were sealed, the intricate spirit matrix restored, the integrated weapons sharpened, refuelled and reloaded. The plate gleamed like the edge of a blade, the red fresher than spilled blood, the white clearer than midwinter ice, the yellow helm glowing like a newly formed sun. The silver aquila glistened across the breastplate like the first waters of spring melt in the mountain rivers.

			My body was burned and sore from flying sparks and the dozens of hours spent restoring the captain’s battle story. I fought tremors with every screed of energy I had left as I worked with the narrowest of my las-styluses to inscribe the Silver Sword on the smooth surface of the right pauldron, barely aware of the silent crowd that had gathered to watch.

			A few short hours later, the ship began to shake as her thrusters, themselves bigger than most other ships, went into reverse to slow her. I was overseeing the last stages of the Vici Solis’ plate polish. It looked so beautiful my heart ached. I just hoped that the Apothecaries had been able to restore my captain to a similar level of repair in so short a time.

			The void shutter rumbled open. Many of the apprentices surged forward, eager to see the location of whatever disaster had necessitated our expediency. I stayed by my altar, more interested in the final stages of the armour’s restoration than looking out on yet another faceless orb where yet another tidal wave of death would be unleashed. But when I noticed that Garu was also staring out on the unlucky planet, I looked up.

			A familiar sphere of marbled white hung in the black void. I frowned, unable to make sense of what I was seeing. I scanned for Garu, but he had returned to the installation of new protective plate on the Chapter’s Predator tanks. I couldn’t tell if his back was to the viewscreen intentionally or as a result of his task.

			I hurried over to him just as the gawking apprentices were all shooed back to their stations.

			‘Garu… it’s Kyunia…’

			He shouted at a servitor rather than answer me.

			‘Garu–’

			‘Niki.’ He glared at me. ‘I’m busy. And you should be too.’

			‘But–’

			He ignored me, yelling at another helot and pushing past me, not giving me a backward glance.

			I was stiff with unease in the hours that followed, and even more so as the familiar ritual of assembling the wargear for dispatch began. My mind was somersaulting with questions. Had Chaos unleashed itself on my home? Even now, were my people being defiled, maimed and slaughtered in countless numbers by unspeakable warp creatures? And how many of the native population would be left after the Storm Lords ploughed into the fray, doing anything and everything they deemed necessary to rid the planet of the enemy?

			The lumens were dimmed, and torches and candles, symbols of the light of knowledge the Machine-God shone upon us, were lit by the thousand. I went through the motions in a daze. The few other Kyunians amongst the Contingent Mechanicus, including Garu, betrayed nothing in their eyes, and I fought to do the same.

			I knelt at the head of my altar, hands crossed over my chest in the sign of the aquila, as the tech-priests moved down the aisles of gleaming armour and weapons, swinging censers and leading the choral invocation of the Emperor’s blessing upon the wargear. Finally, the Space Marines filed in in procession, followed by their Helots Primus and a horde of arming servitors.

			Captain Justus approached my altar in long, sure strides, his face a grave mask of determination. He stood motionless as marble to receive his plate. The dressing had been removed from his head, revealing an angry red scar like a lightning bolt stretching from hairline to chin. The other lacerations had faded, leaving trailing silver scars on his jaw and neck. His eyes were harder than beaten steel. I’d seen the look so many times before. The fight was on him. He was ready to kill.

			As he donned the Vici Solis, his second self, his shoulders doubled their already considerable breadth and his domineering height stretched even further towards the arched ceiling. Every angle and hinge of the red-and-white plate was flawless. His adornments shone like gilt. The Silver Sword, resplendent under its fresh coat of sealshine, flashed back the candlelight, making it look like it was aflame.

			When the helots bearing his bolt pistol, power sword, grenade belt and, finally, his gleaming helm approached, I could resist no longer. Every limb shaking, every nerve thrumming, every tak on my body tingling with the memory of pain, I got to my feet.

			‘My lord,’ I breathed, knowing his advanced audible sensors would pick up even a whisper. ‘Please. Tell me what’s happening.’

			The serfs continued their chant, but their faces had slackened with shock. The youngest was glancing round to see if anyone else had noticed my gross departure from custom.

			The captain himself didn’t respond. I opened my mouth to repeat my plea, but his gaze fell on me like an iron weight.

			‘Artificer. Return to your position.’

			‘Please, my lord,’ I said, stepping closer, craning my neck to look into his face. ‘I must know what is happening to my people.’

			Justus’ face darkened. ‘Have a care before you claim heretics and rebels as your kin, serf.’

			My breath left my body in a rush. ‘Rebels, my lord?’

			‘You will not question me further. Return to your place.’

			‘This can’t be. We… They are honourable people–’

			‘You shame me, Gallio. Return to your place and say not a word more.’

			‘Andromidus would not have done this,’ I said, raw emotion making my voice ragged. ‘He would not have attacked Kyunia–’

			His eyes flashed blue fire. ‘Andromidus would have done – did do – anything that was necessary to protect the Imperium. How dare you presume to state anything to the contrary?’

			His look burned through my flesh and reduced my bones to foam, but I still searched his face for a modicum of reassurance. Of understanding. I found neither.

			Justus looked away, accepting his weaponry from the wide-eyed helots and mag-locking it in place with graceful, deadly efficiency. As the singing rose to a final crescendo, he donned his helm, his flesh-and-blood face vanishing behind the yellow ceramite.

			With a blare of trumpets and war-horns, the company began their procession out of the armourium. The arched gates rumbled open and the Space Marines filed out, accompanied by the chanting tech-priests bearing forests of candles and dozens of fluttering banners.

			I watched them march to the transports with pain and fear raging in a part of me that had previously only ever known heartfelt pride.

			You have probably never even heard of the Kyunian Uprising. Word of it did not spread much beyond our sector, I expect. It was crushed quickly. Brutally. It’s true that the rebels’ zealous ferocity combined with their ability to use the snow-bound mountain ranges and vast snowfields to their advantage probably allowed them to persevere longer than another human force would have done. But ultimately, it was a futile effort.

			The only thing the blood of my people bought was a few days of independence, the Chapter’s eternal distrust and the loss of almost a quarter of the native population of the planet.

			Kyunian pride has always been a synonym for arrogance, foolishness and impudence in our sector. But now it was also one for treachery.

			One thing we’d never been was traitors.

			It is true that as a child I had known some folk who had, when in their cups, muttered about the Chapter discarding our names, levelling our ancient places to build their refineries and training arenas and, bit by bit, expunging our language. They were usually from clans who’d had children taken in the levies and who failed to see the honour in such a blessing. But even the smallest complaints had always been quickly hushed and any youngsters who overheard vehemently warned against such sentiments.

			Whatever they said, my people had always honoured their place in the Great Mechanism. The years I had been gone seemed too short a time for that to have changed. But the poison of the few seemed to have spread like rot from a wound, until it had permeated enough clans to make a stand.

			They must have known. Who can even hope to win against the might of the sons of the Emperor Himself? But they’d convinced themselves that to die for what they believed was of greater import than forsaking it.

			If only they’d paused to consider the millions of innocents that would get caught in the crossfire.

			The Storm Lords certainly didn’t.

			The rebel leaders’ names have been exterminated from history. Emperor forgive me, but I still believe that to be a gross error of judgement. Those taks would now spell out something very different from when they were first gifted, but the lesson they teach should be heeded by all.

			But I know better than to attempt to discover them.

			My captain’s company sustained no losses and only minor injuries during the campaign.

			The only damage to Captain Justus’ armour was a few las-burns and a liberal coating of Kyunian blood.

			I don’t care to remember that cleanse. I knew that blood couldn’t have smelled any stronger than any I’d washed from his plate in the past. But it choked me like toxic fumes.

			Less than a cycle after the companies’ return, the ship guard marched into the armourium and rounded up every Kyunian-born serf in the Contingent. They fell into line without question, not even looking to each other for reassurance. Garu’s worn face was resigned, his eyes dull as he took his place. I moved to speak to him, but the guards grabbed me to pull me to the back of the line.

			The thin veneer of my control finally shattered. I broke several jaws, noses and wrists before the guards regrouped, beat me down and dragged me to a brig.

			My bruises pulsed. My joints ached from the hard plasteel floor. My eyes stung with the unforgiving light. All shipboard comms and stats had been blocked from my retinal display, so I couldn’t even tell how much time was passing.

			I was dazed and light-headed with confusion and thirst when the door eventually hissed open. The bottom dropped out of my stomach when Captain Justus stepped in, his gigantic frame filling the cell. I scrambled to my feet and bowed.

			‘My lord,’ I rasped. There were a thousand things to say, to ask, to plead for, but I found now I was in his towering presence, I couldn’t articulate any of them.

			‘You have let me down, Gallio.’

			The words landed like blows, but I made myself ask, ‘What is to happen to us, my lord?’

			‘Us?’

			He wasn’t trying to be cruel. I’m sure of that. But I had to take a moment before I could trust myself to speak. ‘The Kyunian-born serfs, my lord.’

			‘The others have been transported to the Justice Chambers for interrogation and processing.’

			I blanched. ‘But my lord… Garu… all of them… They are all loyal servants–’

			‘We will no longer utilise recruits from Kyunia. Not until it has spent the next ten generations proving itself again worthy of our trust.’

			I shivered. ‘So why am I still here, my lord?’

			A heavy pause. ‘Because I still have need of you, Gallio. The Vici Solis armour needs you.’ Hot chased cold around my body. I couldn’t find words, but it hardly mattered, for he continued before I could respond. ‘But your outbursts cannot be ignored. Your confinement here is to extend another Imperial standard week, during which time you will be monitored for any further signs of disobedience or heretical tendencies.’ I shook, the thought of being alone with my thoughts in the bright, silent chamber for that long causing my chest to tighten. Justus, his face, if possible, hardening even further, went on. ‘Be grateful. The fact that you are the most proficient artificer in the Chapter is the only reason you are still alive at all.’

			I stared at the wall, my jaw aching with the force with which I clenched my teeth.

			‘You have nothing to say to me?’

			I took a deep, shuddering breath in an attempt to loosen my constricted throat. ‘I am grateful, my lord,’ I said, my voice hoarse. ‘More than I can say. There are just no words in High Gothic potent enough to convey my meaning.’

			‘You would rather speak in Kyunian?’

			I raised my eyes. There was no mistaking the cold, contained rage in his face. It was like looking into a coldforge.

			‘Which brings me to the condition of you remaining with the Chapter,’ he went on. ‘You are never again to speak in your native tongue. Your ink will be removed and you are never to utter, or stand to have uttered, your Kyunian name ever again.’

			‘My lord…’ I choked. ‘My lord, I can’t…’

			‘I will not stand any further impudence from you, artificer. You have already been gifted more leniency than any other helot would be in your place.’

			‘And I’m beyond grateful. I am. You are my life. The Vici Solis is my heart. I would die for either. But what you are asking of me is something I can no more do than I could carve out my soul with a knife.’

			‘I see now I have indulged you for too long. I shall seek repentance for this. If you are beyond redemption, it can only be due to my own weakness.’

			‘No–’

			‘Then show me.’ His voice rang in the chamber like cannon shot. ‘Show me my faith is not misplaced, Gallio.’

			I looked down at my feet, already knowing my answer. The illusion of choice was the hardest thing to bear.

			‘Forgive me, my lord. But that is not my name.’

			I willed him to rend me to pieces. I welcomed it. I could no more live with what he asked of me than he could let me live after such impudence.

			In the oppressive quiet, I imagined I could hear my lord’s double heartbeat, a brace of war drums in the distance. Despite everything, I revelled in the moment. I’d bared my soul to him, and he’d allowed me a glimpse behind his armour in return. It was so agonisingly intimate I wasn’t sure I’d survive it. Wasn’t sure I wanted to.

			‘The terms have been stated,’ he said finally. ‘When your confinement is over, you will return to the armourium. Once there, you will have one cycle to present yourself at the Justice Chamber for processing. If you don’t, the punishment is dishonourable discharge and execution.’

			He left.

			After the long, slow days of the confinement were over, I returned to the armourium as directed. I was stiff, sore and aching, both in body and spirit. I could feel all the curious gazes following me across the chamber. I did not look up. I did not want to see the places that had once been occupied by Kyunian-born arti­ficers standing empty.

			I activated the privacy screen around my altar as soon as I reached it.

			The Vici Solis was laid out in state. I trailed my fingers over the scripted glyphs of my lord’s battle story, his honours, his heraldry, the accounts of his great deeds. It was all there in white and black and silver.

			I laid both hands on the helm, closed my eyes and reached out to the suit’s machine-spirit. I tried to find words to explain, but couldn’t.

			My eyes burned as I powered up the plasma torch, but my hands were steady as I began to work.

			I thought it would be harder. I thought every stroke of the blue-white flame would be echoed with a trail of burning across my heart, a stripe of pain, like the kiss of a lash, over my skin. But I felt nothing. Beyond the veil, I knew my wrists, arms and shoulders must be aching with the strain of the meticulous work, but my inside was as hollow and frozen as the glacial valley I’d been born in.

			I hadn’t thought of that valley in years. Now the cold, remote strength of it filled me, steadied my hand and fed the cold fire of my will.

			I laboured without pause, the hours slipping away like sand. All I saw was the ceramite. All I felt was the heat of the torch and the chilled determination in my heart.

			Justus’ shadow formed on the outside of the privacy screen soon after my allotted cycle drew to a close. I watched his outline swell as he approached, the blurred screen making him appear larger than his armour. Then he went still. In that pause, I knew he knew what I’d done. I should have been terrified. But the sheet ice around my heart did not melt and the flame of fear couldn’t light.

			The screen shimmered, deactivated, and then we were staring at each other. His storm-heavy gaze shifted from me to the armour.

			The plate was cleaner than the day it was forged, scoured completely free of all adornment, augmentation or insignia, meticulously resealed in unbroken red, white and yellow. Not even her silver aquila remained. Silence spread through the armourium like chemflame, burning away all natural order until everyone had ceased in their tasks to stare. The faces of the guardsmen that accompanied my lord drained of colour.

			‘What have you done?’ Justus’ voice, when it came, was the rumble of thunder in a mountain range.

			‘This is what you asked of me, my lord.’

			‘My lord…’ The quartermaster had sidled up, her mechanical eyes whirring as she took in the naked armour, her human flesh slack with horror. ‘There will be a pict-record. I will have the most accomplished artisans restore–’

			‘There is no pict-record.’ Justus didn’t raise his voice, but his words buried hers like a rockslide. ‘Is there, Artificer Gallio?’

			The quartermaster’s stricken gaze moved from the captain to me.

			‘No, my lord,’ I said.

			A flash of raw, unchecked rage flashed through his eyes. ‘I cannot save you now.’

			The spell broke and noise tumbled in on all sides. Shouts, orders, horrified mutterings and fearful prayers filled the air. Dozens of serfs made signs to ward off evil even as they surged forward for a better look at the armour, Captain Justus and me. I provided no resistance, but they dragged at me anyway. I did not break eye contact with Justus until the door slammed between us.

			I was flogged, then put on the next transport. In the dungeons of the fortress-monastery, chasteners chanted judgements over me, and I was starved, beaten and ritually chastened as I awaited my fate.

			I welcomed it. I had earned it. No one was going to award me taks for it, but I felt them being marked on my body with every gouge the chasteners’ instruments left in my flesh. Every split and bruise spelled a new addition to my name. The universe would think I died without honour, if it thought of me at all. But I knew otherwise. And I had the marks to prove it, both on my skin and in my soul.

			The ash grey of the anaemic dawn lightened the sky. The legionnaire had finished restoring the Medusa some time ago. He had since stared at the unadorned adamantium like he was watching the events he described play out on its scratched surface.

			Pondaris blinked, once again aware of the stench and clamour of the trench; the still, deathly quality of the thin air and the gathering dawn. For a while, she’d been somewhere else, caught amid the stars in a faraway, unheard-of sector. But now she was back, ravaged by fatigue and aching from the previous days, months and years of ceaseless fighting and from her uncomfortable seat on an upturned munition crate.

			She shook her head, blinking at the muddy ground until it came into focus. ‘There is no way you’d be breathing now if you’d really done what you said.’

			He blinked at her, like he was just remembering she was there. ‘And yet here I am.’ He shrugged, an oddly delicate and eloquent gesture for such large shoulders. ‘I think mitigating my sentence was my captain’s parting gift to me.’

			‘And why in all the hells would he do that?’

			‘I think he wanted to give me the chance to die like I’ve lived, serving something greater than myself. Rather than forgotten, dishonoured and alone in the darkness of a Repentor’s dungeon.’

			‘Why? Why you? When all those other serfs went quietly to their fate, as you say, why help you?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘You must have some idea.’

			He stared at the sickly grey sky. ‘Maybe because I didn’t go quietly to my fate. And because I didn’t accept the fate he offered me, either.’

			‘That makes no sense.’

			‘Maybe it doesn’t, to us humans. He wasn’t human, though. He was beyond our understanding. But, in the end… I think he understood me.’

			Pondaris clicked the safety of her lascarbine on and off contemplatively, assessing his face. She knew it was only a matter of time before the xenos were back in their droves. But somehow, for the first moment in uncountable ones before, they weren’t at the forefront of her mind.

			She stood and motioned for him to follow her. Frowning, he did so. She led the way through the winding trenches to the medicae dugout, lifted the canvas flap and stepped into the dark space that stank of rot, piss and cauterised flesh. A bent old crone with one eye, no teeth and augmetics so ancient they creaked like rusted hinges as she moved looked up as they entered.

			‘Rendia, your las-stylus. Soldier, show Rendia the design of the Ran tak you mentioned.’

			He blinked at her. ‘Sir?’

			‘“Ran”, you said?’

			‘Yes, sir. The most supreme tak a Kyunian can earn.’

			‘Which, at a guess, means something pretty good?’

			He swallowed. ‘It symbolises the retention of honour in the face of great adversity.’

			‘As I thought. Show Rendia what it looks like,’ she said, passing him a pict-slate and a mark-stick. ‘She’ll add it to your arm.’

			He paused. ‘Only a Kyunian elder can award taks, sir.’

			‘Well, I’m the closest thing you have.’

			‘Why would you do this for me, sir?’

			She glanced out at the strengthening light. The distant roar of the approaching enemy was already building in the distance. ‘I understand stories. We all tell ourselves stories every day. Stories that explain why we’re here. That convince us things will be better in the morning. Anything to get us through.’

			‘It was real, sir.’

			‘Of course,’ she said, raising her eyebrow. ‘You believe it happened that way. And for a while there… I believed it with you.’

			‘I don’t understand, sir.’

			It was her turn to shrug. ‘It was just nice to be somewhere else for a while. Anywhere else. And if you really do believe what you told me, then you’ll believe you’ve earned this.’

			He looked at the slate for a long time. Carefully, like it might burn him, he took it and the mark-stick. He outlined an ornate glyph, a cipher of stark lines, flowing curves and flicked accents. It resembled his others but was more complex. He handed the slate to Rendia, who activated the las-stylus at Pondaris’ nod. She squinted, her degrading optical receptors whining as they focused, then touched the glowing end to his flesh.

			The smell of burning skin and hair was sharp in the air. Rendia bent close, scowling and cursing the intricacy. The soldier watched, unblinking, his jaw set, as the lines were scoured into his arm. Then Rendia wiped the blood away with a dirty rag and went back to her work, taking her lamp with her and leaving them both in shadow.

			‘Satisfied, legionnaire?’

			‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’ His voice sounded different. Lighter, like a burden had been lifted.

			‘Good. Report to the front lines.’

			‘Kyinlyinham Arminia Nikifynabylin Nam-Ran,’ he murmured under his breath, gazing at the tattoo. He crossed his arms in the sign of the aquila and bowed to her, the first person in a long time to seemingly do so sincerely. Then he straightened, nodded and strode away.

			The thunder of the enemy approach filled the air like flash floodwater as she left the tent. The answering clamour of her unit’s scrambling defence met it head-on, and the air exploded with noise and debris. As she hurried to the front, she caught her last glimpse of the Kyunian legionnaire before he was lost among his fellow doomed soldiers. He was smiling.
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			Flight Lieutenant Bren Tonor was flying over the old country. The thermal winds ruffled her hair as she glided, the wing tip of her light craft nearly touching the leathered wing-claw of the ygel flying alongside her. It was a creature of the sky, born to be airborne, like her. She glanced down at the grey clumps of moisture farms clinging to the cliff faces that made up her home world of Zephyris.

			The thought of the ground pressed into Bren’s mind suddenly, flat, oppressive and, for some reason, looming. She became aware of a sound, a flat, insistent beeping. She looked at the instrumentation panel of the glider, which wasn’t there. It had become a brilliant flickering light which became larger and larger until…

			Bren regained consciousness with a gasp. Lights flashed all around her, and suddenly, sound rushed into her ears. The roar of aircraft and the hiss and crump of missiles. She struggled to make sense of the scene in front of her. A mountain of rock rose beside her in a stark grey sky spattered with explosions. Where were the ygel? Cold realisation needled through her waking confusion. She was on operational duty on a war-torn planet, a long way from Zephyris, or any ygel. She had been flying her Lightning Strike back to base when something had happened. What was it? She grasped for the memory – which suddenly dropped into her consciousness like a lead weight. Her craft had been hit, and she had ejected into the plasma-streaked sky as her Lightning disintegrated around her, with only the scream of a prayer to guide her. She kicked out, unable to feel the deck beneath her feet, only open air.

			Blinking hard, she tried to get rid of the marks in her vision. The straps of her ejection seat compressed her chest. Her head throbbed and felt painfully heavy, so she released her helmet, which fell upwards.

			After a moment of cold confusion during which she watched the helmet tumble into the sky, Bren realised why it felt as if all the blood in her body was pooling in her skull. She was upside down, hanging in her ejection seat. She swallowed. She was so far up that she was above the clouds. The helmet had actually fallen downwards, towards a ground so far below she couldn’t even see it.

			Her brain reassembled the scene in front of her. It’s the citadel, she realised. I’m looking at the rock base of the citadel the wrong way up.

			She reached a hand to her back and felt a tangle of taut para­chute cord. She gritted her teeth and jerked herself upright. She swung around in her seat and everything flipped into place. The myriad towers and fortifications of the citadel spread out in front of her, sitting atop the inverted pyramid of lodestone that had floated above the surface of Sannan II since before humans had inhabited the planet.

			Bren was hanging from one of the citadel’s spires that jutted vertically from the base of a tower. Against the odds, her para­chute must have snagged on the jagged outcrop, saving her from being smashed into the stone edifice or incinerated by enemy fire as she fell.

			She spun gently as the blood rushed back into her body, and she spat out a mouthful of it. She had made it back to base, but something was very wrong. Her squadron had been attacked, and now Bren could see that the explosions around her were in fact a barrage of fire coming from the citadel itself.

			The flight lieutenant took a sharp intake of breath. The heretics must have retaken the citadel.

			Something screamed overhead, and Bren flinched as a chunk of burning metal fell past her. It was the unmistakable pylon of a Lightning Strike. She looked up and saw half a dozen of her squadron circling erratically overhead. Where were the rest? Why weren’t they attacking, or flying away? Bren cursed at the loss of her helmet and vox-communicator.

			She heard machinery whir from the citadel and craned her neck to pinpoint the sound. Her blood ran cold. A huge flak cannon was rising from a gun port about twenty yards away. It whined as it powered up.

			‘No!’ Bren screamed, and waved her arms desperately at the circling fighters. ‘Gyphre!’ she shouted, screaming out the name of one of her fellow flight lieutenants as she saw the identifier on his fighter.

			Then there was a volley of crumps that Bren felt rather than heard as the cannon erupted bursts of deadly flak shells. The Lightnings scattered, but to Bren’s horror there was a sudden explosion of plasma from one of the shells, which sent a deadly green burst of energy across the sky. One by one, the craft burst and fell out of the sky in flames, streaming black jets of fuel that ignited in the superheated air.

			Bren shielded her eyes as splinters of glass and twisted hunks of molten metal rained around her. Through her fingers she saw the fuselage of one fighter falling, almost intact, complete with the corpse of the burning pilot strapped into the cockpit. The snapshot image of the grinning skull, flaming, seared itself into Bren’s mind, along with the ID painted onto the side of the fuselage. It had been the young pilot she herself had trained. She had known him since he was little more than a boy, mentored him to become one of the squadron’s best.

			Bren howled, tears of fury and pain streaking through the grime on her face. The Skyhawks had been closer than family. How could this have happened?

			The Skyhawk Squadron having been eliminated, the citadel’s weaponry had now fallen silent. But you’ve not eliminated us, Bren thought. I’m still here. Through the shock, she focused on her training. She was tired, badly bruised from the ejection and, as far as she knew, the only loyal pilot left on Sannan II. She ran through the post-ejection checklist, curling her toes and fingers and checking for broken bones. She seemed to be relatively unscathed, apart from a sharp pain in her side, which she suspected was a broken rib.

			She fumbled in a flight suit pocket and pulled out a stimm applicator. She stabbed it into her thigh and shuddered as the drug flooded her system with bright, hard-edged clarity. She rubbed her face and looked around. Her parachute was firmly tangled on one of the citadel’s spires, a horizontal splinter of jagged stone. She would need to hoist herself up the cord and then shin along until she found an entrance.

			She took a final glance down below her before starting to drag herself slowly up the cord. She paused, breathless, when she reached the top of the spire. Through the low clouds, she could see fires burning at ground level. Too many fires, she thought, and realised with grim horror that she must be looking at the wreckage of more than one squadron.

			Bren was glad of the stimms fortifying her system as she dragged herself along the rough granite, hoping against hope that she would find a way in. The wind buffeted her as she crawled. It was bitingly cold, and chilled her through the rips in her flight suit.

			She reached the end of the spire where it joined the citadel wall. To her relief, there was a grate a short distance away. She knelt next to it and peered through. A hole was cut into the rock, and she could see a poorly lit flight deck below.

			Before prising the grate to the access hatch away, Bren ran through the contents of her flight suit’s pockets. All she had was a survival knife, a laspistol and a single remaining vial of stimms. Campaign supplies were low, her squadron having been on operational activity for the past month – the battle to regain Sannan II had been hard and long, and the call back to the citadel had been a welcome relief. Finally, the forces of the Imperium had gained a foothold. Or not, Bren thought grimly.

			At least they were expecting reinforcements. They’d been told that a regiment of Astra Militarum was due to arrive any day.

			A sudden realisation seized her chest like a vice. The order to return had come from Vice-Marshal Maiken Lennard herself, sent from within the citadel. Commander Lennard was a legend, a born pilot with a killer instinct. And more than that, she was from Bren’s home planet. She couldn’t believe that any Zephyrian would betray the Emperor – the enemy must have deceived them. Bren touched a finger to the tattoo on her cheek. With Lennard and her squadron dead, she was probably the only person left on the planet who knew what it meant, what it took for a Zephyrian to earn such a mark.

			With the vice-marshal gone, the Imperium’s operations on this planet were in trouble. And so were the incoming reinforcements. They would be shot to pieces as her own squadron had been.

			Bren gritted her teeth. She swore to the Emperor that whoever had been responsible for the deaths of her squadron, Lennard and her fellow Zephyrians would be paid back in blood and fury a thousandfold.

			As Bren descended the access ladder into the hangar deck, she squinted into the gloom. The deck was full of aircraft silhouetted in darkness but appeared empty of people. Her eyes took a while to adjust to the light levels, then the scene in front of her came into sudden, horrible clarity.

			Bren took a sharp intake of breath and made the sign of the aquila. The fighters in front of her were Lightning Strikes, but they were like none she had seen before. They had been… defaced. Corrupted. Clusters of skulls and sheets of flayed skin had been attached to the wings and pylons like foul trophies, but even worse were the symbols daubed in red across every one of them. Bren had seen many such symbols over that past month of operations, but never in this proximity or number.

			For a moment, she had a flash in her mind of an infinite battlefield, a brief moment of rushing wind and blood spatter and the stench of burning bone and promethium. Then it disappeared, whispering away into the dark recesses of the hangar.

			Bren shuddered, murmured a prayer to the Emperor, and made her way towards the exit from the hangar. She had to get a message out, to alert Astra Militarum command as to what they were walking into.

			As she reached the bay doors, something stopped her, a magnetic pull on her senses. She glanced to her left and saw one of the aircraft covered with a tarpaulin.

			From the bulk, she could tell it wasn’t a Lightning Strike. The profile was wrong, too angular. Her stomach roiling with unease, Bren walked up to the shrouded vessel and extended a trembling hand to grasp the tarpaulin. She paused for a second before yanking it away.

			The vessel she uncovered was streamlined and savage, a bifurcated wedge of cruel metal. Bren gasped and stepped back a few paces. The vessel was death.

			‘God-Emperor save us,’ she muttered.

			Human hands had not built this monstrosity, and human minds could not have devised the nightmarish angles of its form. It squatted on the deck, to Bren exuding a kind of malign intelligence, like a predator stalking its prey.

			Bren swallowed and backed away, controlling the panic rising in her gut with the growing realisation of what she was up against.

			She positioned herself next to the bay doors and readied her laspistol. Quickly punching the door release, she cradled her weapon and made a visual sweep. The corridor was clear, but it was evident that a violent struggle had taken place here. The strip lumens that hadn’t been smashed flickered, and debris littered the ground. The walls were scorched with blast marks, and dried blood crusted the floor.

			Get to the command centre, Bren thought. There would be vox access there that she could use to warn the incoming Astra Militarum. It would probably be guarded, but she’d just have to deal with that when she got there.

			Carefully, she stepped over the rubble and made her way nimbly through the dark corridors, pausing at every bend to ensure her way was clear. She was relieved that the way­markers hadn’t been completely obliterated. If she was reading them correctly, she had another two levels to go before she got to the command centre.

			She was just passing another junction when she heard something coming in her direction. She slid back to the wall and crouched in the shadows by a broken strip lumen.

			There was a grunting sound, and from the other side of the junction, Bren saw a man dragging a body. He paused and sighed noisily, dropping the body to the ground. It slumped under one of the few working strip lumens. Bren could see it was badly disfigured. To her shock, what remained of the mouth opened, and a terrible burbling sound came out. They were still alive.

			The man kicked the prone body in the ribs. Bren was horrified to see that the tormentor was an Aeronautica pilot, or at least dressed like one. He wore a flight jacket, but it had been disfigured by the same symbols that marked the craft in the hangar. His eyes were bloodshot, his grin manic. His hands and arms were spattered with red, and for a moment she thought it was blood. But when he moved under the lights, she quickly realised it was paint. He must have been the one who had defaced the Lightnings with the profane sigils.

			The traitor pilot crouched down and spoke softly into the place that had once been an ear.

			‘You were a good little enginseer, weren’t you?’ He threw his head back and laughed. ‘But you just couldn’t let go of your false Omnissiah.’ His face twisted in sudden, violent anger, and he struck the stricken tech-priest across the face. The blow smashed into the damaged flesh and scattered a handful of splintered teeth across the corridor.

			Bren felt anger rising within her and adjusted her grip on the laspistol. So mutilated was the man, she hadn’t recognised him as the enginseer Kaiber Wrasse. Now she saw the cog motif that had adorned his robes. She was frightened of the traitor pilot, but she was also furious. This bastard wasn’t going to get away with it.

			‘Well,’ the pilot sighed, ‘you’re making me late for the briefing. The commander won’t like that. Mind you, she won’t like what I’ve done to you either. We are supposed to rejoice in slaughter, not in suffering. And yet, I find myself intrigued by your pain.’ He bit his lip and pulled a knife out of his boot. ‘Perhaps I can learn more from you.’

			From the shadows, Bren put a las-beam through his head. The man toppled gently to one side, smoke trailing from his eviscerated eye socket.

			‘No, you won’t,’ she snarled.

			She knelt next to the tortured adept, who was little more than gristle and flayed organs yet somehow still lived, pipes leaking ichor from his mechanical augmentations.

			‘Stop them,’ he gurgled, his rebreather hissing gently.

			Bren tried to hide the wince she gave at the sound, even though the man’s ruined eyeballs would never see again.

			‘What happened here?’

			‘Lennard,’ he wheezed.

			‘They killed her?’

			Something rattled inside the dying man. ‘She did this.’

			‘What?’

			‘She betrayed everything. She accepted blasphemies from dark forges in exchange for her soul,’ he spluttered, his agitation growing. His chest rose and fell raggedly.

			Bren drew in a sharp breath. It couldn’t be true. Vice-Marshal Lennard couldn’t have betrayed them. Not the same woman who had flown the black straits, hero of the Sekarist Breach, the famed squadron commander who’d broken the xenos siege of Bershlang Hive?

			Bren had seen enough death to know that the enginseer didn’t have long.

			He extended a hand, no more than a bloodied claw. She took it without hesitation, although her mind was in turmoil.

			‘If you are a true servant to the Omnissiah, you will do everything in your power to end this,’ he said, spitting bright red blood. Then, after a few seconds, he whispered weakly, ‘And you will send me to rejoin the Motive Force.’

			She only hesitated for a moment. ‘May the Emperor protect you, enginseer,’ she whispered, before administering the Emperor’s mercy with a blast from her laspistol.

			She sat back on her heels, staring blankly ahead. So Lennard was a traitor, corrupt, an enemy. And she was one of ours, Bren thought. She had been a Zephyrian hero. A cold, flat feeling of despair gripped her, creeping through her stomach. The certainty her training had given her up until now wavered. She was just a pilot. What could she do? What could she hope to achieve against horror like this? How could her spirit hold where Lennard’s had not? If the noblest and greatest of them could be corrupted and twisted, how could she trust herself? If rank, duty and ability were meaningless in the face of the enemy, how could it be fought? She felt herself on a precipice of despair, swaying in the winds of futility.

			But her eyes refocused on the dead enginseer. He hadn’t given up. They had flayed him alive, and still the light of the Emperor burned strong in his broken body.

			You are stronger than this. You are better than this, she told herself. You will end Lennard, for the Emperor, for the Skyhawks and for Zephyris!

			Clenching her teeth, she stripped the flight jacket from the dead traitor and put it on. It pained her to adorn herself with the hideous symbols, but it would make her less conspicuous. She went through his weapons belt and pulled out some ammunition and an autopistol.

			She turned the weapon over in her hands and winced as she saw that a crude attempt had been made to remove the aquila markings on the casing. Nevertheless, it had a full clip and would help to disguise her.

			She stood and spat on the corpse of the traitor pilot. She had made her decision. She had seen in the death of Enginseer Kaiber the reflection of how her own life would likely end, and knew her fate was in the hands of the God-Emperor now.

			Stowing her weapon, she continued on her way. The traitor pilot had said the vice-marshal was holding a briefing, which might explain why the corridors were so quiet. As she approached the command centre, she could hear the sound of voices. The floor became slippery, and Bren soon found that she was sluicing through blood and viscera. She winced and carried on. As she rounded a corner, she could hear the swelling roar of a crowd. A few steps later she saw them, a raucous mass spilling out ­chaotically into the corridor. They were watching someone speak in the command centre. Bren slipped into the back of the group to watch.

			Those alongside her wore ragged flight suits, similarly marked with unholy sigils. Her cover had been effective so far, but Bren felt her heart thumping in her chest. Vice-Marshal Lennard was holding court from on top of the command hub in the centre of the room, where she was surrounded by bloodied skulls. The group suddenly cheered at something the vice-marshal had said, and Bren turned her attention to the woman who held the eyes of the room.

			‘We are predators,’ Lennard was saying. ‘It is in our nature to kill.’ She wore a greatcoat over her uniform, and her dark hair was slicked back against her head. Blood flecked her face and arms. ‘Blood is our sacrament,’ she continued. ‘For too long we have been bound and deceived by the Imperium, who tell us who should live and who should die. The Imperium, who dirty the purity of death with reason and orders. But we submit to no one. The Imperium will no longer send us to be slaughtered for their petty wars. There is only one war, and the only order now is to fulfil your nature – death to the Imperium’s high command, death to those who oppose us and death to the false Emperor’s lapdogs!’

			The room erupted with roars.

			Lennard raised a hand. ‘Fury is the first instinct of humankind. To conquer, to defeat our enemies in battle, to wreak vengeance against those who make us weak is our divine cause. You have seen how the Imperium muzzled us, how they tried to hood the eagle. No longer will we hunt prey for the Imperium to devour.’

			The crowd stamped in approval.

			Lennard’s eyes blazed and she gestured at a heap of skulls. ‘We have put down the dogs who threw away our pilots’ lives, who kept us on this backwater planet to die far from glory. The one war starts here, and, comrades, we will have an opportunity to unleash our fury. Soon, there will be a regiment of the Imperium’s witless foot soldiers arriving at our base.’

			The crowd hissed and yelled in excitement. Bren shuddered.

			‘But a single regiment is not enough to slake our thirst for blood,’ Lennard boomed above her followers. ‘An army is not enough to satisfy our instinct for the hunt! I will bring more to you to slaughter.’ She indicated for someone to join her on the command hub. A heavyset man climbed up and held his arms in the air, smiling benevolently at the cheers that welcomed him.

			Bren started with the shock of recognition. This man had taught her and hundreds of other Aeronautica pilots how to fly.

			‘Wing-Commander Dysheed will lead my senior officers – or at least the remaining ones,’ she added with a wry smile that drew a laugh from the crowd, ‘on a special operation. We have called for these Astra Militarum reinforcements to help us,’ she sneered. ‘When they fall, their witless compatriots will direct a stream of regiments into our arms, and we will be ready for the blood to flow.’ The crowd roared. Bren joined in, but she found it hard to match the enthusiasm of her peers. She struggled to fight down her anger, resisting the temptation to unload her pistol into the nearest traitor.

			Lennard waited for the noise to stop. ‘For now, I will form a new squadron of eight of the best pilots to help me herd the incoming regiment towards their deaths.’

			The shouts were deafening, each pilot begging Lennard to pick them.

			The vice-marshal raised her hands. ‘I want blooded pilots, and only those with a kill count in two figures. The rest of you must wait your turn.’

			Heart in her mouth, Bren watched a dozen pilots push their way to the front. She fit the criteria. Should she try to claim a craft? At least then she could fight, do something, sabotage their plans somehow. But nerves paralysed her.

			Lennard surveyed the group of pilots standing in front of her. ‘Your enthusiasm is noted, but I only need eight. I also want flight ability, not just the ability to kill.’ She smiled viciously. ‘Three-star-rated pilots and above only.’

			Even as those who had not made the grade stepped back, Bren was pushing forward, elbowing her way through the chaotic crowd. Her pride had given her a push, although this made her feel a little queasy. Was this how Lennard’s own corruption had started?

			Swallowing hard, Bren lined herself up with the motley group of remaining pilots. Eyes glittering, Lennard walked along the line, naming those she recognised and sending them to stand on the platform. By the time she reached Bren’s end of the platform, there were only two pilots left, Bren and a short, mohawked woman.

			Lennard looked between the two, as if weighing them up.

			Groups within the crowd began chanting a name. ‘Saffyr, Saffyr!’ The woman raised a fist, grinning confidently. A favourite with the other pilots, it seemed.

			Bren pushed her shoulders back and stared ahead, managing to retain a veneer of cool, although her heart was beating so fast she was sure Lennard must be able see it.

			The vice-marshal ignored the chants and stepped forward to examine Bren. It seemed that something had caught her attention.

			Adrenaline rushed through Bren’s veins, and she tried to think if there was any way she could move to kill the traitor commander before she was torn apart by her followers.

			Lennard extended a hand and gently brushed at Bren’s blast-smeared cheek with a thumb.

			Bren couldn’t help but give an involuntary shudder.

			Lennard showed her canines in an unpleasant smile. ‘Well, well,’ she said softly. ‘We have a little ygel under the grime.’

			Bren looked up into the vice-marshal’s face, a face that held the mirror tattoo of her own. A tattoo that bound them, marked them as the elite of Zephyrian pilots who had flown into the Vashtu cloud fields and come back with the bloody claw of an ygel.

			‘Quiet!’ Lennard snapped at the chanting crowd. ‘Make way for my final pilot,’ she said, and gestured for Bren to follow. Bren quelled the involuntary rush of pride that came with being hand-picked by the legendary commander. That Lennard was dead. Remember, she killed your squadron. She has abandoned the Emperor. Bren felt cold all over as she moved across the command centre. Could they tell? The odd hiss and mutter followed her. She had indeed displaced the favourite, and the rest of the squadron was unlikely to forget.

			Lennard extended a hand to Bren and helped her onto the platform, then gripped her by the shoulders, smiling broadly. ‘Fortune smiles upon us, comrades, for the spirit of the ygel flies with us today!’

			Bren forced a smile, but thought, The ygel only kills what it must to survive. You kill because you are insane. She had seen something behind Lennard’s eyes. Something had gone from the woman, an essential spark of humanity.

			Lennard turned to the room and raised a fist. ‘The time is nigh! Take my Death Raptors to their fighters!’

			The crowd cheered, and the pilots started jumping down to make their way to the hangar bay.

			Bren glanced down at the command hub she was standing on. It was smeared with blood, but the pict screen embedded in its surface was still functional. It showed the citadel and the position of the incoming Astra Militarum regiment. She nudged aside a spatter of ichor with her boot to reveal the direction they would be arriving from. She squinted. Was that icon indicating a sensor array in that vector? If she could take it out…

			‘Pilot,’ someone called.

			Bren looked up, into the eyes of another one of Lennard’s chosen. He stood frowning at her in the emptying command centre. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

			Bren swallowed. ‘I wanted to see what I’m going to kill,’ she said, jumping off the hub.

			He looked at her strangely. ‘It hardly matters. Blood demands blood.’

			She nodded. ‘Let’s go then.’

			‘You’d better be as good as Lennard thinks.’

			He didn’t hide the anger in his voice.

			Bren glanced at his name patch. ‘I’ll be better, Krozman,’ she said.

			‘For your sake, you should hope so,’ the pilot snarled, leaning forward and baring his teeth.

			Bren blinked. Aggression was coming off the man in waves, more animal than human.

			She overtook him and made her way to the hangar deck. The other pilots had boarded their craft, so she started examining the remaining vessels. She picked the least battered-looking one, although they were all ill-treated. She wondered how long the enginseer had been away from the machines. The new order apparently either didn’t consider proper maintenance a priority or lacked the knowledge to do it. However, she just had to get the disfigured bird as far as the sensor array – she was in the hands of the God-Emperor after that.

			Bren inspected the craft, noting the warped-looking rudder and a stain of necrotic metal fatigue creeping along the cannon barrels.

			‘You’re ugly, but you’ll fly,’ she said, reaching out a hand to the nose.

			She recoiled almost instantly, the touch having imparted a malignant hostility. Bren frowned at the unholy sigils covering the craft. It couldn’t know that she was loyal, surely? But no enginseer worth their salt would let a fighter fly without the appropriate seals… This abused craft was as far from sanctified as could be imagined.

			She straightened and climbed into the cockpit. Her skin crawled as she settled into the seat. This was worse than wearing the dead traitor’s flight jacket. At least she was sure the jacket couldn’t kill her. Checking that the others were occupied with launching the rest of the Death Raptors squadron, Bren took off her aquila chain and tucked it into the canopy handhold where only she could see it. It would always be in her sight that way. It was a risk, and she could never trust this machine, but she prayed the sign would afford her some protection.

			There were two pilots still waiting to launch. One was Krozman. He was glowering directly at her. Bren jerked her chin at him, then fiddled with her instruments, absently running through checks. She could still feel his eyes boring into her skull. Don’t look up, she said to herself. You’ll just make him suspicious.

			It was a relief when she heard the shout of the traitors as they gripped the wings of the Lightning in front to wheel it to the launch-site. She glanced up to see Krozman’s fighter disappearing. Then it was her turn. Three grinning traitors gripped each wing and pushed her Lightning Strike towards the mouth of the hangar bay.

			The sky opened up ahead of her. The ramp runway was short. If the engine didn’t spin up to vector thrust, she would be over the edge of the citadel and dead. She only hoped that her craft flew better than it looked.

			Bren breathed a sigh of relief once she was in the air. Her Lightning Strike felt heavy, and she didn’t trust it to respond as quickly as it should, but at least she was flying. Bren always thought better in the air, and despite the circumstances, she felt calmer. The bright sky spread out ahead, and the focus of her mission brought her clarity. She was the last pilot out of the bay, which was convenient. She just had to quietly break away, which shouldn’t be difficult. The others streaked ahead at speed, their eagerness for the kill already negating their training. They had broken formation and were flying acrobatics. Bren pulled into a tight spin, thinking she may as well see what the craft could do, as well as blending in a little with the rest of the squadron. The machine flew well, despite its appearance, but she was aware of a jumpy feel to it. It spun up into the air almost eagerly, and she noted that she’d have to take a light touch on the throttle. She made the most of the responsive vessel, and her acrobatic skill. The other Death Raptors soon started trying to outdo her and each other, and became increasingly distracted. Bren carefully allowed them to move off, spinning and tumbling around each other, then flipped a few final loops herself. She suddenly veered off, turning back on herself. She would have preferred to wait until they were further away, but she had to act fast, before the regiment arrived in orbit. She flew tight, tucked in next to the citadel, slowing as she approached the location of the sensor array. She could see it ahead. She would fire on the first sweep and pass back for another run. She couldn’t risk it only being partially destroyed.

			She blasted a few shots into the augur’s sensor disc and gave a grunt of satisfaction as it ruptured. She dipped her wing to turn, and as she did, a shadow suddenly shot over her nose, narrowly missing her craft. Bren gasped in shock and pitched into an evasive manoeuvre. The fins and nose cone that she had just seen shoot past belonged to a Hellstrike missile. Someone had just tried to drop an anti-tank missile on her. Bren throttled hard and pulled her jet vertically. The vector thrusts screamed in objection but gave her the boost she needed. She came level with the attacking aircraft, which she immediately recognised as belonging to Krozman. He was turning, no doubt to inspect the results of his shot.

			‘Tough luck,’ Bren said grimly, and pushed her vectors higher, placing herself between the enemy fighter and the sun.

			She was above him now and had him at a disadvantage. He’d forgotten his training. Aeronautica pilots had to be instinctive, but never reckless. Not those who wanted to survive, anyway. It was Wing-Commander Dysheed who had taught her to attack from the direction of the sun, she thought grimly. She watched Krozman carefully, drifting behind him as he turned to keep herself on his tail. He’ll realise any moment, she thought.

			Sure enough, Krozman’s craft pitched as he suddenly raised his nose to the vertical. ‘He’s going to try a full-body air brake,’ she said to herself incredulously. That meant he had realised where she was hiding and was going to try to fire on her during a vertical stall. Bren immediately nudged her reactive thrusters and dropped like an ygel extending its claws towards its prey. Burning forward at full thrust, she thumbed the firing stud. The craft responded immediately, and Bren got the sense it was eager for the kill.

			‘At least you’re good for something,’ she muttered as Krozman’s fighter exploded into a flaming shower of debris.

			Bren pushed down past the sensor array. It was a smoking mess, but she slammed a blast from her lascannon into it to be sure. None of the other Death Raptors appeared to have followed her. Keeping an eye on the horizon, she reached for the vox-dials. The destroyed sensor array should have left the station deaf and blind in this quadrant, giving her a chance to covertly signal the incoming regiment.

			She flipped the vox-switch and was nearly deafened by the terrible, inhuman scream in her ears. She silenced the noise then sat back in shock, her ears ringing with the hideous tonal wail that had filled them a moment before. She reached out and grasped the aquila that dangled above her head.

			‘God-Emperor, give me the strength to do your will,’ she muttered. There was no way she could communicate with the regiment, but at least she had obscured their path. They would be protected from targeted attacks in their landing vector, but when they got close enough, they would still be vulnerable to the main battery. She couldn’t warn them, so she would have to try to take out the weapons in their flight path somehow.

			A glint ahead caught her eye. A formation of corrupted Lightning Strikes was converging on her position. Bren didn’t doubt she could outmanoeuvre them, but it was what flew ahead of them that chilled her. The Death Raptors were led by the unholy fanged craft she had seen in the hangar.

			She swallowed and throttled away towards the citadel. She had to get into cover.

			The vox bleated. Bren ignored it, but suddenly the cockpit was filled with the voice of Maiken Lennard.

			‘I see you, traitor bird,’ the voice said, booming and crackled at the edges. ‘You dare deny my command? I chose you myself.’ There was a frantic burst of sound that could have been static. ‘Perhaps my empyric masters are testing me with your treachery. They can rest assured your death won’t go to waste. My Raptors are hungry for blood, but I intend to kill you first!’

			Lennard’s last words had come in a deranged snarl. Any remaining control the woman had possessed was gone.

			Bren throttled hard and steered low between the spires and turrets of the citadel. The floating city was several miles across, and buildings of different styles and functions had been piled on top of each other for hundreds, even thousands of years. Glancing to one side, Bren saw the unmistakable shape of a Lightning Strike curving round on the far edge of the city.

			They’re trying to herd me, pen me in, she thought. But I’m faster.

			Even so, she was being pushed towards the centre of the citadel, away from the weapons in the pathway of the Astra Militarum’s landing vector. She would never be able to destroy the citadel’s weapons batteries like this. A missile scudded over her bow. They were getting close. Too close. She could outclass any of them in a fair fight, but with an entire squadron on her heels, her time was limited. She couldn’t outgun them, so she had to outwit them. There was no conventional cover to help her evade her pursuers. Bren scanned the citadel below, racking her brain to recall the survey briefings from when they had made landfall on Sannan II. A plume of smoke rising from a chimney jogged her memory. The floating citadel was riddled with vast shafts, hollowed out like the bones of a bird to make it lighter. If she could hide out in one of them, she could double back on herself and destroy the ordnance.

			‘What are you doing, little bird?’ Lennard said over the vox.

			Bren tried to focus on her search for a wide shaft, turning tightly around, dipping and ducking behind buildings.

			‘Are you running scared?’ Lennard laughed.

			Bren turned again, desperately scouring the rooftops below her for a glimpse of something her fighter could fit into.

			A sudden burst of percussive fire caused her to veer up sharply. The hideous twin-bladed craft was already on top of her.

			Bren cursed and throttled for cover.

			Below her, the cityscape opened up into industrial chimneys. Trails of smoke drifted into the cold air and cabling snaked across towers and between factories. It would be here, Bren knew. Then, up ahead, she spotted a vast shaft, open to the sky. It lit up her thermal scanners with a sharp heat spike. It was a ventilation outlay, and should be big enough for a craft to fit down. Bren swallowed, her heart thumping in her chest. She could do it, but she had to lose Lennard first. There was an old Scholastica Aeronautica trick that she hoped Lennard had forgotten. Even without the vox, she could hear an unnatural scream close behind her. The evil craft was fast – too fast. It had clearly been built for speed, but not, Bren’s gut told her, for control.

			Bren throttled ahead at full speed, drawing the hideous vessel in pursuit. She wanted Lennard to think she was running for her life. Then, just as she reached the ventilation shaft, she deployed her air brake hard, slowing her Lightning to its minimum controllable speed. The craft didn’t respond as fast as she would have liked it to, but was fast enough. She tipped her wings forward, pulling into one of the headwinds that howled around the floating citadel. The Lightning hovered, the machine perfectly balanced above the shaft. Few vessels could achieve this level of control, and Bren hadn’t been sure if the tainted fighter would, or could, comply. But she didn’t have time to think. She saw the unholy vessel streak overhead, overshooting her just as she had planned. Bren plunged downward, into the vent and into the unknown.

			This was nothing they had trained pilots for at the Scholastica. Bren jinked and weaved through the narrow confines, every second making countless decisions about pitch and speed and avoiding pipes and tubing as she sped through the shaft. Her knowledge of plasma power plants was limited, but she was certain that there would be a coolant chamber where she could turn. Almost certain, anyway. The outside temperature registered over six hundred degrees and rising.

			The framework of her craft groaned. She wasn’t sure how far she could push it, or how her own coolant system would cope, but it was too late to second-guess herself now.

			Lennard’s laughter came high and cold over the vox. ‘You can’t hide, little bird. My Raptors are flying into your bolthole.’

			Bren fumbled with the silencer switch, but it had no effect. Discordant yowlings filled her ears and her mind ached. She pulled out her autopistol and obliterated the unit.

			‘That’s better,’ she muttered grimly as the wires melted into the metal casing, filling the cabin with the stench of evaporated plasteel.

			Bren pushed forward, swearing as she clipped her starboard wing against the edge of the tunnel. She was certain she could see bluish-green light ahead, and as she guided the craft forward, it became brighter. She emerged into a vast chamber, a plasma reactor’s coolant tanks ahead of her.

			If Lennard and her squadron had followed her, they would slaughter her here in cold blood – unless she could wipe them out first.

			Eyeing the coolant tanks, Bren slowed the Lightning, dipped the nose then pulled up sharply. At the top of the arc, she ruddered one hundred and eighty degrees to the left. It was a perfect stall turn, the craft gently rotating to face downward. Before gravity pulled her down again, Bren blasted her lascannons into the coolant tanks. It was a desperate move. It would probably take a few minutes for the plasma generators to overheat and destroy the Death Raptors. Perhaps enough time for her to get out and resume her plan to destroy the citadel’s ordnance. Perhaps.

			As the craft turned, she saw with grim horror two Death Raptors barrelling towards her down the shaft she had come in through. They were already firing on her. Bren’s first thought was that it was only a matter of time before they breached the plasma generators, whether intentionally or not. Her second thought was that her escape was blocked. With live fire coming at her and the plasma generators, and liquid steadily trickling from the holes she had blasted in the coolant tanks, Bren knew she had to get out.

			She didn’t have time for any more thought as the Death Raptors sped into the chamber. Bren swerved hard left, down what looked like a service junction. It was even smaller than the ventilation shaft, and her wing tips screamed as they scraped the edges of the circular aperture. Bren gritted her teeth at the sound of an explosion behind her. The Death Raptors hadn’t been planning to get out. They had been flying at full throttle, their only desire to kill her. If their Hellstrikes hadn’t pierced the plasma reactors, then their corrupted Lightning Strikes smashing into the power source would. So much for the trap she had set. She could see daylight ahead, and pulled up to follow the curve of the tunnel. Speed wasn’t a friend in these tight conditions, but it could only be a matter of moments before the blown reactor vented its explosive load down this tunnel, and she had to get clear.

			When Bren’s craft shot into daylight, she breathed a sigh of relief. This feeling only lasted for a moment, as she saw Lennard’s craft circling the ventilation shaft that she had entered. The mere sight of the hideous, glittering killing machine triggered animal terror in Bren. Run, her hindbrain told her, the ancient instincts of prey threatening to overcome logical thought. Bren clenched her right hand hard around the control stick and throttled round with the other.

			She hung the fighter at its minimum controllable speed above the service tunnel as she had above the ventilation shaft. She breathed in and out heavily, fighting every instinct to escape, both from the unholy vessel that was lazily turning and would sight her in seconds and from the roiling gallons of plasma beneath her, which even now would be boiling up the service tunnel. The same plasma that could also destroy the vice-marshal’s accursed craft if she had the courage to draw it to her.

			Bren closed her eyes and prayed. She prayed that the Emperor would give her the strength to face down this monster and take away the fear of the death that would soon claim her. She opened her eyes, a tear of resolve and fury running down her cheek. The aquila glinted in the light, and she knew that she would do what needed to be done. The malefic fighter was pelting towards her, seeming to wrap darkness around itself. Bren could feel vibrations from below her and knew the end was near. She bared her teeth in a snarl as she faced her death, staring defiantly at the jagged prongs of the approaching craft, resolved to do the Emperor’s work through fiery retribution.

			Suddenly, her Lightning Strike pulled uncontrollably to the left, spinning her out of the trajectory of the accursed machine. Bren flipped out of the spin just as, with a terrible roar, a vast volcano of plasma blew out of the shaft she had been hovering over mere moments ago. She watched with grim satisfaction as Lennard’s malevolent craft flew directly into the roiling column of burning plasma. There was a cacophony of unholy screams and the eerie blossoming of purple light. But Bren’s satisfaction soon turned to horror as, from the roiling smoke, the hideous machine emerged. Blackened and badly damaged, but still flying.

			The sudden thump of a sonic boom above her caused her to start. The regiment had arrived and entered the planet’s atmosphere. There was no time to waste.

			Bren turned and sped towards the citadel’s defensive arsenal, which even now she knew would be trained on the unsuspecting drop-ships. If she could destroy it, it would leave the reinforcements free to take out Lennard and her followers.

			The sudden drone of a warning caused her to squint at her controls. Her fuel was low, lower than it should have been. Perhaps she had grazed her wings worse than she had thought and pierced a tank.

			She rapped her knuckles on the craft’s control panel.

			‘I don’t know if you pulled away back there or I did,’ she said reflectively. ‘But if I’m still here, it’s by His will. By my count,’ she continued, ‘there are still four of those Death Raptors left. And one abomination. Which is one too many. But we’re going to fight them with whatever we have left.’

			She made for the landing vector she knew the Astra Militarum would be taking. She suspected that any remaining Death Raptors would be waiting there for their prey.

			As she flew over the citadel, she could see traitors appearing on the walls and in the windows. Bren grimaced. She would have liked to strafe those despicable creatures on her way past, but she needed to conserve her ammo for the real enemy. She flew high, so she would be out of the range of any missiles should the fortress’ inhabitants start firing for any reason.

			As she rounded one of the citadel’s fortification towers, she saw the enemy down below. Two Valkyrie assault carriers that must have deployed in orbit were descending. The remaining Death Raptors had moved into a defensive formation, as friendly Aeronautica fighters would. To the Valkyrie pilots, all would appear well. Little did they know they were being lured to their doom. Glancing up, Bren could see the distant blaze of a drop-ship as it descended through the planet’s atmosphere. The Valkyries were too far away to see the hideous signs and sigils painted on the craft, and recognised only the familiar shape of a Lightning Strike escort. Bren scudded through the low cloud and realised she would need to act fast before the Valkyries were ambushed. She twisted the stick and went into the deepest dive she dared execute. Any deeper and the fighter’s wings would likely have sheared off its airframe.

			She fired her Hellstrikes – or at least she tried to. Nothing happened. A dull misfire light blinked on the console. She swore, and quickly thumbed her lascannons. She only managed to graze one of the citadel’s flak cannons, but it was enough to draw the attention of the Death Raptors. Shells roared towards her, and she zigzagged to evade them. The missiles screamed past her, with one of them, to her relief, blasting one of the flak cannons out of operation.

			The Death Raptors had broken formation, and with a blend of horror and grim satisfaction, Bren saw Lennard’s hideous craft rounding on them.

			There was no way the incoming Valkyrie pilots could have mistaken the scene before them.

			Sure enough, the Valkyries’ heavy bolters started roaring, and one enemy was destroyed immediately, its flaming wreckage spiralling into a second and obliterating it. The others jinked backwards, circling like flies around Lennard’s twisted vessel.

			With the Death Raptors distracted, Bren flew in close to the remaining flak cannons and strafed them at close range with her lascannons. She might not have the firepower to destroy them completely, but it would be enough for now just to warp their mounts and disable them.

			Out of the corner of her eye, she saw one of the Death Raptors scream out from behind Lennard’s fighter and plummet down towards one of the Valkyries at full speed.

			He’s going to destroy himself and the Valkyrie, Bren realised in horror. The Valkyrie was too bulky to evade a Lightning Strike being blasted at full speed by an insane pilot.

			Powerless, she watched as the Death Raptor smashed into the side of the Valkyrie, rupturing its fuel tanks in the process and blossoming into a white-hot explosion.

			Lennard’s craft shot through the smoke of the stricken ­Val­kyrie and headed straight for her.

			It’s personal then, Bren thought. Good. She’s not thinking like a trained pilot any more. I can use that.

			She pulled the Lightning Strike sharply upward, trying to get behind the traitor commander, to draw her towards the surviving Valkyrie. She had to play it carefully – the Guard vessel was gunning for the remaining Death Raptors, and she didn’t want to overwhelm it. She didn’t know how badly Lennard’s craft had been damaged, but if she was the same way inclined as her squadron has been, she would be willing to use her own fighter as a deadly ram, even if it meant her death.

			Then something caught her eye, a glint through the clouds, the suggestion of a bulky vessel incoming.

			Lennard was clinging tightly to her tail but hadn’t fired yet. Whatever ordnance that abomination had, perhaps it was damaged. Or perhaps Lennard wanted the kill to be made close up…

			Bren drew the traitor craft towards the glint she had seen. It was a leap of faith, but that was all she had. Flying blind, she had to rely on her instincts. She suddenly ruddered and shot downwards. As she predicted, Lennard followed, clinging to her like a shadow and emerging through the clouds into the path of a Devourer drop-ship.

			It was firing on them even as they emerged. Whether their communications were online or Lennard was still jamming them, the flash of fire had been enough to ready their weapons, and the sight of that twisted horror was signal enough to attack.

			Bren scudded back under the Imperial craft even as the Devourer’s jet missile hit Lennard’s between the fangs and split it apart. There was a horrible scream audible inside Bren’s cabin, and vast clouds of black smoke roiled unnaturally around the hideous machine as it fell.

			Bren exhaled heavily. The traitor Lennard was no more. No more could she shame the Zephyrians by wearing the mark she had lost the right to wear.

			Bren rubbed her eyes. She was suddenly fatigued, and aware of the pain in her ribs. She fumbled for her medkit and pulled out the last stimm, stabbing it into her thigh. The drug coursed through her body, and she felt the pain start to recede.

			A sudden crump caused her to automatically roll her craft in an evasive manoeuvre. The remaining Valkyrie was firing on her.

			Of course they would be – she looked just like another craft piloted by a traitor.

			Adrenaline flooded through her veins. Her vox was fried, and she was low on fuel. In desperation, she dipped her wings and showed her belly, hoping they would realise she was a friendly fighter. But the Valkyrie fired again, and this time, there was an answering shot from behind her. The Devourer was flanking her.

			They had her in a pincer. Bren knew that there was no escape. If she fled, they would shoot her down; if she tried to land, they would shoot her down, or she would be killed by traitors in the fortress. She had thought that death was coming for her a few minutes ago and that she would die with Lennard in the plasma explosion. But the Emperor had given her a little more time to do His work. The regiment would be saved, and she knew in her heart that in turn they would save this planet. Suddenly, with no more decisions to make, she felt strangely calm. With her squadron dead, no one would mourn her. Her death did not matter, she did not matter. So what she did held no fear. Bren pulled her nose up and sped into the air. The Valkyrie was on her tail, and she knew she didn’t have long.

			She jammed the control stick, so neither she nor the Lightning could change their near-vertical ascent, and silenced the critical fuel alarm. It didn’t matter any more.

			Bren took off her flight gauntlets and helmet, and reaching forward, she felt the metal of the aquila between her fingers. She drew in a deep breath of the cold cabin air. She saw the sky spread out, a clear, brilliant blue ahead of her. Like the ygel of her home world, she was born of the air, and would die in it.

			She heard the roar of a missile behind her, but she was not afraid. She was where she was meant to be.

			Above and before her, the aquila and the sky, as they had always been.

			The Emperor protects.

			The Valkyrie pilots watched the Lightning Strike explode into shimmering nothingness, smudging a greasy trail of smoke across the grey sky.

			‘What do you suppose happened there?’ the lead pilot asked.

			‘The Emperor guides the faithful hand. That and traitors forget how to fly.’

			The lead pilot nodded towards the debris trail. ‘That one knew how to once.’

			His companion snorted. ‘I’ll never understand why these fanatics turn traitor only to throw their lives away.’

			The lead pilot shook his head. ‘There but for the grace of the Emperor…’

			The Valkyrie roared away, and the battle for Sannan II raged on.
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			On the icy world of Trehuerta Beta, the aeldari troops had been amassed in thick lines, the Guardians drawing strength from the close presence of so many of their kin and inspiration from the brilliant and venerated figures of their Aspect Warriors. The aeldari are an old race, steeped in monastic discipline. They have honed their iron, intractable will through decades of rigorous self-restraint. They have honour, of a form, and as a people they have witnessed horrors that would destroy most men. They do not break easily.

			The moment I stepped through the treeline, my thirty-foot armoured form snapping the crowns from the aged conifers, they began to wail in despair.

			Ranks of Guardians in wine-dark red opened fire. The razored discs of their weapons were as dangerous to me as the driving snow. I picked out a single tangible threat – a knot of their anti-tank specialists, resplendent in gleaming armour of orange and yellow. They crouched behind a low barricade of ice and stone, waiting for me to draw closer. From thirty feet in the air, they would have been visible anyway, but my sensorium suite recognised their pattern and highlighted them in livid orange, making them as visible as if they’d been standing upright and waving. My right arm whined, and then roared. A column of heat, intense enough to ignite the air around it, lanced forward and erased the lambent warriors. Ancient Aspect armour, arcane weaponry, valiant heroes, even the bricks they hid behind and the ground on which they stood, all vaporised in an instant. Their only remains were a greasy black smoke, quickly dissipated on the icy wind, and a patch of fused black stone in an unnamed field.

			I lifted my reaper chainblade, longer than a tank, each adamantine tooth the size of a full-grown man, and gunned it overhead. The thunderous scream of the blade drowned out the aeldari as they panicked, and as their anguish reached its crescendo, I strode forward.

			I cannot blame the aeldari for their fear. When I am beknighted, seated in the Throne Mechanicum and standing in my ancestral armour, I am an avatar of woe and finality. As a child I, too, stood upon the ground and looked up at the Imperial Knights striding across the landscape, their crashing treads shaking the ground, and felt my spine turn to water and my will fail me. Understand that what they beheld was a doom irreconcilable – an unstoppable engine of destruction with no weakness they could exploit, capable of shredding their lines to ashes with the barest of effort. My weapons could tear open starships. I moved with a speed that defied all logic and sense in the observer, whose eye would always swear a thing so large could never move with such alacrity.

			I swept my feet through their entrenched lines, sending limp aeldari Guardians sailing through the light mist of snow. I flexed my shoulder, or what would have been my shoulder, and the autocannon on my sloping back spun in response, its booming rounds blasting limbs and weapons high into the air. I brought my chainblade down again and again in flashing arcs, tearing great rents in the earth and scattering clouds of dirt and viscera. There was little honour in this work, and no real glory, but there was duty, and that was enough. The Astra Militarum lines who beheld my rampage cheered and redoubled their efforts. As destructive as my own works were, it was they who truly carried the day. My service here was less about military aid and more about my role as a titanic morale officer, my every action reinforcing humanity’s contempt for the alien.

			‘Verdance. Your attendance, please. One of the aeldari Titans has survived the bombardments.’

			I turned to regard the horizon to my left. I recognised the voice as Colonel Hedaya, deployed along our western flank. If my estimates were correct, no less than a mile from my current position. As I stared, my sensorium suite alerted me to a small squad of aeldari cavalry hurtling over the hills, their jetbike engines screaming, glorious pennants streaming behind them, laser lances set to charge. I tightened my left arm and fired my thermal cannon, vaporising them in an instant, without bothering to look at them.

			If there had been an aeldari Titan devastating our ranks, it would have been clearly visible, towering high into the sky. More likely it was one of the Cyclops-class threats, a Wraithknight or perhaps even a belligerent Wraithlord who had slipped our cordon.

			‘Acknowledged, Colonel Hedaya. I ride to your aid.’ I swung my frame and began ploughing across the battlefield in her direction.

			‘Stay and support the line, Solbert!’ The words were arrogant and rude, but the tone was jocular. ‘Exterminate those glass-boned vermin, Freeblade. The supply line has no conceivable danger – I can go and face this threat.’

			Fortunately, Emeric was wise enough to confine her conversation to the vox-channels that were encrypted solely for the warriors of the Questor Imperialis. I laughed, and heard vox echoes as her two brothers did as well.

			‘The aeldari are in rout,’ I said. ‘What honour is left for me here?’ I smiled as Verdance’s jogging tread swayed back and forth. Before Trehuerta Beta, it had been a significant span of time since I’d last enjoyed the camaraderie of my fellow Knights. Although it wasn’t quite the same as belonging to a house again, it was immeasurably comforting to know that kinship once more.

			‘What honour?’ Wylan Nighthowl laughed. ‘What honour is there in leaving a hunt unfinished? Your job is only half done, Freeblade!’

			‘House Rennard doesn’t strike at fleeing dogs while there is still a true threat to face,’ I said. I mocked a chastising tone, but in truth this was an old conversation between us, rehashed many times during the months of the Trehuerta campaign.

			‘House Mortan, on the other hand,’ Emeric retorted, ‘believes in finishing what they started.’

			‘You wound me!’ I checked my auspex reports. The aeldari lines were failing everywhere but at Colonel Hedaya’s segment. The long campaign was over, only the denouement remained. ‘Already you have so many fine trophies to take back to Kimdaria and boast of your prowess.’ I and the three Nighthowl scions, children of Baron Shayn Nighthowl of House Mortan and heirs to his lands and titles, had proved a formidable hunting pack. Many of the most dangerous of the aeldari targets had been drawn out, cleaved from their support and torn asunder by our combined might. ‘Would you begrudge a vagabond Freeblade a single conquest of his own?’

			‘A poor and lonely orphan, set upon a quest of proving. His name to make, his fortune to lift high.’ I didn’t need a holo-uplink to see the imperious look upon Leold’s face as he took a break from merciless slaughter to grace us with a recital. Fortunately for his house and his comrades, Leold’s skill with a blade far outstripped his skill as a poet. ‘Good portents, and Throne speed you upon your way!’

			I battered my way through the conifers. I had a pang of regret – any forest tall enough to conceal my approach was old beyond reckoning, and I disliked tearing down anything so venerable, but the lives of the Imperium’s fighting men and women had to take precedence. Beyond the treeline, Colonel Hedaya’s forces were hard-pressed. The aeldari had pushed into their lines, forcing the infantry ranks to retreat until their backs were against their own artillery emplacements. It was only a small matter of time before the infantry were completely routed and the slow-moving artillery vehicles were overwhelmed.

			The Wraithknight was leading their forces like a true hero. Standing before the line of skirmish, they swept Colonel Hedaya’s forces with streaming bursts of plasma from the weapon along their arm. The occasional heavy weapon, a missile or plasma round fired from below, they deflected with the curving bladed shield along their other arm.

			My crashing approach successfully drew their attention from the troops they were carving through. The Wraithknight took a step backwards, set their feet and fired at me. A calamitous error – the aeldari plasma weaponry is renowned for its mind-boggling accuracy, due to the magnetic stream which guides their shot. That same guidance system telegraphed the attack to me, setting off a magnus alert on Verdance which registered as a ferocious itch along my hip and left side. I swung my ion shield to intercept, and the torrent of superheated plasma vented around my energy bulwark, blistering the paint of my shoulders but inflicting no damage.

			The aeldari might have lived if they had run, but I had more respect for them because they did not. My own charge had been unceasing, and the enemy Knight realised their mistake moments before I crashed into them. Their skill was commendable – they raised their scattershield to take my charge and skitter-stepped backwards as they arrested my momentum.

			I stepped over the line of skirmish to plant my own tread on a destroyed Basilisk. It was a poor opening position, but I needed to force the Wraithknight back the way they had come, lest we trample our own forces in our duel. If the aeldari Knight retreated, they would have a significant distance advantage to tear away at me on my second approach. Instead, the long-limbed construct tried to loop around and bull past me, to carry our fight directly onto the lines of the Imperium. It was a bold strategy. Forcing me to fight on top of my own forces would almost ensure that our own titanic struggle would sunder the Militarum lines, crushing many of them and giving the aeldari the advantage of better positioning and time to regroup. If they could compound that with a swift victory over me, they would add pressure to their resistance and reinvigorate their entire offensive.

			I gave a half-turn and fired my thermal cannon. At this range, I would tear their head and shoulders off their body, no matter how resilient their warp-crafted frames might be. The aeldari Knight had foreseen this, and the scintillating aura of their scattershield appeared in the air, dissipating the heat from the attack. The moment I saw the kaleidoscope of colour manifest, I fired my carapace melta. Much smaller than the thermal cannon, it lacked the destructive grandeur of my main weapon, but it was still a powerhouse of energy, best used with surgical precision. The Wraithknight’s knee superheated and burst, blackened fragments of shrapnel raining down on the troops below.

			Injured, crippled, the Knight tried to gain just enough distance from me to pick me apart with their plasma weaponry, but it was far too late. I closed in on them, my slow, deliberate pace as much to present a fearful image as it was to avoid treading upon my own allies. I harried them mercilessly, the blasts from my thermal cannon and the slashes of my melta all directed at their head, neck and shoulders. They were forced to dip, to lean back, each avoidance putting more strain on their injured leg. Finally, as I forced them free of our lines, the joint gave way with a fibrous cry and the Knight sank to one knee.

			I raised my reaper chainblade high. I do not know how many years the ancient xenos Knight had strode among the stars, visiting death to their enemies, but their story had come to a close here on Trehuerta Beta. The aeldari were already pulling back, the Militarum troops capitalising on their hesitation and redoubling their efforts. The Wraithknight, tenacious to the last, pulled themselves as straight as they were able. Energy coalesced about the barrel of their weapon. As passionately as I had pursued their destruction, the enemy Knight had acquitted themselves with honour.

			‘Thus endeth your saga.’ I swept the reaper chainblade down, cleaving through neck and torso, severing the weapon arm and the head and avoiding the crystalline array at the construct’s centre, which housed the boundless energies to make such a device function. I paused, bearing witness to the foe’s final moments, as the limbs twitched their last and finally lay still.

			When I looked up, the aeldari were in full retreat. The people below were cheering. Trehuerta Beta belonged to the Imperium.

			‘To the noble dead,’ I said, raising my tankard.

			The Nighthowl scions echoed my sentiment.

			‘Ally and foe alike?’ Emeric Nighthowl gave me a sly smile over her tankard. Her brothers groaned.

			‘Of course.’ I sipped my drink slowly, but before the glass had even left my lips, Wylan had slammed his down on the thick burr table.

			‘Curse the aeldari,’ he said. He was short and thick, with a furrowed brow that made even his most friendly expressions look aggressive. ‘Xenos have no conception of honour and deserve none in kind!’

			‘Again we have this argument?’ Leold threw one hand to his head in mock exasperation. ‘Forgive my siblings, Freeblade. Endless warfare on the battlefield is not enough for my sister, who would see it played out at every meal and meeting she partakes in. Wylan, it seems, is always willing to oblige her.’

			The two brothers fell to bickering immediately. Within moments, their dialogue had passed from combative Gothic to rapid-fire High Kimmerian, which I couldn’t follow. They were different enough that I wouldn’t have been surprised to find that they shared different mothers. Leold was tall and slender, with pale skin and a small round chin. When he spoke he was fluid and cultured. His brother was a ruddy-faced brute by comparison, all muscle and anger.

			Emeric slouched low in the wide chair I’d provided her, watching her quarrelling brothers and laughing. She shared Leold’s golden complexion and dignified air, and Wylan’s short, thick frame. They all had the same flowing, glossy black hair of their family line, which they wore long and to one side, the other side by necessity shorn to accommodate a data-port. The brothers also bore similar long, drooping moustaches, Wylan’s in a thick horseshoe and Leold’s in a pair of slender lines that dangled from his lip like the barbels of a mudfish.

			‘Such a magnificent vessel you have,’ said Leold suddenly, turning seemingly mid-sentence from his argument, by which I took it that he had been on the losing end. ‘Our own vessel is all function by comparison.’

			‘My sacristan, Theore, will take that as a compliment.’ The Oblige was as comfortable as I and Theore could make it. My living area, especially, might have been a den plucked from any one of a number of noble estates across the galaxy. Fitted stone concealed the deck plating. The walls also had a façade, made of bog burr, like the fine furnishings I had scattered about the room. The fireplace set on one wall was, unfortunately, merely a replica, but Theore’s censers gave the air a pleasing cedar odour. Many of the halls were so decorated, and many trophies and fine pieces of art were displayed proudly.

			Opulent finery for a single Bohemia-class cutter, but visitors to the Oblige inevitably compared it to their own vessels, which were usually spartan by comparison, it was true. Unfortunately, my vessel was not just my conveyance – it was my home, small enough to be operated solely by Theore and myself but large enough to house Verdance and the scant remnants of our house’s belongings. The treasures I had salvaged from the ruins of House Rennard were precious, but neither they nor the vessel on which I displayed them could begin to compare to the size, magnificence or gravitas of a true baronial keep.

			‘Your hospitality is appreciated,’ said Emeric. She waggled her tankard, sloshing her beverage. ‘Your chef and brewer are both to be complimented. I’ve never had the opportunity to sample the wares of Olvidar.’

			‘Theore will take your compliments for the meal as well,’ I said, ‘but neither of us can take credit for the libations. For that you can thank the Valhallan Two Hundred and Eighty-Fourth. They gifted me with several kegs of the stuff after the Nembyrios campaign. Made from milk, as I understand it.’

			Wylan sniffed at the drink gently. ‘Milk, eh? Never under­estimate the ice-worlders, I suppose.’

			‘If my travels have taught me anything, it’s not to under­estimate any human culture when it comes to crafting alcoholic refreshment.’

			‘Well,’ Emeric said, ‘be it from your world or your private stocks, you’ve been nothing less than a wonderful host, and a valued hunting partner. We would be remiss if we didn’t invite you back to Kimdaria to reciprocate your hospitality.’

			I took another drink. It was a tempting offer.

			‘I wouldn’t want to impose upon your baron,’ I said. Not all households were welcoming to a Freeblade.

			‘Baron Shayn Nighthowl will be honoured by your achievements here,’ Leold said, waving away my protest. ‘You’ve helped his children bring glory to House Mortan, and your own hero­ism at the last will make a fine story for our halls.’

			I shrugged. ‘I appreciate your praise,’ I said, ‘but it was nothing any of you wouldn’t have done in my place. We defeated many of the aeldari Knights during the campaign – I don’t think your father will be particularly impressed by one more.’

			The three of them stared at me. Emeric raised one brow in puzzlement. Wylan laughed as if certain I was joking.

			‘You haven’t made the connection, have you?’ Leold finally said. ‘That was no mere Wraithknight. They were Vatinya, the Falling Comet.’

			I laughed myself. Vatinya was a legend in the Kurasa Sector. They had killed Baron Mikelhi in single combat ten years ago. During the Tendik invasion, they had held off an entire regiment of Cathloise outriders. The Deathwatch had dispatched fifty men to destroy Vatinya in the jungles of Jeilash, but the canny warrior had evaded them all, isolating each squad in turn and devastating them to the point of retreat. We had heard that they were on Trehuerta Beta, but the reports had never been confirmed. After the last of the Wraithknights had been hunted down and the eldar began their gradual retreat, General Shevona had recalled all units hunting for Vatinya, declaring that they must have withdrawn from the field, if they had ever been there at all.

			‘It’s no joke,’ said Wylan. ‘Shevona’s own people confirmed it from the captured. You hadn’t heard?’

			‘No, I hadn’t.’ That in itself wasn’t surprising. The more personable Freeblades like myself were often treated as little better than mercenaries. I’m sure that Colonel Hedaya would have credited me if she were able, but it seemed likely that General Shevona or some other high-ranking official would be trying to spin things so that the death of the Falling Comet became part of their own list of honours.

			The more I thought of it, the more sense it made. My foe had been leading an inspired counter-attack, the exact sort of thing Vatinya was famous for. I recalled the streaming violet banners that had trailed it, detailing the many victories of the warrior. I wondered how many skirmishes the fighter had engaged in during the Trehuerta campaign, how many of our squads and scouts and outriders had been set upon in the tundra and never seen again. The number of fighting people missing in action that could be laid at Vatinya’s feet must be considerable, but in turn they must have taken a gradual toll on the Knight. I was proud and grateful that they had been able to meet their end in honourable warfare against an Imperial Knight, but my pride was tinged with melancholy. Had I only triumphed because the long months of warfare had weakened my enemy? How glorious it would have been to face such a foe at their full strength.

			‘My victories are, of course,’ I said, ‘shared by House Mortan.’

			Wylan raised his mug again. ‘Then come and regale our father with your stories. We will be overjoyed to welcome and resupply you.’

			Still wary, I nodded. The siblings toasted me once more, and I only wished I could be as thrilled with our conquests as they were.

			‘It isn’t the darkness that I mind,’ I said. ‘It’s the wilful manner in which it defies the light.’

			Kimdaria was a planet shrouded in darkness. In fact, the entire system, all six planets orbiting the brilliant orange star of Khimark, had been swallowed by the gluttonous maw of the Black Pall Nebula aeons ago. The nebula muted all light within its bounds – even Khimark itself was a dim and distant giver of twilight to the people of Kimdaria.

			‘The darkness of the Black Pall is not, in any known way, sentient. So the descriptor of “wilful” is inaccurate at best.’ Since my childhood, Theore had never grown tired of correcting me.

			‘I’m clearly being poetic, old friend. Look at that.’ I pointed at one of the lanterns on the wall of the corridor. As strong as the row of lights were, even they couldn’t banish the Black Pall completely from the passage. A few motes of darkness, somewhere between a thin haze or slight sheen of static, hung in the air between us and the lumen-globe. ‘Sentient or not, it looks deliberate.’

			Theore nodded their head in affirmation. ‘The Black Pall’s appearance is… disconcerting, I admit. The astrologia who’ve studied it still can’t agree on its essential nature. Submolecular debris or an unclassified energy particulate are the leading theories.’

			‘Are we in any danger?’ I asked. I held my hand out. At my arm’s full extension, I could even see the first wisps in front of my palm. ‘Are we breathing it in?’

			‘I am not, in point of fact, breathing it in at all.’ If Theore had a facial expression, I’m sure it would have been haughty. I refrained from laughing. ‘You, on the other hand, aren’t in any danger. Whatever its nature, the Black Pall is biologically inert.’

			The Black Pall aside, Castle Nighthowl was truly impressive. The wooden palisade ringing the fortification was nearly eighty feet high, cut from the massive timber that covered this part of the planet. The castle itself was built from dark brown stone, crawling with ivy and hanging moss. Lumen-globes, housed in squared lanterns, lit the dim hallways.

			‘Your sacristan is correct.’ I turned to see Emeric coming down the passage behind us. I gave her a slight bow.

			House Mortan was not known for its pomp and pageantry, at least in comparison with other Knightly houses, but a victorious occasion like the siblings’ return couldn’t go by without being marked in some fashion. Emeric wore a luxurious topcoat made of tufted black silk that stretched to her knees, the collar trimmed in bushy white fur, over a black slashed doublet, the red and gold of House Mortan peeking out from beneath the slits. A laurel of fresh-cut ivy, studded with thick purple berries, crowned her dark hair.

			Her siblings trailed behind her. Leold and Wylan were dressed in the same fashion as their sister, distinguished only by the colour of berries on their laurel: white for Leold and blood red for Wylan. Two men and a woman followed the group, dressed in more elaborate finery. Silvered vests and doublets for the men, a flowing black gown for the lady. Horn and ivory toggles abounded, which I presumed were a symbol of wealth and status on Kimdaria. These, no doubt, were the siblings’ spouses.

			‘Folk wisdom holds that the Black Pall is the reason for the huge size of Kimdaria’s wildlife,’ said Leold. He shook my hand, palm to wrist, his fingers clad in a sheath of rings. He grinned broadly.

			‘That is, of course, incorrect.’ Theore cocked their head slightly, fixing the Nighthowl scions with their inscrutable stare. Theore is difficult to read at the best of times; their face has been obscured by an oblong mask for as long as I can remember, the featureless surface halved and coloured with the aquila of the Imperium on one side and the vulpid rampant, ancient crest of House Rennard, on the other. With their long tabard, voluminous flared sleeves and starched ruff, my friend and sacristan conveyed little body language to clarify their expressionless visage. ‘The biologus has reliably determined that modifiers to the communal XN-04 basal pair chain are responsible for the gigantism prev­alent on this planet.’

			Leold’s wife stared back in confusion, along with Emeric’s and Wylan’s husbands. They glanced at one another, clearly unsure of how to proceed. Wylan broke the tension with a gruff laugh.

			‘Too right,’ he said, slapping Theore on the shoulder. My friend made no response. ‘But the people love a good story around a fire.’ He gestured down the hall. ‘Shall we?’

			I resumed pace with them, Theore dutifully dropping behind to walk behind the spouses. Such elaborate and unnecessary shows of deference weren’t something I insisted on at most times, but my old companion was tactful enough not to force the issue when we were being entertained by another house.

			The feast hall of Castle Nighthowl was nothing short of magnificent. Braziers on thick chains hung from the high ceiling, their roaring fires providing enough illumination to banish even the barest motes of the Black Pall. Oaken tables lay in rows, draped in the black and gold of the house. The hall was huge, easily seating hundreds. The baron and his honoured guests sat on a table at the centre of the rearmost wall, raised upon a dais to look out over the mass of their subjects. Those at the nearest tables would be other nobles, lesser family members or perhaps honoured residents not a part of the house’s structure, such as Mechanicus adepts or adjunct members of the Navy. The community of men and women who sheltered in the protection of the castle numbered merely a few thousand, however, and such a large assembly couldn’t all have been of high standing. Doubtless there were many civilians here, being honoured for age, service or some other criterion by being invited to dine in their baron’s hall.

			The scions guided me to the head table, where places had been made for us. I had no difficulty discerning which of the nobles must be Baron Nighthowl. He was a man of short stature, but his presence was large. His head was bald, and the moustache he wore in the drooping style of the Kimdarians had faded from the family’s jet black to a stately steel grey. He glared around the table with hard, suspicious eyes, and the other dinner guests shied away from his accusing gaze. Even if his rank had not been apparent by his demeanour, his placement would have made it so. The baron’s dining chair was more akin to a throne. Carved from thick, dark wood, it bore a huge set of curving, branching antlers on its back. The bony growths were studded with barbed, razor-sharp tines that shielded the seated figure on either side in their piercing embrace.

			Cheers and applause greeted our arrival. The Nighthowl children took the accolades with raised fists and broad smiles, but I merely stood to the side and smiled. I wasn’t so foolish as to think any of the celebration was for me.

			‘People of Castle Nighthowl!’ yelled Emeric. ‘Your welcome is as gracious as our father is wise! Let us show you the evidence of our deeds!’

			‘Lo, did the forces of the aeldari come to the worlds of the Imperium!’ Leold intoned. ‘The family of Nighthowl, beneath the banner of House Mortan, did ride to meet them on the field of battle! There did we encounter Vatinya, the Falling Comet, Scourge of Kerasa! For months they harried our forces, striking like lightning and vanishing like mist!’

			‘Bear witness, Kimdarians, to the spoils of our conquests!’ Wylan bellowed, his arms raised. At his signal, several of the Mortan sacristans entered, bedecked in ceremonial robes, bearing aloft one of Vatinya’s streamers. The violet ribbon, as wide as a man and fifty feet long, took eight people to carry. Up close I could see the winding geometric aeldari pictographs covering its length to the ribbon’s ragged end, where my blade had severed it. ‘The champion of the aeldari has been broken upon our knee, their legacy of terror ended in ignominy!’

			The assembled citizens cheered, applause and cries of triumph echoing through the chamber. The nobles raised their fists as well, with only Baron Nighthowl remaining reserved. His only response was a faint smile and a grim nod. The sacristans affixed the trophy to the wall, where it hung among other tokens of conquest: a dozen Astartes helms, a broken reaper chainblade, an iron jaw from what must have been an ork of tremendous size. They had the right to display the trophy, as it had been their expedition which had claimed it, but traditionally a Knight who had accompanied another house and claimed a trophy in single combat would be given the privilege of keeping it. Then, too, I knew the Nighthowl children must be young and eager to prove themselves, and knew the trophy would serve them better than I, so I wasn’t of a mind to contest the issue.

			‘Now that you’ve taken your victory lap,’ said Baron Shayn after the crowd had quieted to a conversational din, ‘maybe you can introduce your mercenary.’

			Emeric bowed to her father. ‘Of course, lord. This is Solbert Rennard, Freeblade bonded to the Knight Verdance.’

			The baron scowled at me, staring as if he could read my mind. He idly picked at a roll, chewing with disregard.

			‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘are the Rennards in the habit of engaging in conspiracies of deception with the likes of my grasping children here? Or is the shame that drove you from your house just so great that you have become accustomed to allowing others to steal your glory?’

			The other nobles at the table grew quiet. I merely smiled and laughed politely. Those in Shayn’s position only had two approaches to the societal structures of courtly life: they either leaned into them, demanding that others follow the rules of courtesy and deference to the highest letter, or else they ­dis­regarded them as they liked, choosing to use their position to operate with a social freedom that those beneath them didn’t have access to.

			‘Whatever do you mean, father?’ Wylan frowned, and his siblings shied away from him lest he attract Shayn’s wrath. ‘You’re being quite discourteous to our guest, who has shown us great honour in return.’

			The baron snorted. ‘For whatever measure “honour” means to a Freeblade.’ He glared at his children. ‘The tattered rag you bring us bears the burn scars of a melta weapon. Even the wraithbone inserts at the end are fused and melted. You think I wouldn’t fail to remember that none of my children carry such weapons on their Knights?’

			I smiled and nodded. ‘My hand may have delivered the killing blow, but it was the banner of Mortan that we fought under. All the glory is theirs. It was only through their master­ful leadership that we were able to achieve such a marvellous victory.’

			‘Masterful leadership?’ Baron Shayn laughed. ‘I know the measure of my children, Freeblade, and they have not a mote of leadership between them. Is everyone of your birth house such an outrageous liar?’ I couldn’t tell if his jibes were genuine or in jest.

			‘House Rennard is no more, my husband.’ The Lady Nighthowl leaned around the barbed edges of her husband’s seat to see him. I hadn’t taken notice of her before, and I was surprised to hear a familiar voice.

			Not specifically familiar, of course, but I recognised at once the cadence and accent of a native of Subsector Orlanni, the same as mine. The lady was slightly older than me, but less so than Baron Nighthowl, her hair only beginning to show the first faint strands of grey. Where the dour Nighthowls and the citizens of their realm were clad all in blacks and reds, she alone was light of colour, dressed in a simple gown of pale blue. The knotwork on the hems I also recognised as being common among the nobles from my home region.

			‘No more?’ the baron grumbled. His wife shook her head. He turned to me. ‘What was their fate?’

			I bowed my head in exaggerated sorrow. ‘Necrons, my lord. The Zolkhi Dynasty turned their eye upon Subsector Orlanni, and the glittering jewel of Olvidar was their first target. House Rennard evacuated our civilians and garrisoned the mountain fortress where our orbital defences were controlled. The necrons, forced to battle on our terms, met us with a force of tens of thousands. For six days and nights the Olvidaran Royal Bayonets and the Knights of House Rennard did furious battle with the dead soldiers, but in the end they were overwhelmed. Their sacrifice was not in vain, however – so great was the devastation to the Zolkhi that they lost all capacity for conquest and were forced to withdraw from the subsector.’

			‘And where were you?’ Baron Shayn chewed thoughtfully. ‘While your people were dying in a foolish last stand, were you already an outcast, riding to war in shame, or did you run away in fear?’

			His last remark cut deep, and I swallowed my pride. Shayn Nighthowl’s jibes were more pointed than most, but his attitude was far from atypical. A Freeblade who shows their face grows accustomed to a certain measure of disrespect.

			‘Too young yet, liege.’ I held my hand out to Theore. ‘My sacris­tan, away on Mars during the final stand, found me in my family’s holdings, and together we searched the battlefield for a Knight intact enough to bond with a new rider. It took years for us to successfully repair Verdance, and we were fortunate that it allowed me to bond with it. We two are the last remnants of House Rennard, walking the path of the Freeblade by necessity rather than preference.’

			The baron nodded, seemingly satisfied for the moment.

			‘To great effect, it would seem.’ The Lady Nighthowl smiled at me. ‘We thank you for your service in the recent campaign, Sir Solbert.’

			‘It is I who owes thanks to House Mortan, good lady.’ I raised my glass to her politely.

			Leold raised his own glass. ‘Forgive our lack of manners, Sir Solbert. This is our stepmother, the Lady Lydi Nighthowl.’

			‘Why does he need introductions?’ Baron Shayn snapped. ‘He isn’t staying long enough for them to matter, now, is he?’ The baron gestured, and two house attendants stepped forward to pull his chair back. The irony of the great seat was not lost on me – the baron’s position, unassailable and mighty as it was, could only be held by the support of his lessers. I wondered if the mind that had thought it up had intended that message deliberately, either for the future generations of barons or for the benefit of the commoners who saw them. ‘You’ve kept my children alive, mercenary, and for that we’ll see you refitted and resupplied. If you have any of the class and breeding you pretend at, you’ll be gone from our world by week’s end.’

			The baron drew up a hood from his great furred cloak and glared at us from beneath it. His wild, suspicious gaze fell not just on me but on all the assembled nobles, who seemed to take this in stride as if it was a normal occurrence. With another hard stare, the liege of the castle withdrew, leaving the feast the merrier for his departure.

			The guest chambers weren’t as sumptuous as the feasting hall; the dour functionality of House Mortan was on full display here. With the grim brown stone and simple wooden furnishings, it lacked even the lavishness of my own quarters aboard the Oblige, but after the baron’s reception at dinner, I was just grateful to not be in a cell. A warm fire and a comfortable bed were more than I required, and the knowledge that my precious Verdance was being refitted was a far greater comfort to me.

			When I heard the rapping on my door, I was certain it would be Theore, come to apprise me of the progress we had been making. To my surprise, I found Lady Nighthowl standing beyond.

			‘I hope you don’t think me rude,’ she said immediately. ‘I only hoped to converse with you before you left.’ I ushered her into the sparse accommodations, grateful that I’d had tea brought up beforehand. After I’d served her and we’d sat in the chairs before the fireplace, I waved her concerns away.

			‘No offence at all,’ I said, reverting to Orlanni Gothic. The lilting tongue was one I rarely had the occasion to speak, as even Theore preferred Low Gothic in conversation. ‘It’s been many years since I’ve seen another Orlanni expatriate.’

			She smiled. ‘Likewise. I’m gladdened to see you, to tell the truth. I remember our house hosting several Knights of House Rennard after the Glevveren Pacification. I was a little girl at the time, but I remember being delighted by the vulpid tail cloaks they wore.’

			I nodded. ‘That would have been my great-uncle, Hervad. He and his lance were always so proud of those cloaks. I believe I still have one of his son’s on display aboard my ship.’

			‘Your Knights were a sight to behold,’ she whispered, lost in her memories. ‘My own house was devoted to the Adeptus Mechanicus, and although our Knights were dignified and awe-inspiring, they never had such resplendent displays as the saint-roses the Rennard Knights had climbing over their armour.’

			I smiled. I’d nearly forgotten as well. The saint-roses had been specially grown, affixed to my family’s Knights for parade occasions, their thorned, blooming vines arrayed over the slopes of our war engines like living chains of jewels.

			‘A saddening loss,’ I said. ‘Although Theore and I rescued a few samples, we’ve never been able to get our specimens to grow strong or tall enough to display on Verdance.’ I sipped at my tea. ‘Would your birth house be House Zhuvall?’ That was the only Questor Mechanicus house I could recall from Sub­sector Orlanni.

			She nodded. ‘Indeed. Lords of a world different in nearly every way from Kimdaria.’

			‘How so?’ I asked.

			‘The factoria on my own home world of Phalsa run constantly,’ she said, ‘and the promethium extractors never cease. Maintenance is constant, so every inhabited part of the planet is lighted at all times. There are neither plants nor animals occurring naturally. Here on Kimdaria, almost no one displays grotesque augmetic enhancements. There are no belching smokestacks, no smell of promethium by-products and no constant din of clanking, rattling machinery.’

			I smiled behind my teacup. ‘You sound as though you don’t mind the change,’ I said.

			‘I hated it at first,’ she said. ‘There was a time when I thought I’d never get used to the darkness. I confess, though, that I’ve come to find a tranquillity in Kimdaria. Beyond our walls, the dark forests might be an umbra of terrible predators and vast, unforgiving wilderness, but here in the castle? The nights are quiet, the people are safe. There is little else one could ask for.’

			‘Is it so safe?’ I asked. ‘The baron’s caution gave me the impression that there was the potential of some unseen danger.’

			Lydi Nighthowl stared into the fire, going quiet for a moment. She cradled her teacup, allowing the hot ceramine to warm her hands.

			‘Please don’t misunderstand my husband,’ she said. ‘He’s a good man. A brilliant strategist. Are you familiar with the pasiphaen bats?’

			I shook my head. ‘I know of the famed megafauna of Kimdaria, but not that particular species.’ The Knights of House Mortan spent most of their time keeping the great beasts of their world in check, I knew. According to Theore, their patrols to hunt the monsters were never-ending, and absorbed much of their time. Young Knights were required to do over a thousand patrols in pursuit of such predators before they were allowed to ride to battle off-world.

			‘The great bats dwell in subterranean caverns and can devastate a city if they’re allowed to reach the apex of their size range.’ She shuddered. ‘Even if they don’t prey on the human population, their hunting cry has a deleterious effect on the psyche, amplifying fear responses in those who hear it. In the wild, their psychic shriek drives their prey out into the open, but even those who are only on the periphery can be driven to madness by repeated exposure.’

			‘They sound fearsome.’

			‘They are.’ She stared into the fire, her voice suddenly flat and quiet. ‘I’ve only ever heard them from a great distance, and I suffered nightmares for weeks afterwards.’ She looked back up, as if shaking off the memory.

			‘It must take great bravery to hunt such creatures,’ I said. ‘We hunted great monsters on our own home world, but they pale in comparison to the beasts of Kimdaria. Such hunts bring great honour to your husband and children.’

			‘My husband’s children do indeed honour their father greatly,’ she said, ‘but not against the pasiphaen bats – the younger a mind is, the worse the effects of the shriek are upon them.’ She smiled in pride. ‘In the old days, the oldest Knights would ride into the forests as a hunting lance, to keep the young safe from them. It would take six to eight men a full month of ranging to exterminate the greatest bats during their mating season. When my husband became baron, he began hunting them with far greater efficiency, learning their movements and tactics and ambushing them in lightning skirmishes. Each year, he destroyed their mating flight in shorter and shorter offensives, gradually reducing the number of men he was forced to take with him.’ She settled into the chair, smiling sadly. ‘These nights, he has become so skilled at the biannual hunt that he needs no other Knight but himself. The children who are growing to adulthood in our keep are the first generation in centuries that have never seen one of their peers driven insane by bat-cry, screaming and foaming at the mouth until they are finally given the mercy of the blade.’

			I nodded, my awe genuine. No wonder the baron’s children were so hungry for glory abroad. Living in the shadow of such a man must be difficult.

			‘I tell you this to explain my husband’s demeanour,’ she said. ‘When we wed, he was kind and courteous.’

			I nodded. ‘I understand entirely.’ It made sense. I could only imagine the baron’s resolve, to have spent weeks at a time, riding alone in the darkness, slowly fighting the daemons of his own subconscious as he hunted the monsters that ravaged this region, sacrificing his own psyche on the altar of his people’s safety. His suspicious affect, the brusqueness and paranoid stares – these were the mental scars of his years of crusading. I could not fault him for his scars, not in mind or body. ‘Sir Shayn Nighthowl has none of my ire or judgement, only my unending respect.’

			Lydi opened her mouth, but I never heard her reply. The door to the chamber burst open, and we turned to see Baron Shayn Nighthowl staring at us. He stormed into the room, fists clenched, as if he would strike us down with his bare hands. I rose, forcing myself not to fall into a defensive posture as his guards swarmed into the room. Rifles were trained at us.

			‘In my own house?’ he bellowed, his face crimson with rage. ‘Vipers! Traitors! Treacherous!’ He pointed at us in fury. ‘Treacherous and abhorrent!’

			‘Father, hold your wrath.’ Emeric and her brothers followed the baron into the room. ‘Surely there’s a reasonable–’

			‘Reasonable what?’ The baron whipped around on her, and she shrank back. ‘There is no reason here! What reason can there be for such betrayal? Plotting against me beneath my own roof!’ He was shaking, spittle flying as he screamed.

			‘My liege, father, listen to us – there is no treason here.’ Leold stood straight, determined to try to be reasonable.

			‘Lies!’ the baron bellowed. Lydi came around the chairs, her hands open and imploring, but the baron held her off with an accusing finger. ‘Do you think I can’t see what’s happening? That I can’t make the connection?’ His eyes were wide and rolled from side to side like a maddened beast’s. He didn’t seem to be able to focus on a single, solid source of his anger. ‘When I took an Orlanni wife, I knew I was inviting a foreign influence into the house. I had my suspicions they were trying to undermine me. And now here I find my wife – my wife – conspiring with another Orlanni within my very castle!’ He pounded a fist on his thigh. ‘Treason!’

			I needed to defuse this situation before it became untenable. I opened my mouth to speak, but he cut me off.

			‘And you!’ he screamed, raging close enough to me that I could smell the roast on his breath. ‘If you seek to challenge me, you’ll find no easy lordling here! You can have your carapace smote within the Pit along with all the others!’ 

			I had no idea what others he spoke of, but his fury was spiralling out of control. If we didn’t calm him soon, someone would be hurt or killed.

			‘Baron,’ I said forcefully, but dropped to one knee, averting my gaze to the floor. ‘There will be no challenge. I will go, forthwith, if my presence offends.’

			He began laughing. ‘Go?’ he said, ‘Go? Seize this beast. Solbert Rennard, I hold you on charge of falsity and treason.’

			The guards began moving towards me, but Emeric interceded, stepping in front of them and holding a restraining hand out.

			‘Father,’ she said, ‘this would reflect poorly on us. We’ve given Sir Solbert our hospitality. His execution, on foot like a common criminal, would make us look like the oath-breakers.’ The guards looked from her to her father. I was grateful to see the dissension. Clearly the men-at-arms were not as keen for bloodshed as their liege.

			The baron heaved great, angry breaths, staring first at Emeric and then at me. I could see him thinking, and I only hoped he had enough composure left to be able to let the situation resolve non-violently. Damn the supplies. If I could get hold of Theore, we could move to break orbit the second I was aboard.

			‘Fine,’ Shayn spat. He nodded at me. ‘Solbert Rennard, vaga­bond mercenary, I name you a deceiver and exile you from Kimdaria. Take your wretched servants and begone.’ I was already rising, relief flooding through me.

			‘And take her to the dungeons.’ My heart sank. I was already walking towards the door, and stopped in my tracks.

			‘What?’ I found myself saying. I cursed inwardly. This was, arguably, none of my affair. I turned to see Baron Shayn smirking at me.

			‘Oh, the life of your conspirator is suddenly a concern?’ he mocked. ‘Yes, mercenary. Now that her treachery is uncovered, the viper Lydi will be punished for her treason in the manner of the high houses of Kimdaria. She will languish in the dungeons for three days and nights, then she will be branded and turned out beyond the castle walls, there to live as a refugee in the wilderness for as long as it takes for one of the beasts of the darkness to fall upon her. No city will take her in. Every hand will be turned against her, the symbol of her crimes a mark unto the end of her days that every true son and daughter of House Mortan is duty-bound to end her wretched life.’

			I sighed. I could just walk away, I knew. But what would my father say? What would my mother have done? I could never return to the Oblige and face the ghosts of my uncles and aunts and cousins with the shame of Lydi’s blood on my conscience. That wasn’t, and had never been, the way of House Rennard.

			‘Very well,’ I said, my heart heavy as I signed my own death warrant. ‘If there is no way to make you see reason, Baron Shayn, then I, Solbert Rennard, do hereby issue challenge – to be met on the field of battle for the life of the Lady Lydi Nighthowl.’

			The baron turned, slowly. His face split into a triumphant grin, his smile more at home on a wolfish pirate than a highborn noble. If there was even a hint of worry in him, there was not a trace of it on his face.

			‘So be it, mercenary. To the Pit.’

			‘What do you know of this “Pit”?’

			The incense burned around me, rich and thick. It was the smell of home, of cedar and moss and the rushing waters of Olvidar. I reclined, nearly horizontal, trying to attune my mind to the world of my birth.

			Theore’s voice crackled over the vox. ‘The Pit of Judgement.’ Below me, they and their handful of menials were working with all haste and efficiency to ready Verdance to ride to war. I was, as always, grateful that they had taken the time to do double duty as both my sacristan and my sage. ‘A typical feature of House Mortan strongholds. A fighting arena bound by wooden palisades. Wooded, most likely, unless the challenges within are frequent enough to deforest the grounds. The lighting around the walls will be insufficient to pierce the darkness entirely.’

			‘Are there any unusual rules to the challenge on Kimdaria?’ My tongue was thick. This stage of the bonding always left me slightly dreamy for a minute or two. Customarily I would be in silent meditation, but the Nighthowls had been in such a hurry to get the fight underway that there had been precious little time for research.

			The challenge was the oldest method of settling disputes between Knights. Each great house had determined their own specific rules and regulations for such contests, however, many of which had melded or altered over the years into one of a handful of broad categories. It had been the greatest foolishness on my part to issue a challenge without knowing the specifics that the Nighthowls would hold me to. I could have dictated a set of rules, but typically a foreign challenger is allowed to set only one term, which I had used to proclaim the stakes of our competition – the life of Lady Lydi.

			‘Communications with the other sacristans indicate the Kimdarians use the rules of Chevalrie Pacificus.’ Theore paused for a moment, then continued, just to make sure I understood. ‘A Knight is forbidden from using their primary ranged armament. Secondary and carapace armaments are permitted, although a Knight who does so loses significant face and will be considered a dishonourable rogue who couldn’t defeat their foe through noble means.’

			‘Like kicking sand in their face,’ I slurred. My head was already beginning to clear. I could feel the ports in my spine engaging with the Throne beneath me.

			‘Just so.’

			I counted myself lucky. The Chevalrie Obscurus would have seen us both hunting a condemned criminal or captive beast, the winner determined by the first Knight to bring the quarry to ground. In such a contest, I would have been outclassed and defeated within moments, I suspect. Still, the close-quarters focus of the Chevalrie Pacificus favoured the baron heavily.

			‘It’s time, Theore. Hit it.’

			I closed my eyes and surrendered to the Throne Mechanicum. The interface spike slammed into the back of my skull, cascading sparks across my vision as my mind melded with that of Verdance. The thrumming strains of the battle hymn of the Orlanni ripped through the air. The ancestral anthem of our people served to awaken the ancient machine, to remind it of its duty and to lift the spirits of me and my servants.

			The Throne Mechanicum dropped away from its moorings in the Sanctuary Bay. The metallic pod swung down, guided into the interior of Verdance by the bay’s servo-arms. As it fell home, I could feel the machine-spirit of Verdance spring to life in my mind.

			There was a brief surge of hope, followed by a sense of mild distaste and weary acceptance. The titanic machine’s psyche was too vast for its feelings to be contained by something as small and ephemeral as words, but if it could have been, those words would have been, Oh, you again.

			Verdance was an ancient machine, already old beyond reckoning even when the Imperium was young. I let its memories roll over me. The depth of its experience was like an ocean tide – to fight would mean death. I had to abandon myself to the pull and trust that the machine-spirit would buoy my own spirit aloft again.

			My grandmother had ridden to war with Verdance, and her great-aunt before her. In all the time of the Imperium, during the turmoil and betrayal of the Great Heresy and in the drifting darkness of the times before, where even Verdance’s memory began to grow hazy and indistinct, the antediluvian machine had never before accepted a man to bond with. It had almost refused, even after our house had been laid low, and nearly killed me when first we bonded. Only when it had comprehended the full gravity of our house’s fall had it been willing to make an exception. Even now, it suffered my presence only grudgingly, and with every parting I knew that it hoped the next time the Throne Mechanicum descended inside it, it would be bearing my daughter rather than me.

			The thoughts and memories of the machine pulled me deeper. They rolled me under, burying me under millennia of experience. They would drown me if I fought them. I sank, ever deeper, letting them wash over me, through me. I remembered our house’s defiant last stand against the Zolkhi Dynasty, my chainblade rending through living metal even as the heat blasts of the colossal spider-things gutted my chest. I remembered standing defiant against the orks of Warboss Kuttfroat, his greenskin hordes stretching from horizon to horizon. I swelled with pride as I recalled joining the lance that finally cornered the Chaos Titan Unpenitent in the arroyos of Calicia Blanca and tore the monstrosity to pieces. I felt the shame of falling prey to a t’au ambush on the plains of Ho’ash. On and on the memories came, swallowing everything that made me unique beneath them. Only the grace of the machine-spirit within kept me safe and whole.

			‘All connections active, lord.’ Theore’s voice cut through the waters of memory, far away and muted. When I spoke, my voice was lost in my head, drowned beneath the deafening chorus of a thousand women, the Knights of House Rennard whose legacy now bore my psyche aloft.

			‘We are Verdance.’

			The bay doors of the Oblige ground open, and I stepped out to meet the Knights of House Mortan, my guards and my escort. Outside the ship, in the wilds of Kimdaria, we strode through the darkened forests. I followed my escorts, barely able to keep them in sight. Here, beyond the comfort and safety of my ship or the castle, the light had no place. In the forest, the Black Pall reigned. The trees, their trunks as thick as Verdance’s legs, towered overhead. In the blackness, I could hear the howls and cries of the night’s children, going about their murderous business of predator and prey.

			At length, we arrived at the Pit of Judgement. A fence of sharpened stakes, formed from the same trees and built half again as tall as a Knight, ringed the enclosed area. A huge wooden gate stood open for our entrance. The ovoid field was nearly half a mile in length, if I was gauging correctly. They had mounted huge braziers atop the palisade, but their light illuminated little beyond the wall itself. It provided a dim orange glow that showed, or suggested, the outline of the Pit but revealed little of its centre.

			There was no place for spectators. On most worlds the borders of such a field of combat would be packed with places for others to sit and bear witness, but the Black Pall made any such notion laughable on Kimdaria. Instead, the Knights of House Mortan under the command of the Nighthowls stood watch themselves. On the earthen ramparts on the outside of the palisade, it was they who would bear grim witness to the events that transpired within.

			Baron Shayn Nighthowl stood beknighted in the centre of the Pit. The armour of his children was striking, but the baron’s was magnificent. The black livery of Mortan stood in bold contrast to the brilliant yellow that trimmed it. His right shoulder bore the blood-red field and huge boar crest of Mortan. The front-left shoulder was given to his personal livery, an owl recursant laid over shining silver. Two lines of purest gold ran over his shoulders, denoting his prestigious rank. My own armour, and even that of the war engines of the baron’s own house, bore countless scratches from the tearing branches of the forest, but Shayn Nighthowl’s Knight was pristine. I hoped that his sacristans had worked tirelessly within the arena itself to touch up his appearance ahead of this fight. The alternative, that Shayn was so skilled at navigating the darkness that he disturbed not a single limb in his passing, was terrifying to contemplate.

			‘Honourless scum,’ he intoned, his speakers booming his words through the darkness and silencing the beasts in earshot, ‘I do here and now accept your challenge. By the name of Nighthowl, beneath the banner of Mortan, I see fit to pronounce judgement on you in this place of proving.’

			I dispensed with pageantry and pleaded over the vox. ‘Baron, lord,’ I said, ‘I beg you to reconsider. Allow Lady Lydi leave to depart, and we will be gone from your world forever.’

			‘Vermin!’ The voice boomed over his external speakers. ‘Too late now. Too late by far.’

			And then he was gone.

			My targeting scanners rolled frantically, trying to establish a lock. Mirroring my technological bafflement, my flesh eyes blinked rapidly, unable to comprehend what had just happened. Baron Nighthowl had backed away, vanishing into the darkness of the Black Pall. I spun, trying to use the searchlights of the watching Knights to track his movement.

			That foolish mistake was nearly my doom. When Baron Shayn came at me, it was in a rush from my right. By the time my sensors registered him, it was too late to move away and too late to raise a blade to my defence. He’d hidden in the tenebrous cloud of the Pall, and like a rank amateur I’d blinded myself trying to cling to the light rather than accept the dark. His roaring chainblade came around his shoulder, seeking to decapitate me in the initial rush.

			I had no choice. To move would have been death, a clumsy dodge that would have seen me dismembered. Instead, I lurched towards him, slamming his torso with my own lowered shoulder before he could complete his charge. His reaper chainsword, its roaring adamantine teeth slashing through the night, cried impotently over my shoulder. The baron stumbled away, but before I could slash my own chainblade up, he was running into the darkness again.

			‘Why so timid, little sellsword?’ The baron’s words boomed in the Pit. They echoed off the earthen ramparts, coming from everywhere, foiling any attempt to place their origin. ‘Are you afraid of the dark?’

			I staggered back, doing my best to keep the palisade and the scant light it offered over my shoulders. The dark, swirling mass of the Black Pall was impenetrable. Infuriatingly, I could see the scant pinpricks of the Knights on the far side of the arena and the dull glow of the braziers, but in between me and them, the blanket of darkness was impervious.

			‘House Rennard fears naught, good baron.’ The time for politesse had passed. ‘Nor do we need to skulk in the shadows to fell our prey.’

			He rushed me again, coming from the same side. I spun, managing to get my chainblade up in time to deflect his first wild swing, but no sooner had we parted, a great burst of sparks from our blades between us, than he was swinging again. I found myself giving ground as the baron worked my side, forcing me into a slow, turning retreat. It was all I could do to keep his blade from tearing open my flank – scoring a hit of my own was out of the question. I realised what he was doing, but I was powerless to prevent him from turning me until I couldn’t prevent his escape. The baron dashed away into the darkness again, and by the time I had my lower half rotated, he was gone.

			My tactics weren’t working. I began moving further into the arena. Sitting still at the periphery just left me open to his assaults – he knew where I was even if I couldn’t pin him down. Even if he had the advantage in the shroud of the Black Pall, at least it would afford me a possibility of victory.

			‘No, you don’t,’ the baron snarled from the darkness. ‘You just connive behind the backs of your betters to steal what you have not earned.’

			My proximity alarms detected him before I heard him. I raised my chainblade even before he lunged out of the darkness, and that was nearly the end of me. His own blade was lowered, sweeping under my guard, and if I hadn’t been able to raise my thermal cannon, I would have been gutted. The blade ground against the thermal shield and I gritted my teeth, forcing the weapon away from my torso. The bio-feedback circuit translated the grinding teeth into horrible pain in my wrist and arm, and I screamed.

			‘No wonder the Zolkhi fell upon your world.’ He laughed, effortlessly continuing his taunts as we fought. ‘No doubt even the necrons thought your people honourless curs compared to them.’

			I pressed in on him, attempting to gain any possible advantage, but I recognised the futility immediately. He deflected my blade strokes without effort. His footwork was immaculate. When I sought to withdraw, his blade swept up, forcing me to engage again or lose an arm.

			I have, in the years of my service, fought more dangerous foes. The daemon lord Blasphemon, the berserk megaservitor of Tranas IV, the shard of the Risen Monarch – all enemies more potent, but all by dint of their phenomenal powers and abilities. In all my time, however, I have never encountered anyone with the raw skill of Baron Shayn Nighthowl. I would sooner leave Verdance and fight Horus himself than face Baron Shayn again.

			‘A shame House Mortan was not there to show us how it’s done,’ I said, struggling to keep my awe from showing in my voice. ‘Instead, you contented yourself with plundering our subsector afterwards.’

			The baron roared in anger and spun away, his trailing arm lashing over my leg. The damage was minor, but telling. I could feel my mobility bleeding away. I lurched away, but I knew the battle had already swung heavily in my opponent’s favour.

			‘How much was denied to you by nobles who saw your madness, Baron Shayn, before you came like a scavenger to steal away an Orlanni woman?’ If I could not unbalance him, I would surely die here.

			I planted myself as he came in again, this time from my other side. Our blades clashed together. I couldn’t escape, and he knew it. No more hit-and-run attacks for him now – the baron was committed. His chainblade swung on the wrist socket, rotating three hundred and sixty degrees in a way that human wrists cannot. It was a trick I had seen a few old Knights able to master, particularly of the Questoris Mechanicus, but none with the rapidity of Baron Shayn.

			‘You care for her so deeply,’ Shayn boomed, ‘then you can join her forever. I shall cast her bones in bronze and have them strung from the head of your Knight, both to be mounted above my throne for the next hundred years!’

			His skill was as far beyond my own as an Astartes is above a mortal swordmaster. I deflected his blows to the best of my ability, curtains of sparks falling around us as his spinning blade ricocheted my sword away wildly, forcing me to block with heavy-handed chops. I had played my role with all the skill I had, but he had taken my measure and knew every move and countermove to negate a man of my ability. Fighting smart would do nothing for me, I realised. The only option left was to do something unbelievably foolish.

			I feinted right, moving as if to disengage. Like lightning, his blade dipped low and swung up, but I did not shy away. I swept my arm down, trapping his blade between my thermal cannon and my hip. His chainsword roared, the teeth biting into my arm. The pain was excruciating. Verdance and I both screamed in agony.

			I pulled myself into him, inside the range of his ion shield, and focused all my concentration to my targeting systems. My gambit had wounded me severely, and this would be my only shot. Locking on to his shoulder, I fired my carapace melta.

			It was the baron’s turn to scream. I fired once, twice, before he managed to twist away. The third shot hit, but the heat washed over his pauldron. I disengaged, feeling my arm go limp and dangling. I couldn’t have fired my thermal cannon even if I’d wished to – in all likelihood a strong blow would have severed it at the forearm entirely. Sparks and oils gushed from the wound like blood.

			The gambit had worked. The fusion-powered lance of my melta had penetrated his shoulder actuators, and his reaper chainsword sputtered and died, the arm hanging loose at his side. The vox was filled with hisses and accusations of treachery, decrying me as an honourless worm. I ignored them and took aim at the baron again, unleashing a volley of autocannon and melta shots against him. In for a credit, in for a crown, after all.

			‘This is over, Baron Nighthowl. Offer me an honourable surrender and I shall accept.’ My voice was raspy, harsh with pain from my wounds and blood from where I had bitten my own lips.

			‘Deceitful. Deceitful and degenerate. Never.’ He stomped forward, swinging his battle cannon like a bludgeon. I took it on my shoulder, bulling into him and pushing him back a step. My reaper chainsword sliced across his hip, tearing into the adamantine plates with a squeal. He staggered past me, his own steps slower and clumsier than my own now. The heavy stubbers on his torso and cannon arm rattled away at me, but the guns were made for infantry and had little effect on my armoured form.

			‘It’s over, baron! Please, let it be finished.’ The contest was decided at this point. All that remained was to see if we would go until the death, an outcome I dearly wished to avoid. I would leave, I would concede the glory, my honour, anything if it kept a stalwart servant of the Imperium and veteran warrior like Baron Shayn alive.

			‘It’s over when you lie dead, renegade. Not a moment before.’ He turned, lowered his shoulders and charged.

			I fired a barrage of melta and autocannon fire at his knees, hoping to hobble him and force a surrender. My last hope was in vain, however, and my shots bled away against the rippling ion shield. My own leg wound made flight an impossibility. There was only one option left. I brought my reaper chainblade down in an overhead chop, meeting his charge with spinning adamantine death.

			Orange fire burst from the baron’s torso. I heaved him to the side and ripped my chainsword away, tearing a massive L-shaped rent in his body. He staggered, fighting to stay upright, but I could see that it was over. Rippling fusion fires were licking from the joints in his armour, hydraulic hoses bursting and spraying fluid across the ground. His legs refused to work. First one knee sank into the black soil of Kimdaria, then the rest of his bulk. I prayed he would live. Please, Emperor, let him live.

			My wishes were for naught. I saw the energy building in his torso as his desperate efforts to rise and kill me overtaxed his damaged power core. I turned, at the last, unable to witness the culmination of the baron’s madness and my own pride.

			The explosion ripped through the arena, bright enough to banish even the haze of the Black Pall for a moment. Rippling orange-and-white fire washed over me, spraying shrapnel through­out the Pit. Damage alarms screamed in my head, and I could feel a dozen small wounds lancing through my back, legs and shoulders.

			A machine as old as the Imperium itself destroyed beyond repair. A cunning and shrewd servant of the God-Emperor burnt to ash. I wept to see such majesty wasted, sacrificed at the altar of ego and madness.

			They were waiting for me when I returned to the Oblige. By the time I had extricated myself from the Throne Mechanicum and returned to the deck, Theore had already admitted the Nighthowl children to the ship. I met them red-faced and struggling to keep the agony from my features. Verdance had been severely wounded in the fight, and I would bear the pain of its wounds for days. I hated to deal with others so soon after the sacred bonding, but the needs of the situation required it. However much I might have wished to be tending to Verdance’s wounds, reassuring the ancient machine that it was in good hands, I had just killed someone’s father. I would not hide from them.

			My hackles rose when I saw the honour guard surrounding the Nighthowls. Twelve men-at-arms, outfitted with combat armour and sleek lasguns, stood behind them. They had Lady Lydi in the centre of their formation, bound in chains.

			‘What is this?’ I asked, fighting to keep my voice level. Such coarseness in my Sanctuary Bay was repugnant to me. It was the closest I had to the relic chamber of a true house, and they trod in as if it were nothing but a mere cargo hold.

			‘Your prisoner,’ said Wylan. ‘By the terms of your challenge with our father, her life is spared. If you wish to see her live, I would suggest taking her with you. No one on Kimdaria would offer her safe harbour now.’

			The Nighthowl children looked at me with a smugness I found disconcerting.

			‘Surely the three of you realise there was never any plan of treachery?’ I asked. I couldn’t understand their sudden coldness. ‘That it was entirely in Baron Nighthowl’s mind?’

			Emeric smiled sadly. ‘Of course not, Sir Solbert. You were ever our dear and trusted friend. Unfortunately, our father pronounced a sentence of banishment upon you, which is still in effect.’ Her words were as kind and comradely as they had ever been, but her expression was the same I’d seen on countless Imperial officials, ones that had been grateful for my assistance but were eager to scrape me from their bootheel.

			‘Our family will decide in the coming days which of us will ascend to his position,’ said Leold. ‘As much as it pains us to admit it, your own presence here, in defiance of our father’s sentence against you, would throw our people into turmoil. It’s unlikely we’d be able to tend to our own affairs so long as you remained on Kimdaria.’

			The guards thrust Lady Lydi at me. I caught her stumbling advance, fighting down my own fury.

			Theore stepped up beside me, taking Lady Lydi and lifting her upright.

			‘It seems the baron’s accusations of treacherous plots had merit after all,’ they said.

			Emeric’s head panned to my sacristan, her eyes suddenly reminding me of her father. The other two Nighthowl children clenched their jaws, and behind them, the guards tightened their grips on their weapons.

			I hadn’t believed it. Hadn’t wanted to believe it. But their reaction to Theore’s comment told the truth of the matter.

			‘This was what you wanted all along, wasn’t it?’ I said.

			‘Why, Freeblade, I don’t know what you mean.’ Leold’s words were ice.

			‘Did you have this plan in mind for years?’ I growled, stepping forward. The house guards raised their weapons, but I was past caring. ‘Were you waiting, chafing under your father’s rule, just biding your time until you found some clod gullible enough to fall into your trap? Or was it a plan of the moment, treachery born when you discovered another Knight from the same region as your stepmother?’

			Wylan scoffed. ‘Who would believe such nonsense? At every step of this tragedy, we have been seen loudly and vehemently arguing against it. We pleaded with our father to let you go, you recall. Called for him to see reason. You sound as paranoid as he did.’

			‘A comparison I’m sure would not be lost on anyone who knew our father,’ Emeric said, the smug look on her face telling me that she, at least, had thought this plan through to the end. ‘What will you do, Freeblade? Plead your case before the court? If they heard you at all, do you think they were ignorant of the extent of Shayn Nighthowl’s madness?’

			‘Enjoy your father’s legacy, for what comfort it may bring you.’ I shook my head. ‘You’ve as much right to wear Shayn’s title as you do to display the banner of Vatinya.’

			‘Watch your words, mercenary,’ Leold growled.

			‘Or what?’ I asked. I gestured behind me, to the scarred form of Verdance. ‘I will stand and face each of you in turn in the challenge, if you care to put your own necks on the line. Of course, the laws of honour demand I be allowed time to repair my Knight before I am challenged again.’

			‘We wish you well, Sir Solbert.’ Emeric nodded curtly. ‘I trust your ship will be ready to depart within the hour.’ I stared at the Nighthowl children as they exited the bay, wondering if it would be worth it to stay and challenge each of them in turn, just to crush them beneath my heel.

			In the sudden quiet of the bay, Theore turned to regard Verdance. I could practically hear them calculating the voluminous repairs that would be required.

			‘Ready us to get underway.’ I could hear the anger and impotence in my voice. Here I was, a champion in a contest against potentially the greatest Knight of his generation, now fleeing the planet like a whipped dog. ‘And be glad that our house is not around to witness us exiled in shame.’

			Theore regarded me with a cocked head. They had retrieved a plasma cutter to free Lady Lydi from her shackles. Their graven face was, as always, inscrutable, but I recognised the conciliatory body posture from my youth.

			‘The shame is theirs, lord.’ The shackles fell away, and Theore turned to execute my orders.

			Lady Lydi came up behind me as I stared at the grievous wounds done to Verdance.

			‘The folly is theirs as well,’ she said. ‘They’ve coveted their father’s position, and my removal from court, for as long as I can remember. In their lust for power and status, though, none of them paused to consider what they would be losing. Not a one of them is a fit successor to Shayn Nighthowl. Even with their talents combined, they are not half the warrior or tactician he was.’

			I sighed. ‘The folly may be theirs, but the loss is Kimdaria’s, I fear. When the Nighthowl banner rides to war again, how many lives will be lost for want of Shayn’s acumen? When the next mating flight of the pasiphaen bats begins, how many citizens will be devoured?’

			Lydi stood next to me, quiet. She was an adopted daughter of Kimdaria, but I could feel her sorrow for the world she’d come to love.

			‘Fewer than will be driven mad, I expect.’ She straightened, the humility of her imprisonment discarded, the mantle of her nobility resumed. ‘The Nighthowl children themselves will be expected to combat the beasts, and they are far too young yet. If it is any comfort, I suspect at least one of them will be driven insensate with madness by the end of the decade.’

			The rumble of the Oblige’s engines trembled the deck beneath my feet. My gut was bitter, and almost as great as my desire to repair Verdance was my need to put the Black Pall and everything within it behind me.

			‘Alas, good lady, it is not. The baron was a good man, and his world is the worse for his passing.’ I scowled, staring over my shoulder as if I could cast one hateful glance through the bulkhead at the planet behind us. I sighed. ‘Thus endeth his saga.’
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			With a hiss of equalising atmospheres, the passenger hauler docked with Morabith Station’s anchorage spire. It had been days of travel from the Mandeville point at the edge of the star system, several more months of turbulent warp travel before that. With a squeal of rusted hinges, the embarkation ramp descended. The stink that evacuated from the voidship was enough to make those dockworkers without rebreathers gag and turn away.

			Passengers, eager to escape, pushed forward off the gangplank, desperately clutching their few belongings. Waiting provosts herded them towards bulk lifts, barking commands.

			One man, void-sick and half starved, was shoved so hard he lost his balance and cracked his head against the deck plating. A young girl, his daughter, cried out but was ignored, the press of bodies threatening to trample both of them.

			A robed figure suddenly appeared at the top of the ramp and, seeing the old man, reached down, effortlessly hauling him up and to safety. She was tall, elegant, her clothes richly embroidered. Jewel-encrusted ornaments framed an angular, hauntingly beautiful face.

			‘Th-thank you, milady. Emperor’s blessings,’ the man’s daughter stammered.

			Lady Saori Orwan smiled through platinum-engraved teeth and brushed a grimy strand of hair from the girl’s face. She leaned forward, whispering, ‘He did not hear you, child. Take your father, find refuge, and should the grace of the Mother deem it, you will find me again.’

			The girl, confused but grateful, looped her arm around her father’s and followed the rest of the crowd. Saori watched her go then shifted her attention to the station. There had been a time, not long ago, when the hated Ecclesiarchy priests and their zealots would have stood alongside the provosts, rooting out heresy or inventing it in equal measure. Now? Since the opening of the Rift, stations like this in the forgotten space lanes all over the fractured Imperium were left to fend for themselves. Faith in the silent Emperor waned in such hardship as countless billions reached out for anything that might save them. By contrast, Saori and her people’s faith in a real god was made all the stronger, opening their arms to the dejected billions of humanity and offering true salvation.

			Saori could see the faded red speck of a sun as it crested the horizon in the vaulted observation windows of the loading dock. Morabith was a dead world, broken long ago by some cataclysmic event that had left its surface shattered, exposing the molten core between two drifting hemispheres. The station was built as a kind of bridge between the two, its towers clustered to provide ample docking space for a panoply of voidships from all over the segmentum.

			This meant nothing to Saori, who looked beyond this world and its pathetic star to the shining columns of the Vinetok Nebula beyond. Its beauty had gnawed at her dreams, had called to her in every waking hour, and with every step the song had grown louder in her mind.

			Seeing it now took her breath away.

			She remembered herself and quickly scanned the rest of the loading hold, ignoring the provosts and the stream of passengers. In the gloom between two cargo containers, she made out a pair of yellow eyes searching the crowd. She knew they looked for her.

			Advancing through the throng, Saori broke the cordon. A provost stepped forward, his mouth open to protest, but when he met her gaze he turned away, cowed. This was her gift, given by the Mother, something primal and powerful within her that outshone all the baubles and rich clothes she wore. It intimidated the weak, attracted the strong and allowed her to dominate the minds of lesser beings.

			Saori reached the containers and stopped where the ceiling-light panels gave way to shadow. She made out several figures clutching makeshift weapons and wearing patched dockworker uniforms. They peered at her, one even raising his snout to sniff the air. The largest of them crept forward, a muscle-bound hunchback that stood a head taller than her.

			‘Sibling,’ a deep, sibilating voice gurgled through a crooked mouth, uneven teeth dripping spittle. ‘I am Galgan.’ Under his hood, what features she could make out were blunt and broken from a life of hardship.

			She reached up and caressed his cheek. ‘I am overjoyed to see you…’ She regarded the others still in the shadows. ‘All of you, forgive my lateness. The journey was long.’

			Galgan’s kin stepped forward. Their own gifts were many and would have damned them in the eyes of their oppressors. Unlike her, they would never walk amongst the rest of humanity and its hypocritical loathing for mutation. But then, they had been created to thrive in the dark, while she could survive in the light.

			‘We are grateful to the Mother for your safe arrival, Lady Orwan,’ he said, bowing, his twisted back making the act a painful supplication. ‘The immaterium grows ever more perilous. We had feared the worst.’

			She stepped into the dark, placing her hand in his massive paw. There was a pulse, a charge like electricity, that passed between them as her heart slowed and then synchronised with the steady thump of his. In this moment they were one.

			‘I am here now.’ She looked out through one of the viewports, pointing to the nebula beyond with a manicured finger. ‘But we must work quickly – she waits for us!’ Galgan nodded and led her to a service lift as his brethren ensured no curious parties followed them.

			‘How many have survived?’ she asked once they were plummet­ing towards the surface of Morabith below.

			‘The purges took their toll and we were hunted, but we have recovered here, and now our numbers grow. We are bolstered by her song and long to be with her.’

			Saori’s teeth glinted in the overheads. She could hear the song in her thoughts, vibrating her skull. ‘We are close, Galgan. Only one final effort remains and we will be in the presence of the Mother. Have you secured us a vessel to take us into the nebula?’

			Galgan pointed a crooked finger out of the plasteel cocoon encasing the lift as it passed through the tower’s exposed superstructure and through the wispy atmosphere. Outside were dozens of voidships, all hanging in low orbit. Where Galgan pointed, there was one unlike the rest.

			‘A warship?’ She knew little of such craft but could recognise a predator when she saw one.

			‘Yes, Lady Orwan. It has both the size and the composition to weather the journey.’

			‘Do you intend to risk our numbers trying to take it?’

			Galgan grinned. ‘No, lady, its services can be purchased.’ His smile faltered. ‘There is a… complication.’

			‘What is it, Brother Galgan?’ she asked, marvelling at the ship’s arrowhead prow underslung with fearsome-looking weaponry. She imagined what her kind could do with such power and grinned.

			‘He is a rogue trader and has rejected all our attempts to hire him. He is… prideful,’ Galgan said.

			Lady Orwan’s fangs glinted as her smile stretched obscenely wide.

			Morabith had been settled by intrepid merchant captains that needed a rest station along the Mordant Trade Corridor that ran through the Ultima Segmentum. In the turmoil of the recent years, trade had dwindled throughout the region. Those that remained on Morabith were transient voidsmen and desperate refugees, all hoping to find the means to get elsewhere but few with the coin to do so.

			The only real place of commerce left was a tavern called the Lesser Fault, which was pieced together from the remains of a mining ship fused to the planet’s crust. It was filled with the desperate and the hopeless, all trying to get off-world.

			And those too inebriated to care.

			‘There I was, surrounded, xenos filth pouring out of every nook and cranny, beady eyes hungry for my very soul!’ Barthol Tordai raised his tankard of grout-ale, the viscous liquid sloshing about, and took to standing on the table surrounded by bleary-eyed men from the crews of several voidships.

			‘I stared them down, with nought but my father’s blade clenched in my fist!’ He struggled for a moment before yanking the masterfully artificed sabre from beneath his frock coat. He almost lost his balance before he finished his drink and with a laugh bellowed, ‘And they fled before me!’

			He looked around, expectant of a deserved applause, but the men seated only looked at him through their individual stupors and the haze of cheap euphorics.

			‘That it?’ one of the voidsmen grunted. ‘Not really a battle, y’ask me.’

			Barthol scowled. ‘I chased off a pack of hrud without a scratch – surely you’ve never heard such a feat!’

			‘You had a lume-torch, aye?’ another voidsman said, scratching at scar tissue around an ear augmetic.

			‘Yes, and the sword of my ancestors!’ Barthol held up the ancestral sabre, gleaming with a light of its own. His father had told him there was a fragment of auramite within, a gift from the Emperor’s protectors to the first of the Barthol line ten thousand years ago. ‘Passed down to the true heirs of my great family–’

			‘Well, that’s what happened then,’ the first voidsman said sagely.

			‘Can’t stand much more than candlelight, them hrud,’ the second agreed.

			‘True, probably surprised them. Lucky they weren’t in the scrapping mood.’

			‘Probably took one look at this one’s fancy frills and didn’t know what to make of him!’

			The voidsmen started chortling and slapping the table. Bar­thol rolled his eyes and stepped down, sheathing his blade and peering into his tankard.

			‘I seem to have run dry,’ Barthol said, disgusted with the tankard’s shortcoming.

			The voidsmen instantly fell silent, looking to their own emptied cups and then at Barthol, their hope in his continued patronage plain on their faces.

			Barthol smiled knowingly, brushing back his long black hair and pulling on his braided goatee thoughtfully. ‘I recall a particularly daring adventure off the shoulder of Arcturius that you might like to hear?’ he prompted. The men nodded eagerly, holding their cups tighter.

			‘Barkeep! Another round for me and my friends!’ Barthol shouted.

			He turned to the enormous man behind the bar, who was cleaning glassware expertly with his one remaining hand. He only glared at Barthol and made no move to replace the libations.

			‘Well then? Come, my good man!’ Barthol approached the bar, holding his tankard out expectantly.

			The barkeep’s voice crackled through a vox-speaker stitched to his throat. ‘You. Pay. First.’

			Barthol scowled, slamming his fist down on the bar and striking his best, most imperious pose. ‘You look not upon a wastrel or vagabond but an anointed rogue trader, my good man!’ He revealed a signet with the Tordai family crest pinned to the breastplate beneath his coat.

			The barkeep looked at it, then at Barthol sceptically.

			‘And my word is stronger than adamantium!’ Barthol nodded, almost losing his balance until a strong arm caught him and eased him onto a stool.

			‘I’ll cover him, and one for me.’ Quartermaster Prasini, Bar­thol’s first mate, let go of Barthol and withdrew a few coins from a heavy purse on her belt, tossing them onto the counter. The barkeep nodded and quickly provided two fresh tankards.

			Prasini sat next to Barthol. She was short, thin and clearly voidborn with her pale, almost translucent skin. She wore an immaculate uniform, brushed and ironed with her rank pins polished to a bright sheen on one side of her collar, an aquila prayer pendant on the other.

			‘You’ve been here all night, captain.’

			‘I have, in fact, been there.’ He pointed at the table with the voidsmen. ‘And over there.’ He swung, pointing to a row of stalls where puddles of human waste were slowly trickling towards a filth-encrusted grate. ‘And, of course, here!’ He waved to his stool.

			‘We need to get you back to the ship.’

			‘I need to be here, quartermaster. Should any of these fine people wish to hire us and the Indagator, I must be here to negotiate. Don’t want the competition to get the better of us!’

			A dockworker across from them belched, looked around confused, then passed out.

			‘You’ve turned down the mining guilds and that convoy headed to Tolorus V. There’s work to be had, you just keep rejecting it.’

			‘I’ll not reduce the Indagator to a freight hauler. A rogue trader and his ship have a higher calling,’ Barthol said, bitterness poisoning his tone.

			‘Then we should head back to the Imperium proper, aye?’ Barthol groaned loudly, but Prasini persisted. ‘The Indomitus Crusade needs every able voidship–’

			‘My legacy will not be to fulfil the whim of some Munitorum coin-counter!’

			‘We don’t get paid work soon, we won’t be able to top up plasma and fuel. We’ll end up stuck here…’ She drank from her tankard, pulling back with barely composed revulsion from the taste, then added, ‘Captain.’

			Barthol eyed her. Prasini was a woman that remembered when his father, Sidar Tordai, had led the fleet from the grand cruiser Candidus. Those had been different times, golden times. Tordai had been a respected name on a thousand worlds, its members welcomed by the highest echelons of Imperial nobility.

			Everything had changed with the opening of the Great Rift. It had swallowed the Tordai fleet and left the Indagator stranded. Prasini had been at his side and had stayed true to her oath to his family. When hundreds of the crew had threatened to mutiny, she had stood for him and convinced them otherwise. Barthol owed her for that. He pushed his ale away and sobered, the frivolity of the night’s previous escapades evaporating as he considered his next words.

			‘My father taught me never to risk becoming another cog in their machine, Prasini. A crusade is not a thing to join.’

			The bar suddenly quieted, all eyes turning towards the tavern’s entrance. Barthol and Prasini twisted and looked as a newcomer stood at the door. A tall, aristocratic woman in rich crimson-and-purple robes with an elaborate tiara of precious stones calmly scanned the room. She was unfazed by the denizens’ attentions. Almost as if she expected it. She locked eyes with Barthol and glided towards him.

			‘C-can I help yer?’ the barkeep stammered, but the woman ignored him and stopped in front of Barthol.

			‘I am Lady Saori Orwan of the Hypaethan Exarchy. Are you the captain of the Indagator?’

			Barthol stood, remembering his tutor’s lessons, and eased into a stately posture. ‘I have that privilege, my lady,’ he said, achiev­ing an elegant bow. ‘What brings a member of the proper class to such a backwater?’

			Lady Orwan curtsied. Prasini rolled her eyes and finished her drink.

			‘I and my people require transport into the nebula,’ Saori said with a tone that was both a request and a conclusion.

			‘We are not a passenger liner,’ Prasini said reproachfully.

			‘Pardon my quartermaster’s callous nature, my lady.’ Barthol shot Prasini a withering look. ‘Go on, please.’

			‘War has engulfed our world, sir. My people have been driven from their homes, scattered by the forces of the Despoiler.’ Saori’s voice cracked with emotion. Barthol instantly produced a monogrammed and relatively clean handkerchief, which she took gratefully.

			‘We have wandered for such a long time, been turned away, persecuted for our interpretation of the Imperial Creed, until finally the Administratum bestowed upon us salvation.’ Saori withdrew a container from her robes and handed it to Barthol.

			Barthol took out a roll of delicate scritta parchment and quickly read the title. ‘Colonisation rites for the Vinetok Nebula? I was unaware there were habitable worlds out there.’

			Prasini took the rite of settlement from Barthol and scanned it. Such documents were rare, but she had heard that the regent had declared such an initiative a vital necessity amidst the titanic losses of Imperial worlds since the opening of the Rift. ‘What kind of “interpretation” gets the Ecclesiarchy’s back up, aye?’ she asked.

			Saori focused on her for the first time. The woman’s gaze was so intense that Prasini felt as though she had just fallen into an enemy target lock.

			‘We believe all are equal in the hands of the Saviour of Mankind.’ She looked back at Barthol, her expression softening. ‘The Ecclesiarchy’s orthodoxy punishes all that do not follow their rituals. My people worshipped in our own way for generations. When war came to Hypaeth, the Ecclesiarchy deemed those ways were… unsatisfactory.’

			‘It must have been hard to leave your world behind, my lady,’ Barthol sympathised.

			‘It was, captain. But now we see a new future. The decision to leave our world came at a great cost but one we would happily pay again.’ The noblewoman tilted her head. Barthol and Prasini had both picked up her emphasis on ‘pay’ and ‘cost’. Clearly, Saori had bribed an official for the colonial rites, and it meant she had the means to pay the obscene price of void travel for her people.

			There would be dozens of additional fees, of course, and a hazard tax, resource consumption fees and so on. A quick look between Barthol and Prasini confirmed that both of them were mentally stacking up the numbers and reaching the same fantastic conclusion.

			‘What an incredible endeavour. You and your people are very brave,’ Barthol said apologetically, taking the parchment from Prasini and handing it to Saori.

			Saori took the parchment reverently. ‘I and my people are prepared to overcome any obstacle,’ she said knowingly.

			Barthol nodded and tugged his beard. Negotiations would now begin. ‘Barkeep!’ The man fumbled the glass he’d been cleaning as he eavesdropped. ‘We require privacy to conduct our business. A booth!’

			‘Are you sure about this?’ Prasini said as she sidestepped a troop of servitors dragging a cargo container. They were making their way through the packed traversal arteries back to the ship, led by Barthol, who had a spring in his step after agreeing to terms with Lady Orwan.

			‘This is going to save us – of course I’m sure.’

			‘Two thousand pilgrims almost outnumbers the crew.’

			‘And she’s paying for every precious head of them. Going against the Ecclesiarchy – they’re lucky they’re not on a pyre somewhere.’

			‘We’ll need to feed ’em, captain.’

			‘We’ll buy a few tonnes of that grox meat off the Nusratan and get an additional hydro-recycler.’

			‘That meat’s rotten, sir–’

			Barthol stopped suddenly, Prasini almost running into him.

			He looked down at his quartermaster, a twinkle in his eye.

			‘It’s the frontier, Prasini. Not ore hauling or pirate chasing, real exploration. We’ll help them settle their planet, then we’ll go to Kar Duniash and they’ll pay for the cartographic charts. We’ll get the charter to explore the rest of the nebula and use Lady Orwan’s world as a base. This is it, Prasini – this is what my father would want.’

			Prasini bit her lip, trying to ignore the niggling doubt. Prasini had served the Tordai family as all her ancestors had. She had served Barthol as quartermaster since the day he had taken command. She had been married by Barthol’s father to the Master of Helm, Laan Ko, and when they had children, they would serve as well. She was as dedicated to the Tordai clan as any blood member.

			‘We should validate their claim.’

			‘Name the astropath that can cast a signal more than a few systems.’

			‘Then we should investigate the nebula before we bring them aboard.’

			Barthol sighed. ‘Emperor’s withered arse, we need her coin, Prasini. Faster we get them there, the better.’

			Prasini touched the aquila on her neck at Barthol’s blasphemy.

			‘Besides, she needs us too!’ He slapped her on the back. ‘We’re their way out of all this.’ He indicated the filthy, packed traversal. ‘They want to breathe real air, warm themselves under the light of a sun where nothing is trying to suck their souls out of their noses. It’s what anyone would want!’

			‘I wouldn’t know – the Indagator’s scrubbers make all the air I need, and if I want sun, we merely need to sail towards one. The Geller field can keep my soul right where it is.’

			Barthol chuckled, then stopped as they turned onto the walk­way leading to the ship.

			‘I’ll need you to convince the crew. They’ll take an order from me, but they trust you. Things have been hard these past few years, I know that, but this is where we change our fortunes.’

			Prasini suddenly felt itchy, pulling at her uniform. ‘Sir, you’re our captain–’

			‘I’m also not a fool, quartermaster. Thousands of pilgrims filling the lower decks is going to get complicated. The crew will need to be kept in line.’

			Prasini bit her lip and nodded. ‘Of course, Captain Tordai.’

			They continued walking and soon saw the Indagator, held by massive clamps that kept it from drifting in the lower gravity. It was a proud ship, a Dauntless-class light cruiser, its flanks weathered by centuries of noble service. Weapons batteries ­bristled up and down its length, its prow christened with a heavy lance cannon that could threaten even a battleship.

			As they passed through the airlock’s portal, they were greeted by a pack of voidsmen bringing on supplies. They gave an informal cheer as Barthol stepped onto the deck.

			‘Where we going, cap’n?’ one of them yelled.

			‘Away from here!’ he said with a grin, and tossed a flask of amasec to the man. ‘Help me finish that – I’ll need a clear head!’ The man caught it, and there was another cheer that followed Barthol and Prasini as they reached the service lift. A tattooed giant of a man waited next to the door, a data-slate seemingly tiny in his massive hands.

			‘Bosun Jaeor,’ Barthol said cheerily.

			‘Captain. The Emperor’s light shines upon you.’ Devotional tattoos swirled over Jaeor’s tanned skin, all of them interconnected and intertwining into a stylised aquila over his brow. Originally from the waterlogged planet of Aeoterra, he was a head taller than anyone on the ship and was as muscled as a Catachan. He still wore the faded blue fatigues of the Astra Militarum regiment he had once served in, and his neck was decorated with the head quills of some kind of xenos he had slain, bound in cord.

			As for so many, the Great Rift had destroyed his former life. Barthol had found him working as muscle for a stimm-lord on Kiplar V and had persuaded him to join his crew just before negotiations had gone bad.

			‘Indeed,’ Barthol said, not returning the sign of the aquila Jaeor made, and stepped into the lift. Jaeor followed with Prasini.

			The lift rose, accelerating on gears that squealed in their effort to function.

			‘Is the ship ready?’ Barthol asked, scowling at the encroaching rust on the ceiling.

			‘Quartermaster Prasini asked me to begin clearing the lower decks for passengers.’

			‘They arrive in three hours.’

			‘Throne be praised… But I must caution, captain, the numbers listed are well above capacity levels.’

			‘We’ll make do, Bosun Jaeor,’ Barthol said, unfazed.

			‘By His grace,’ Jaeor intoned.

			The door opened to a hall lined with marble columns. Lumen-globes sat in iron sconces that revealed painted frescoes of Bar­thol’s ancestors. They gazed down on him as they passed, ever judgemental.

			A servitor, its lower jaw hanging by a wire, regarded them from where it was plugged into the archway. It made a quick biometric scan of the three of them, and the twin brass doors swung open to reveal the bridge.

			Menials moved about under the eyes of their officers. Two descending tiers overflowed with heavy cables, and dozens of stations overlooked a panoramic view of star-flecked space. At its apex was a balcony and a command throne which Barthol fell into, quickly accessing a dozen reports pending his approval on the screens that fanned out before him. Jaeor and Prasini took position on either side of him.

			‘They’ll be arriving soon, Jaeor. Organise a few teams to assist them and make sure they don’t break anything.’

			‘Yes, captain.’

			‘Prasini, let your husband know I expect us to be ready to burn towards the Mandeville point the moment the airlocks are sealed.’

			‘Aye, captain.’ Prasini saluted and quickly walked down the staircase as Jaeor turned back to head below.

			The second tier was dedicated to the Master of Helm, Laan Ko, and the small army of servitors that were bound to him in bundles of data fibre. Those that piloted the Indagator were permanently interred in order to achieve symbiosis with the ship’s ancient machine-spirit.

			On the night of their wedding, Prasini and Laan had needed weeks of additional immuno-boosters from the ship’s chirurgeon in order to open the operator coffin. It had been the only time she had ever seen his face, but that had been enough. She loved him, and as she touched the adamantium of the operator coffin, it was as if she held his hand.

			‘Husband!’ she whispered into the vox-array.

			In response, one of the servo-skulls banked from the flock that serviced the bridge and floated just before her, its eye-lenses focusing on her as its voice emitter crackled, ‘Wife!’ To any other, that voice would sound like dead, static-laced noise, yet Prasini knew it as Laan. ‘The crew is excited for the journey – I can hear them, throughout the ship. The machine-spirit is eager. Where are we going?’

			‘We’ve been hired by some aristo to take her people to a world in the nebula.’

			‘Colonists! How intriguing – perhaps you’ll visit? See what real gravity feels like.’

			‘Everything I could want is here.’ She brushed her hand affectionately across the coffin. ‘The captain requires cast-off rituals to commence as soon as the colonists are aboard.’

			‘I have begun a spin-up of the plasma core and notified Morabith Station. Navigator Hiewjan prepares the ritual for translation even now.’

			‘Of course you did, on top of things as always. I’ll see you when my shift ends, my love.’

			‘I will “see” you throughout, dear wife.’

			She smiled into the servo-skull’s lenses and knocked on the coffin gently before getting up and returning to her many tasks.

			Jaeor didn’t like the look of these colonists at all. He was from an isolated world on the furthest borders of the Imperium, but he had seen the vast multitudes and diversity that humanity possessed from his time in the Imperial Guard. In service he had spent years campaigning alongside the faithful and believers who had made him a pious warrior of the Throne, even now.

			The men and women the captain had accepted for transport were supposed to be pilgrims. They certainly looked the part, with many of them wearing heavy robes and hoods pulled over their faces, yet, unlike the billions of supplicants all over the galaxy, this ‘Lady’ Orwan’s people were far too proud-looking. They looked upon Jaeor and his security team without any fear – indeed, it seemed like outright defiance whenever they met Jaeor’s gaze.

			It was unsettling.

			‘They stink, don’t they,’ a stocky woman named Ananzi said, hefting her scattergun. Jaeor had trained her and the fifty other troopers to create an informal soldiery for the ship. As they directed the colonists into the lower decks, he was reminded of how pitifully few they were.

			‘I suppose they do,’ Jaeor said, chuckling softly. ‘But I’ve smelled far worse. Don’t find yourself downwind from a regiment of Vostroyans, let me tell you.’

			Jaeor noticed dozens of colonists dragging a shipping container up the umbilical ramp. It was enormous, larger than anything yet brought on board the Indagator. An industrial cargo container, daubed in swirling iconography that Jaeor did not recognise and draped in chains to which the pilgrims had attached fetishes that jangled with each inch it was pushed forward.

			‘What’s that?’ Ananzi said.

			‘Let’s find out.’

			The bosun used his bulk to part the way and stopped before the lead man. He might have been taller than Jaeor had his back not been twisted. Jaeor tried to make out details of the man’s face, but the giant turned away, clutching at the cowl of his hood and pulling it, as if ashamed.

			The procession stopped, all eyes on Jaeor.

			‘That’s too large – you’ll have to unload the contents and leave it here.’

			The man shook his massive head, spittle running down his chin. ‘It is a relic of our people, our faith. It must come with us,’ he said in a strange, lilting accent.

			‘Faith is carried in the hearts of the believer, not in totems or relics,’ Jaeor said reproachfully. He could see, now, that the man was clearly some kind of mutant. Such a child would have been given to the ocean on Aeoterra.

			‘And yet it is His devices that reinforce that faith,’ Lady Orwan said, appearing next to Jaeor. Jaeor instinctually gripped the pistol on his belt, startled.

			‘There is no need for violence,’ Lady Orwan said warmly, then joined the lead man, facing Jaeor. ‘Do not your own tattoos remind you of your own obligations? So too does this shrine carry with it ours.’

			‘This container is too large–’

			‘Your captain agreed to such an arrangement,’ she said sweetly.

			Jaeor looked away from the intensity of the woman’s stare and activated the vox on his shoulder. He relayed the situation to Prasini, who, after a moment, returned the captain’s confirmation and that Jaeor should make do.

			Jaeor stepped aside and the procession continued. As Lady Orwan passed him, she made a small chuckling sound that was echoed by the pilgrims around her as they moved into the Indagator. Jaeor held his breath and calmed himself with simple prayer.

			‘The captain’s giving them too much, bosun. There’s so many of them,’ Ananzi whispered.

			‘Orders are orders, Ananzi,’ he said, stepping back as another cargo container was pushed up the ramp. ‘But we’ll be here if they get out of line.’

			Extra-dimensional energies pitched and surged as the Indagator sailed across the miasma of the warp. By the grace of Navigator Hiewjan’s skill, the ship skirted the surging currents of the immaterium, its Geller field flashing with protective arcane energies.

			She would not last long like this – no Navigator could. To put it in mundane terms, it was like running through a forest at night with your eyes closed, backwards.

			‘Emperor,’ she muttered through clenched teeth, ‘assist me in my journey into the unknown. Focus my spirit, strengthen me to my task…’ A glimpse, like moonlight through a tempest – the Astronomican! Only by this holy light of the Emperor could she ‘see’, and ever since the Great Rift, there was no guarantee she would get more than this. She flung her etheric sight wide until–

			‘I see a path!’ she roared in triumph. The neural piping in her cranium sent a pulse to Laan, up in the bridgekeep.

			Then something strange happened – a gust of psychic wind blew outward, somehow calming the warp. She had heard of such phenomena, and in present times the nature of the warp was ever more fickle. Best not to dwell on speculation while her mind was exposed to the creatures that lurked beyond the Geller field. Slowly, she began to close her third eye.

			As she did, she felt her perception sink back into the physical world, her soul filling out her body like a breath into a balloon. Then she heard something, something deep and old and terrible, calling to her, begging her to come to it.

			‘Do you hear that singing?’ she mumbled through lips not yet fully hers. Her kith surrounding her said nothing, gently wiping the sweat and melting hoar frost that clung to their mistress’ skin. When Hiewjan’s third eye closed completely and her two mundane eyes fluttered opened, the Indagator too was hurled out of the immaterium.

			The translation currents of intra-dimensional collision glowed with perverse colours, carrying the Indagator back into realspace before fading into a pall of etheric dust. It cut through the clouds of the nebula, leaving a swirling wake behind it.

			As the warp baffles were raised, Barthol marvelled at the stellar nursery stretching outward for hundreds of light years. Something stirred within him, and he knew that it was the thrill of returning to the unknown, the true calling of a rogue trader.

			He touched the signet that hung around his neck. It was a copy, of course; the true seal, passed down since the signing of the Tordai charter on Terra itself, had been lost with his father. Only now did it feel real as the light of the nebula cast a glow through the viewports.

			‘It is beautiful, is it not, Prasini?’ he said, turning to his second, who squinted as her eyes adjusted. He didn’t wait for her answer. ‘Master of Helm, what is our orientation?’

			The servo-skull hovering near Prasini moved in front of Bar­thol’s throne, and Laan spoke. ‘Based on the coordinates provided by Lady Orwan, I would surmise we are several hundred light years from the central cluster of the nebula.’

			‘My thanks to Mistress Hiewjan – additional rations.’

			‘Aye, sir,’ Prasini said.

			‘Veldt! Notify our guests we are but a single translation from their new home.’

			‘Aye, captain,’ shouted the Master of Vox. Cavan Veldt was an elderly man with heavy auditory augmetics. He touched his headpiece, listening. ‘The Navigator reports that this region of space is unusually calm. She is confident she will be able to bring the Indagator to terminus with ease.’

			‘There’s a thought.’ Barthol smiled. This was destiny – he knew it. Calm regions were nigh unheard of, and with a habitable planet nearby? He could form a trade route, perhaps even the beginnings of a new subsector. Saori, as he had begun to call the Hypaethan aristo, was eager to discuss their future together. She had become something of a companion to him during the journey through the warp. And he had admitted to himself it was a pleasure to converse with a woman of the upper class, discussing philosophical quandaries and future prospects over several evenings that had begun to accompany dinners.

			Who knew, he mused, perhaps there could be a future for the Tordai as governors in this new frontier.

			Prasini cleared her throat, standing next to a terminal nearby. ‘Captain?’

			‘Yes?’ Barthol grimaced, his fantasies interrupted.

			‘There is an incident developing with the colonists.’

			‘Explain.’

			‘They are preventing inspection teams from entering their sections.’

			Barthol sighed. Lady Orwan and her people had been demand­ing more and more isolation since they had left Morabith. It seemed that now they were beyond the boundaries of the Imperium, the colonists were hell-bent on worshipping the Emperor as loudly and as often as possible.

			Voidsmen billeted near them had been grumbling for weeks, saying they couldn’t sleep, and more than a few fights had broken out as a result. However, the pilgrims had never complained. Not about the rancid grox meat, the barely filtered water, the cramped conditions.

			So, Barthol had been lenient.

			‘Explain to Lady Orwan that post-translation inspection is mandatory on a voidship.’ He waited as Prasini relayed then listened to the response, then looked back at Barthol and shook her head.

			Barthol sighed. ‘Deal with it, quartermaster.’

			Prasini nodded, walking towards the exit.

			‘And take Jaeor with you,’ Barthol ordered.

			‘O Emperor, defender of the worlds of men, may your light shine in the dark. Let your word preserve those who travel and surround them with your benediction. Let we, His servants, raise our hands.’ The crowded chapel shifted as the parishioners raised their arms. ‘And receive His blessing. For in our faith we are saved. All praise the Emperor of Mankind.’

			‘For the Emperor!’ a hundred voices chanted.

			Jaeor lowered his hands, and the men and women before him embraced each other before leaving the makeshift chapel. Prasini waited outside, playing with the aquila around her neck, and entered once the bosun was alone.

			Prasini had often come to Jaeor’s little temple after he started holding benedictions a year ago. She had persuaded the captain to tolerate it because so many of the crew needed a place for their faith and he refused to contract a member of the Ecclesiarchy. She agreed with such a decision – they didn’t need a priest to start burning witches whenever they got bored in long transits.

			Jaeor was putting away a heavily used Uplifting Primer, Damocles Edition, into a locker that also served as his pulpit. ‘Greetings, Prasini. You missed the service.’

			‘Duty calls, bosun. How fast can you be ready?’

			He finished putting the devotionals away then removed a green stone club, a traditional weapon the length of his forearm, and hooked it to his belt next to a laspistol. ‘A Guardsman is always ready.’

			She looked up. ‘Do you miss it? Life in the Astra Militarum?’

			‘I was seventeen years when the Aeoterra Defence Forces were mustered against the blueskins. We were integrated within an existing regiment, and I learned many lessons, first among them that “the Guard is where the Guard goes”.’

			‘Is that a yes?’ she chided, confused.

			Jaeor smiled, touching the aquila tattooed into his forehead, then pulled his sleeve up to reveal a tattoo that was at odds with the swirling artistry of his others. Heavy, blocky letters in Gothic denoted the Harakoni 701st.

			‘It means I never left the Astra Militarum.’

			They made their way down through the Indagator’s passageways, joined by a few of Jaeor’s security troopers as he voxed them. Each came armed and armoured, grim looks on their faces.

			‘We’ve been waiting for something like this,’ Jaeor grumbled.

			‘Oh? Problems?’

			‘We keep finding passengers where they’re not supposed to be.’

			‘Doing what? Thieving?’

			‘They don’t have to,’ Ananzi said, loading a shot into her scatter­gun. ‘Crewmen have been giving them whatever they want.’

			Jaeor nodded. ‘The passengers invite them down onto their decks to listen to sermons.’

			Prasini shrugged nonchalantly. ‘They’re pilgrims.’

			‘The holy words of His faith do not sound like that,’ Jaeor said with a certainty that made Prasini not a little concerned.

			‘The colonists act like they own the ship,’ Ananzi said. ‘We’ll show ’em, won’t we?’

			A chorus of ‘ayes’ echoed down the line. Prasini knew them, like all the crew, but she marvelled at how fast Ananzi and the others had adapted to Jaeor’s training in the last year. They didn’t move like voidsmen any more, loose and agile to penetrate cable clusters or avoid a hanging bulkhead. Instead, they marched like soldiers.

			The inspection team was made up of a few menials led by a low-ranking enginseer from Tech-Priest Ultar-1123’s enclave. They were in a stand-off against a group of pilgrims who were holding makeshift clubs and barring them from entering a vault door to the lower decks, a faded 3-22 painted above it.

			‘The integrity of the Omnissiah’s artifice must be sanctified!’ the enginseer yelled once in Gothic, and then a second later in the Lingua-technis.

			‘Stay away! You are not wanted here!’ a pilgrim barked.

			Prasini strode forward, ignoring the enginseer’s bleating protests, and directly up to the pilgrim who had spoken. ‘This is a vessel of the Tordai clan. Stand aside or I’ll have you all dragged into a holding cell!’

			The pilgrim stared at her through jaundiced eyes then looked back at his brethren. Prasini grabbed him by his collar and forced him to look at her. ‘We’re coming through one way or another.’ She pushed him back and put a hand on the stub-revolver on her belt.

			The pilgrims looked at each other, as if deciding whether or not to actually engage. Prasini was shocked – she’d expected them to instantly break. The security team and Jaeor were heavily armed, and the pilgrims would be annihilated if they resisted.

			Suddenly, as one, they dropped their weapons.

			‘We mean no disrespect,’ Lady Orwan said, appearing in the shadow of the vault’s doorway. ‘Do your work, but please, no weapons.’

			Prasini nodded. ‘Bosun, stay here. Ananzi, enginseer, you and your team with me.’

			They descended, Lady Orwan leading the way as Ananzi and Prasini followed, the enginseer and his menials scanning the staircases and hallways with their instruments. Lady Orwan walked with Prasini. After a while, Prasini had to ignite her lumen torch. The lower decks had been transformed into a kind of city, canvas tarps stretched and tied so that whole family units could huddle together. The adults stood in front of their children, glaring at Prasini and the enginseer.

			‘Please forgive my people. We have suffered greatly at the hands of outsiders, and so close to providence, we are… protective.’

			‘My concern is for the ship. A single fracture in the hull could mean the death of all of us,’ Prasini said, not wanting to learn more about the pilgrims’ story. They were cargo – noisome, potentially volatile, but cargo nonetheless.

			She watched as the enginseer waved an auspex with a third arm that was mounted on his backpack. One of the children actually hissed before hiding behind its mother’s robes.

			‘Such solicitude is commendable, quartermaster. We have tried to make a home here, no matter how temporary.’

			‘I can see that–’

			‘You are drawing unsanctioned power from the thermic plasma conduits!’ the enginseer cried out. He pointed accusingly at power cables connecting stacks of cargo containers to pipes mounted to the ceiling.

			Lady Orwan smiled, unperturbed. ‘We required additional power for our warming units.’

			‘You should have alerted a member of the officer staff.’ Prasini shifted, trying to figure out what the cargo containers could contain. There was enough heat coming off them that they steamed.

			‘Respectfully, we were assisted by several of your crew–’ Lady Orwan began, but the enginseer lurched forward, stabbing an accusatory mechanical finger at her.

			‘This is a violation of ritual! A violation of our agreement with the Tordai!’ the enginseer insisted. ‘It is the Adeptus Mechanicus that determines power regulation to the holy core of the Omnissiah’s voidship!’

			Prasini saw agitation growing amongst the pilgrims. The enginseer was getting louder and louder, waving his heavy toothed axe and slamming it into the deck to emphasise each statement. Prasini’s hand drifted back to her pistol–

			She saw Lady Orwan tilt her head then, as if listening to something far away. Prasini tried to track what the aristo was looking at, something… in the dark?

			‘There’s something there!’ Prasini turned, and Ananzi was raising her scattergun and aiming it at one of the cargo containers. Her eyes were wide with terror. ‘Monster!’

			Prasini raised her hands and shouted, ‘Lower your weapon–’

			Ananzi opened fire with a deafening blast. The shot sprayed across the space between her and the container. There was a scream, and something fell with a heavy thud.

			Prasini yanked out her pistol, looking for a threat, but only saw the body of one of the pilgrims, her robes in tatters and stained in blood.

			‘Throne! Ananzi, stop!’

			One of the pilgrims rushed forward, face contorted in rage. Ananzi fired again with a scream, a wild look in her eyes. The pilgrim fell, but Ananzi kept firing, now in random directions.

			Prasini moved quickly, grabbing the still-smoking weapon from her then clubbing Ananzi with the butt of her pistol.

			Barthol arrived moments later as alarm clarions blared in response to the weapons fire. He saw Prasini, blood splattered across her uniform, while Jaeor was standing over one of his security troopers, a dishevelled woman who was sobbing and rocking back and forth on her knees.

			The body of an enginseer lay nearby, his servos curled in death like a mechanical insect, more oil than blood pooling around him. Further bloodstains and footprints led from the vault door back down a stairway, which was filled with enraged colonists and Lady Orwan herself, who seemed to be holding them back.

			‘What in all the hells happened?’ Barthol demanded.

			Prasini grimaced. ‘We had entered the lower decks for the inspection when Ananzi said she saw a… a–’

			‘A what?’

			‘Your crew opened fire and have killed three of our number, captain!’ Lady Orwan said, barely contained rage making her features contort and twist.

			Barthol looked at Prasini expectantly. ‘Well?’

			‘Ananzi said she saw something about to attack us.’

			‘Did you see it?’

			‘No.’

			Barthol looked at Ananzi, disgusted. ‘You are a voidsman of the Indagator! Emperor’s teeth! Where’s your spine?’

			‘I saw it, captain, I swear! Xenos filth! Monster!’

			‘Monster?’ Lady Orwan hissed. She gestured to the colonists who carried the twisted body of a male juve covered in blood. ‘You killed but a child! Curious at seeing strangers!’

			Barthol looked at the enginseer. ‘And that?’

			Prasini sniffed, wiping vitae from her cheek. ‘A stray shot, captain.’

			Barthol grimaced, shaking his head and pulling at his beard. ‘Fool.’

			‘I saw it!’ Ananzi pleaded to Barthol, then to Jaeor. ‘Knives for hands! Its eyes! I saw it, captain! It saw me!’

			Jaeor put a hand on her, trying to calm her. ‘She must have seen something, captain. I trained her myself.’

			But Barthol ignored him and approached Lady Orwan, careful to not cross the threshold of the staircase. ‘As captain, I apologise on behalf of my crew.’

			‘Is that all? When our blood has been shed?’ she retorted.

			‘I promise you we will not enter the designated areas your people are in.’

			‘We have endured so much, and are now expected to let you kill us because your security teams are afraid of shadows? Is that justice?’ Lady Orwan spat.

			‘What is it you want?’ But Barthol could already guess.

			Jaeor picked up on it too. ‘Captain, please, let me take her to her quarters. We’ll confine her there–’

			‘Justice! We demand justice!’ Lady Orwan was on edge, her voice cracking. The colonists behind her began to echo the demand, and Barthol could hear hundreds of voices picking up the call from below.

			Prasini approached Barthol, shaking her head. ‘Don’t do this, captain. There was something going on down there. It wasn’t her fault – the enginseer was behind her – I don’t know how she could have–’

			‘She must be made an example!’ Lady Orwan said, now turning her back on Barthol and raising her arms, like a holy woman to an enraged flock of believers.

			‘They’ll rampage through the ship, Prasini!’ Barthol hissed between his teeth. He’d taken a risk bringing this many passengers aboard, and something like this was, perhaps, inevitable. Save now, with the death of one of Tech-Priest Ultar-1123’s brood, there would be a reckoning. He needed to conclude this and fast.

			He cleared his throat. ‘I have no choice!’ Barthol snapped. ‘Bosun!’

			Jaeor stood up straight. ‘Please, sir, don’t–’

			‘Voidsman Ananzi has endangered our cargo, flagrantly discharg­ing a weapon, which has resulted in deaths amongst our passengers and crew. Each of those derelictions carries with it the same punishment.’

			‘No!’ Jaeor shouted, but Barthol had already drawn the laslock pistol from his holster, aimed it at Ananzi and fired.

			Barthol took a sip from the cold recaff, looking out at the bridge as the baffles lowered again, coming down just as the light of the onrushing warp gate opened. He held his breath as, heartbeats later, the Indagator was swallowed by the immaterium. Gravity vibrated, colours shifted, and Barthol heard the distant sound of a lullaby. The warp did strange things – best not to dwell on it.

			‘Quartermaster, report,’ he called out. Prasini was standing next to Laan’s coffin. She turned and looked upward at Bar­thol. There were circles under her eyes, and she moved slowly as she walked towards him.

			Things had not got better since the incident in the lower decks. Jaeor had completely withdrawn into his chapel, offering prayers to the crew throughout both day and night shifts. Barthol had let them continue. The crew needed something, anything, that would keep them from going down into the lower decks and fulfilling what they thought was vengeance on the pilgrims. The pilgrims, meanwhile, had sealed the security checkpoints to their decks, but their own, unsettling prayers drifted up through air-exchange vents.

			‘Well?’ Barthol repeated as Prasini stopped in front of him.

			‘All decks indicate secure. Translation estimates – one week. Passenger decks are… quiet.’

			Barthol drank the recaff, chewing on the granules. ‘I had to do it, Prasini.’

			‘You didn’t.’

			‘She killed four people–’

			‘Ananzi was one of our own. She was born on the Indagator.’

			Barthol bit his lip. The loss of Ananzi had spread throughout the ship, and too few of his crew had sided with his decision. Tensions were rising every day, with outright fistfights erupting between the crew and colonists.

			They just needed a little more time.

			‘We’re so close!’ he whispered to Prasini. ‘Just a little further and we’ll be able to carve out a corner of this damned galaxy for ourselves! My father never even accomplished that much!’

			‘And in this kingdom of yours, are we all as expendable as Ananzi?’ Prasini bit back. He could have reprimanded her, could have accused her of mutiny. But this wasn’t a Navy ship. He needed her loyalty and could not demand it.

			Barthol stood, trying to plead with her. ‘Ananzi made a mistake. She was the price we had to pay to keep the colonists in line.’ He put a hand on her shoulder. ‘When they’re gone, we’ll go to Kar Duniash. We’ll be rich! We can rejoin the Imperium, heads held high! We might even join the Indomitus Crusade, like you wanted, but on our terms. We’ll be damned heroes, Prasini!’

			‘Perhaps, captain, but who cares for the respect of a Munitorum coin-counter if your own crew can’t look at you in the face.’

			Barthol turned away from his first mate, shaking his head. Prasini turned and walked back down the staircase to her husband, leaving Barthol on his throne.

			Alone.

			Hiewjan could see further into the warp than ever before. Never in her long life of service had she been able to traverse its eddies and currents so quickly, like running downhill. She didn’t even need the Astronomican any more to navigate, merely letting the draw of that beautiful song lead her.

			She flung her mind further and further, curiosity and wonder overwhelming her better judgement. Distantly, she felt her physical anchor being jostled, barely registering as her kith had started screaming, pleading with her to stop.

			Why? There was no danger. For the first time in her life there were no daemons, no screaming souls, only one voice ringing out in the dark, in the shadow that had somehow calmed the warp.

			Hiewjan plummeted through strands of thought, directing the Indagator deeper.

			And then, she saw it. Her consciousness burst through the darkness and looked upon the thing that dwelt in its depths.

			Endless teeth, a living singularity, opening wide.

			To eat them.

			In that moment, Navigator Hiewjan realised she had fallen for the bait, like an insect lured by a candle only to be burned, the Indagator with her. In her horror she reeled away, attempting to flee back into the safety of realspace, when an etheric tendril reached out and plucked her soul from her body, devouring it.

			The psychic backlash killed every unshielded mind in the Navigator’s sanctum as Hiewjan tried to tear herself out of the warp prematurely. The two minders, each of their senses dampened so as to protect them from such an incident, responded instantly. Drawing consecrated weapons, they annihilated Hiewjan’s body with prayers to the Emperor on their lips before activating melta charges on their chests that atomised the Navigator’s sanctum in an inferno of white fire.

			The Indagator exploded out of the warp, tumbling prow over stern. Hundreds died as the gravity field polarised and stress fractures shattered along the ship. Bulkheads groaned and buckled under the sudden strain, in some sections giving away entirely, hurling crew into the void before they knew what had happened.

			Barthol’s throne kept him from being flung across the bridge, fastening around him with padded restraints that snaked out to catch him. The same could not be said for most of the bridge crew, who were dashed against the walls before gravity righted with a clang of settling equipment and the dull thud of bodies.

			‘Damage report!’ Barthol shouted over the cries of the wounded and dying.

			Prasini limped to his side, having been saved by servo-skulls which had secured her at Laan’s direction.

			‘Emergency translation, captain. Something went’ – she checked her instruments – ‘wrong with the Navigator. Fail-safe procedures enacted by her overseers.’ She scanned a lectern nearby, wiping blood from her nose. ‘There’s damage to the superstructure, the Geller field’s overloaded, plasmic fissures down the spine of the ship.’ She looked over to him, solemn. ‘We’re crippled.’

			‘Master of Auspex?’ Barthol called.

			‘He is dead, captain. I am asserting direct control,’ Laan said at once through every working vox on the bridge.

			‘Where are we, Laan?’

			Laan had to rely on his eyes as the baffles on the viewports raised. Light streamed in from newborn stars as the inner Vinetok Nebula was revealed. A world hung in glittering dust and sapphire gas clouds, its pale surface shrouded in a wispy atmosphere. Above it floated a cloud of debris, countless ships surrounding a bulbous mass at its centre.

			Barthol slowly stood. This was no paradise world, no safe haven. A moment later, Laan confirmed it. ‘No signs of life on the planet, but these are the coordinates Lady Orwan provided.’

			‘She lied… What’s that thing?’ He indicated the mass of tumbling wrecks.

			‘Latent radiation is confounding our arrays–’

			‘Rely on visuals then.’

			Barthol watched the still-working screens come into focus.

			‘Emperor’s wounds,’ Prasini whispered.

			It was huge, larger than any vessel Barthol had ever seen. It was layered with pitted scales, like chitin, that covered bulbous segments that sprouted tendrils twice the length of the Indagator. They drifted, outstretched, in the void. As Barthol watched, one of them twitched and began to writhe obscenely.

			‘The Devourer,’ Barthol cursed. Every voidsman knew of the galaxy-spanning threat of the hive fleets. The broken voidships, the dead world – that was a tyranid ship out there. ‘We’ve… I’ve been tricked.’

			‘I am detecting intensifying heat signatures.’

			‘It’s waking up… Stabilise our acceleration, Laan – we need to get out of here.’

			‘Yes, captain.’

			‘Captain, heavy vox traffic coming from crew sections on deck three,’ Prasini cried out. ‘Weapons fire!’ She held the receiver, listening. ‘The colonists are attacking!’

			Lady Orwan, Galgan behind her, led her people through the hallways of the Indagator, killing everyone in their path. While the sudden translation had taken the crew by surprise, Saori and her people had heard the Mother’s song intensifying and had prepared, instinctually knowing what their god intended. Taking up their makeshift weapons, they rose up through the decks the moment the Indagator entered realspace.

			No longer needing to hide what they were, they pulled their hoods back and let their robes fall, revealing ridged crests, talons and claws in a perverted mockery of human form. The Cult of the Many Hands had failed in their uprising on ­Hyp­aeth while their gods had been halted by Battlefleet Ultima. Each had felt their saviour’s coming, had been emboldened by a presence that had entered their minds. They had almost gone insane when that presence was silenced.

			But when Lady Orwan had conceived of the plan to run and leave their homes behind, she had done the impossible. She had led them back into the presence of their Mother, who had sung to her from across the stars. Their faith was renewed, each cultist now fighting with the frenzy of a zealot.

			The cargo containers masked as shrines now opened, and great, multi-armed brutes twice the size of Galgan roared and bellowed to form living battering rams that smashed the bulkheads sealing the cult in the below decks. They burst forth, filling the passageways and killing the still-recovering crew of the Indagator.

			‘Do you hear her, my brothers and sisters?’ Lady Orwan screamed as they tore a group of voidsmen apart. Galgan strode before her, smashing the life out of anything that still stood.

			‘It was her song that woke us and inspired holy rebellion! It was her angels that led us against the oppressors! We are her children! And we have come home!’

			They reached a hall filled with statues and painted walls. Lady Orwan slowed as her kin overtook her and spread out, filling the chamber and stopping before a great door.

			A vox-caster set in a skull extended from above the door, observing the cultists with glowing green lenses. Galgan took a protective step in front of Lady Orwan.

			A voice emitted from the vox. ‘Leave this place or die, witch.’

			Lady Orwan smiled. ‘Captain!’

			Barthol and Prasini watched the viewscreen behind a line of the pitiful few bridge crew that could still stand, their weapons drawn and aimed at the entrance. Barthol chewed his lip as Lady Orwan’s people began to desecrate the murals of his ancestors.

			‘Open the door, captain. You’ve lost,’ Lady Orwan said through the screen.

			‘You are a traitor against humanity. Begone!’

			‘We are what humanity must become if we are to survive. We must abandon the false god of Terra and–’

			‘I’ll not suffer this heresy!’ Barthol slammed his fist onto a panel on his chair.

			A servo-arm in the door frame extended, a storm bolter attached to it.

			Galgan and the cultists instantly moved in front of Lady Orwan just as the twin barrels roared into life. Despite the mass-reactive rounds chewing men and women to pieces, they ran forward. Dozens died, crawling towards the servo-arm, before two of them grabbed it and tore it from its mounting.

			A grim silence followed. Lady Orwan never broke eye contact with Barthol, staring up at him through the screen.

			‘You see this, rogue trader? This is what true family is.’ She raised her hands to the cultists around her. ‘We would die for one another, for our gods speak to us.’ Lady Orwan took a step closer to the servitor, her voice almost pleading. ‘I know you long for fellowship, Barthol. The Imperium has failed you and the rest of Mankind. You want more. The Mother can give that to you, now! You can be reborn, Barthol, embraced in her many arms and made into a man of purpose, a man of honour, like your father.’

			Barthol felt a wave of emotion crash into him. He stepped back and sat down into his throne. He briefly saw himself in his mind’s eye, standing at the head of a great army, a great family! Bringing them across the stars in the holds of the Indagator, a hero to his people as they broke the chains of oppression.

			‘Within your ship is the healing sustenance the Mother needs to awaken! We will be reborn in a more perfect image! All you must do is open this door.’ Barthol heard Saori’s voice speak, but it was as if she were whispering into his mind.

			‘So many of your crew have already assisted us – how else do you think we reached your precious bridge so quickly? They have heard salvation in her song! Join them – join us!’

			For a moment he actually considered opening the door. All it would take would be the flick of his wrist, the press of a lever, and somehow all his wildest dreams would be achieved. His fingers were reaching for the panel when Prasini stepped forward and grabbed his arm.

			‘You know nothing of honour,’ Prasini said into the vox.

			Lady Orwan jerked her head back as if slapped, her eyes losing focus. Barthol shook his head and the influence subsided. He touched the signet on his chest.

			Prasini killed the vid-feed and looked at Barthol. ‘Suffer not the alien to live, captain.’ She knelt next to him on his throne, aquila in hand. ‘Pray with me for His benevolence.’ Barthol looked as though he were about to make a joke, but then he reached out and held the aquila in Prasini’s grasp.

			Lady Orwan scowled, feeling the shame of failure as her kin looked to her. She pointed at the bulkhead. ‘Break it down!’

			Galgan nodded and threw himself headlong into the door, leaving a massive dent in the shape of his shoulder. Other cultists ran forward with weapons and tools and began hacking at the metal.

			Where breaks in the alloy were made, hard rounds and coherent light from the Indagator’s crew within the bridgekeep blasted cultists off their feet. More filled the gaps, ignoring the fire to pull open larger and larger rents.

			Lady Orwan knew it would only be a matter of time. They would slay the captain, take the ship, and the Mother would embrace them in waiting arms. Lady Orwan knew from her dreams that the Mother had been waiting for her, that it had preyed upon lost ships and consumed the planet it had found, yet it was not enough. It needed this ship, the thousands and thousands of crew, even the cultists. With this biomatter, it would be able to finally heal.

			Then, Lady Orwan knew she would be rewarded for her faith. She watched eagerly as the door buckled, letting first one, then groups of two and three of her kin into the bridge itself.

			Then Galgan smashed a seal and the doors gave way altogether.

			They were in!

			Barthol fought for his life, back to back with Prasini. His ancestral sword flashed through the air, cutting the half-men apart with its monomolecular-edged blade even as he blasted others with his laslock pistol.

			Prasini reduced a cultist to pieces with her shotgun and didn’t bother reloading as she clubbed a deformed woman who had two faces melted together with flesh and chitin. Servitors rushed in directed by Laan, raking the invaders with focused las-beams or clawing at them with mechadendrites.

			None of it was enough.

			Barthol’s few remaining bridge crew were no match for the monstrous forms flooding the bridge and were torn limb from limb. The largest of the cultists somehow ignored the las-beams that raked his flesh as he waded into the melee, using a mangled Indagator officer as a club.

			Barthol gritted his teeth as a juvenile creature stabbed him over and over in the leg with a shiv made from a piece of scrap metal and cloth. He kicked the thing with his boot, breaking ribs, then spun, catching Lady Orwan’s dagger inches before she could gut him.

			He did not recognise her now. Her beauty was marred by her bloodlust, and there was an ugly, insectoid ridge where her tiara had once rested.

			‘We will be embraced by a true god together!’ Saori mocked.

			She kicked out with a heeled boot that caught him in the thigh. He buckled but pushed off, his golden blade slicing easily through the woman’s ornate robes. She screamed, and instantly two more of her kind leapt forward.

			He headbutted the first with a satisfying crunch as its nose broke, then opened a wound in the second from her groin to her chin, the two halves falling away.

			‘I am Barthol Tordai, son of Sidar Tordai, rogue trader,’ Bar­thol said, flicking his blade in a challenge as the melee surged around him. ‘The Emperor protects!’

			Lady Orwan readied herself, Galgan joining her, about to charge when the roar of men and women behind her broke through the sounds of battle. Barthol recognised it at once, and a second later saw dozens of Indagator crewmen charge into the bridge.

			Jaeor? Barthol thought, then sure enough, he saw the massive Aeoterran dashing in and roaring, ‘For the Emperor!’

			Laan Ko’s body flinched in the amniotic fluid of his coffin as his consciousness flickered from one data-feed to another. The Indagator’s machine-spirit was screaming, enraged and confused at the hurt done to it. It wanted to strike out, hurt whatever had hurt it. Laan’s own concern for the ship, its crew, his wife battling just a level above him, made it impossible for him to calm the raging intelligence.

			Instead, he made the pain and fear drive him harder. As quickly as a man might roll to smother flames engulfing him, Laan extended fire-control emergencies across the ship. He would never know how many of his own and the enemy died as bulkheads slammed shut or sections of the ship were vented into space. Yet it was these sacrifices that gave Laan the precious time needed to then risk igniting the thruster arrays to right and slow the ship.

			And just in time, for the tyranid hive ship was now turning towards the Indagator. The debris and hulks around it were gripped and tossed aside by its tentacles. Laan threw all the power he could into turning about, but even without the extensive logic stacks and his elevated perception, he knew they wouldn’t be able to get away in time.

			Prasini decapitated a mutant with hooked tentacles for arms with her last shot. She stepped over it and took stock of the bridge. There were electrical fires burning at various stations, illuminating piles of dead. The sounds of fighting were dying down, the crackle of las-fire moving away from the bridge.

			She walked towards the command throne, reloading as she did so. Barthol was sitting in it, covered in blood. Nearby, Prasini could see Jaeor where he had died, the former Guardsman’s thumbs buried in the eye sockets of Lady Orwan’s bodyguard. He himself had been viciously disembowelled by the giant’s bare hands.

			‘He saved us…’ Barthol said, blood leaking from his mouth.

			‘He did, sir.’

			‘Not Jaeor, Quartermaster Prasini, although he did enough – the Emperor saved us.’ Barthol smiled, his head lolling to the side. ‘We should have stayed in that tavern, aye?’

			She reached out to him, pulling a rag out and stuffing the wound in her captain’s belly.

			‘That xenos-loving witch did this to me… Blast it, she’s fast…’

			Prasini nodded, seeing that Lady Orwan had not gone far with Barthol’s sword in her back. The woman was curled up, like an insect pinned to an examination cushion, her eyes wide and lightless.

			‘We’ve got to get you out of here,’ Prasini said, even as blood ran through the rag and onto her fingers.

			‘No time…’ Barthol pointed out the viewport.

			Prasini looked and gasped in revulsion. The hive ship filled every window, its mass blotting out the stars, its maw opening wide.

			‘You have to run…’ Barthol said, grabbing her by the collar. ‘Take any crew you can find and get to the saviour ship.’

			‘No, sir–’

			‘He’s right.’ The last remaining servo-skull floated down. ‘You must run, my love.’

			Prasini felt hot tears streak through the grime on her face. She looked up into the cracked lenses of the servo-skull and saw her husband’s intelligence behind them. ‘I don’t want to leave you, Laan.’

			‘I know, Prasini. But you must. I will lead you on the safest course. Run.’

			Prasini was about to argue when Barthol weakly pointed at his sword. It still gleamed, a perfect weapon made during Mankind’s golden age.

			‘Go on now, Prasini. May the Tordai name live on with you a little longer. Don’t let it stay buried in that xenos filth.’ He grew serious. ‘That’s an order.’

			Prasini led a handful of the Indagator’s crew through the ruined corridors, following Laan’s servo-skull. There were still roving gangs of the cultists which they were forced to deal with; otherwise, they skirted the most occupied parts of the ship before arriving at the starboard launch tubes.

			A saviour ship waited, its airlock vault doors opening as Prasini and the survivors reached it. She looked around, hearing the explosions of the ship dying beneath their feet. The crew looked to her, and she nodded forward. They took positions within, quietly helping the wounded into padded alcoves before strapping in.

			‘The target planet retains some breathable atmosphere in the southern hemisphere,’ the servo-skull said with Laan’s voice next to Prasini’s ear. ‘I have sent out an astropathic signal to Morabith with the promise of riches if they send help.’

			‘If more people come, you’re just going to keep feeding that thing.’

			‘No, my love. The captain and I have a plan for that as well.’

			Prasini cried softly as she stepped into her own alcove and the airlock sealed. There was a jolt of releasing clamps, and the saviour ship was jettisoned towards the planet below even as the first tentacles of the tyranid hive ship clutched the Indagator and began to draw it towards its mouth.

			‘Stay with me, Laan,’ she whispered.

			‘For as long as I can, Prasini,’ the vox crackled.

			Laan looked at his wife through the servo-skull until the signal wavered, strained and died. He closed his eyes and turned back to his captain, who was holding his copied signet in his bloodied hands.

			‘Are you ready, captain?’ Laan asked as warning klaxons wailed.

			‘Is the saviour ship clear?’ Barthol asked.

			‘It is. Thank you, sir.’

			‘Indeed. Initiate plasma drive overload.’

			‘Countdown set. In ten… nine… eight–’

			The Indagator erupted with all the annihilation of a dying star. Its plasmic core cracked and unleashed a hellstorm of energy at the exact moment that the hive ship bit into the vessel. The explosion obliterated the cruiser, briefly exposing superstructure before atomic fires drove upward and into the hive ship’s central cranial organ. Fissures formed through the membranes of the frontal sections of the leviathan, cooking optical sensory orbs and igniting musculature.

			The Mother died screaming silently in the void.

			Prasini stepped out onto the dead world, a rebreather over her face, just in case. Several other crew followed her, wearing the same, while the rest huddled inside the saviour ship.

			She had never been on a proper world; neither had most of the survivors. They had spent the first hour on the planet vomiting and trying to stand against real gravity. None of them liked it. But they had landed safely, the machine-spirit guiding them into a valley where, impossibly, some vegetation still clung to life, spared from the ravages of the hive ship’s hunger.

			‘What now?’ one of them asked her.

			She looked out on the ruined landscape. The saviour ship had been stocked with enough supplies to last a year, longer if they were smart. The ship’s beacon would transmit long after that, allowing their remains to perhaps be recovered by future explorers into this thrice-cursed nebula.

			‘We wait. And if the Emperor wills it, we will be saved.’ For a moment, she looked at the servo-skull, now just a mindless automaton, her husband’s consciousness gone from it. Then she cleared her throat and started issuing commands.

			The crew extended environment tents out from the ship and set up accumulators that would hopefully draw moisture from the ravaged atmosphere. By the end of the day cycle, the survivors had established a kind of settlement which some wanted to call Barthol’s Folly – Prasini put a stop to this.

			On the far side of the settlement, in a lean-to next to the saviour ship, a small group of surviving crewmen gathered as the shadows lengthened and darkness gripped the world. Using their precious water rations, they mixed the pale earth of this world in a tin to make a thin mud. They pressed their hands into it and formed a simple, swirling pattern. Once they were finished and were sure the rest of the survivors had gone to sleep, they began to softly sing the song they had learned from Lady Saori Orwan that would remind them of the glorious future to come.
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			The count at the top right of Kappadis’ auto-sensory display ticked down from thirty. Locked into their grav-harnesses, his squad braced, tensing in preparation for the coming strike.

			The boarding pod rammed the mining station with a rending crash, its reinforced structure ringing with the staggering force of the collision. Even in their impact cradles, the fibre-muscles of the Space Marines’ power armour snarled, straining to protect them from the tremendous shock.

			In the nose of the pod, a rotary melta-drill screamed into oper­ation, vaporising the station’s hull as the vessel rammed deep into the space beyond. A moment later, high-explosive shaped charges mounted at the vehicle’s front end detonated, clearing an ingress for the kill team. A brief tempest blasted the pod in the explosion’s wake as atmosphere from the station burst into the small craft, violently filling the near vacuum of its hold. Explosive bolts shot clear, releasing the grav-harnesses.

			The count reached zero.

			The squad stormed out through churning smoke and into the room beyond, blurs of brilliant-yellow armour emblazoned with the fiery raptor sigil of the Flame Eagles Chapter. Kappadis and Calahd were first out, followed by Eltimur, Safan and Morovec. Their armour’s preysight pierced the roiling haze as they cleared the room, but there was no resistance. The assault craft’s meltas and shaped charges, coupled with the colossal force of the impact, had killed everyone inside, leaving only scorched, piecemeal remains strewn about the deck. The concussion still reverberated through the station’s superstructure, surprise now exchanged for shock and disorientation.

			‘Clear,’ Kappadis announced over the vox as the kill team completed their sweep of the area. Lowering his boltgun, he blink-clicked his vision to normal.

			Calahd’s Mark III battle helm dipped slightly as he gave Kappadis a nod of acknowledgement. It was as much as the sergeant ever expected from the squad’s taciturn heavy flamer bearer.

			‘Disappointing,’ Eltimur muttered as he surveyed the broken corpses scattered throughout the room.

			‘Stop moping,’ groused Safan, the team’s second-in-command. ‘You’ll get your chance.’

			Eltimur sniffed.

			Despite an unparalleled kill record, Eltimur was given to lethargy and intransigence when removed from battle, viewing any expenditure of energy outside of bloodshed as a waste. Kappadis had inherited him two years earlier from the Vanguard squads, after Eltimur had ignored a withdrawal order. Though sentenced to death for the nearly fatal assault on his own sergeant, the Chaplains had suspended Eltimur’s execution, consigning the disgraced assault veteran to Kappadis’ strike team to die usefully.

			Kappadis tended to only regret their decision between missions.

			Morovec wired the room’s emergency-sealed blast door with demolition charges, the young Intercessor’s movements crisp and efficient. This was Morovec’s first mission alongside the veterans, and he strove to prove himself. He had yet to complain about the scrutiny or the frequent lessons he received from his brothers, especially Safan, who seemed to delight in having a protégé.

			Ordinarily, Kappadis would never have permitted a brother as raw as Morovec on his kill team, but he could no longer afford to be selective. When the heretical uprising known as the Recriminant Insurrection had erupted across the subsector, the Flame Eagles had been forced to almost single-handedly contain a Chaos cult that spanned a dozen worlds. Worse, the Chapter’s home world and fortress-monastery had been devastated at the beginning of the revolt. Though the majority of the Chapter was on crusade off-world at the time of the attacks, they suffered the catastrophic loss of their gene-seed stores, their armoury and many irreplaceable relics.

			Astrophon Zur, sorcerer of the Alpha Legion and the architect of the Recriminant Insurrection, was the target of the Flame Eagles’ retribution. Kappadis, as the Chapter’s senior veteran-sergeant and strike team leader, had the honour of leading the assault.

			The kill team’s target lay beneath them, deep within the bowels of a mined-out rock orbiting a dead moon. The sorcerer had long manipulated numberless cults within the subsector, periodically unleashing them in vicious, albeit easily quelled, upheavals. Hindsight revealed these earlier revolts were mere preludes to Zur’s grander plan.

			The Space Marines occupied the mining facility’s principal sensorium, rendering the station effectively blind to threats internal and external. Inexplicably, none of the crew had tripped the alarm.

			‘Strange,’ Kappadis mused, looking out through the crazed armaglass of the mining station’s main viewport. ‘Even at our angle of approach, they must have seen us some time before we hit.’

			‘Asleep on duty?’ Safan suggested half-jokingly, without glancing up from a bank of auspex systems. Safan and Kappadis had served together since the Scout Company, and the veteran-sergeant trusted no one in the Imperium more. ‘I agree, it’s strange. Augurs marked us sixteen minutes ago.’

			‘They certainly know we’re here now,’ Eltimur purred, throttling his chainsword. Kappadis could practically feel the anticipatory grin behind the conical faceplate of Eltimur’s Corvus-pattern helm.

			Blowing the door, the squad pushed into the hallway beyond, fumes obscuring them as they exited the sensorium. Dull, flickering lights reflected from their golden armour as they moved through the upper levels of the station.

			Three minutes later, moving steadily through the corroded, junk-clotted corridors of the mining post, they made initial contact with the facility’s crew. The thronging mob of Recriminant cultists burst from a broader antechamber, wildly opening fire on the kill team. A cloud of lead and tungsten filled the passage­way, chipping away at the ceramite of the Flame Eagles’ power armour.

			Calahd stepped forward, his reinforced Mark III plate shrugging off the hail of projectiles as he thumbed the ignition of his heavy flamer. Shrieking as the inferno washed over them, the Recriminants broke. Calahd’s brothers opened fire on the cultists, a volley of mass-reactives reducing the nearest to slurry.

			Eltimur leapt past his brothers, throwing himself headlong into the melee. His chainsword strung the air with viscid, crimson ribbons, staining his golden armour a venous red.

			In their bloodlust, the horde of rank, grimy zealots had bottlenecked themselves between the Space Marines and the next corridor. Neither trained nor coordinated enough to extract themselves from the situation, they realised, to their horror, they were trapped.

			The hapless cultists trampled and fought each other, pummelling and clawing at their comrades in their keenness to escape, any sense of cohesion lost to mindless terror. As the enemy clambered over itself in a futile attempt to flee, the Space Marines joined Eltimur in the close-in slaughter. The Flame Eagles pushed into the mass, dashing panic-stricken cultists to death against bulkheads, crushing them beneath unyielding ceramite boots or simply bludgeoning them to death with the butts of their guns. Broken corpses swelled over the living like a wave.

			From the corridor into which the terrified survivors attempted to escape, a thunder of gunfire rolled, echoing between the confines of the plasteel walls. More cultists, as bedraggled and ragged as those Kappadis and his brothers butchered, opened fire on their fellows. The wretched survivors of the Flame Eagles’ assault were cut down by their erstwhile colleagues, who immediately ducked back down the hallway, out of sight.

			With a whoop and a grim cackle, Eltimur set off on their heels.

			‘Eltimur!’ Kappadis snarled into the vox. ‘Eltimur, cease and regroup!’

			‘Let him have his fun,’ Safan said. ‘You know as well as I that inaction’s like poison to him. He needs to bleed it off.’

			‘They are not our mission,’ Kappadis snapped. ‘Zur is.’ He glanced at Morovec. ‘Get him.’

			Morovec nodded and jogged after his murderous brother, bolt rifle at the ready.

			The remaining Flame Eagles secured the corridor, kneeling amidst the disarticulated carcasses of the Recriminants. The din of Eltimur’s massacre, soon accompanied by the roar of Morovec’s bolt rifle, echoed back to their position.

			‘What do you make of this, Tilan?’ Safan asked Kappadis. ‘Traitors fighting traitors?’

			The sergeant shrugged and grunted, vexed by Eltimur’s insub­-ordi­nation.

			‘Traitors are traitorous,’ Calahd muttered. ‘Chaos eats everything, even itself. Don’t try to understand it.’

			Kappadis and Safan stared at Calahd, astonished. Calahd rarely spoke – in all their years together, the laconic veteran had only uttered a bare handful of complete sentences.

			A targeting reticule blinked onto Kappadis’ auto-senses, hovering over Calahd’s throat.

			Bemused, Kappadis blink-clicked the crosshairs away, but another materialised over Calahd’s right eye-lens.

			‘Who’d have thought Calahd a philosopher?’ Safan laughed.

			Kappadis blinked the grid away again. He turned to Safan.

			A reticule manifested over the veteran’s left eye.

			Kappadis smacked the side of his battle helm, and the crosshairs vanished.

			‘Something troubling you, brother?’ Safan asked.

			‘Malfunction in my targeting array,’ Kappadis grumbled.

			‘A fine time for a wayward machine-spirit, but I’m sure the best shot in the Chapter will manage,’ Safan chaffed. ‘Maybe you’d do with a handicap? Could make the rest of us look better.’

			The targeting lattice reappeared over Safan’s left eye as the heavy tread of power-armoured footfalls echoed from down the corridor.

			‘I got him,’ Morovec announced, thumbing back over his shoulder. To expedite Eltimur’s retrieval, the Intercessor had gunned down the assault veteran’s targets.

			Eltimur followed, sulking. He flicked his chainsword petulantly, spattering the wall with clotted gore. What little remained visible of his armour’s golden yellow was streaked crimson.

			‘Run off like that again,’ Kappadis threatened, ‘and I’ll finish what the Chaplains started two years ago.’

			Eltimur scoffed.

			A grid flickered over Eltimur’s left eye-lens.

			Kappadis shook his head, and the crosshairs disappeared.

			Momentarily satisfied, he brought a map overlay of the station into his view and set out towards the lifts. ‘Let’s go.’

			‘What about the traitor cultists?’ Safan asked.

			‘I’m with Calahd on this, Safan,’ Kappadis replied, consulting his auspex. ‘Don’t try to understand it. They can keep up their good work.’

			The patrol encountered more dead Recriminants, peppered with small-arms fire and scorched by flamer, at the bottom of the lift shaft. Whether these were the traitors who had turned on their fellows, those still loyal to Zur or a combination of both was impossible to ascertain.

			Safan examined one of the corpses. ‘Hydra,’ he said, indicating a brand behind the right ear.

			‘Same as the rest,’ Morovec agreed. ‘How can they tell each other apart?’

			‘Does it matter?’ Eltimur sighed. He had not killed anyone since Morovec spoiled his fun before and was growing listless.

			Kappadis knelt, staring at the hydra sigil branded on the body before him. The corner of the corpse’s skull was torn free, exposing the pulped brain within.

			He held the brain gingerly in the palms of his hands, careful not to damage it. It jiggled as he moved it, fatty and flaccid. Fresh blood trickled between his fingers. He raised it to his lips, mouth open wide…

			‘Tilan?’

			Safan’s voice came over a private channel, mercifully breaking the sergeant from his nightmarish reverie.

			‘Are you all right?’

			Kappadis tore his eyes from the hydra brand.

			‘I’m fine, Safan,’ he answered over the same channel. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Don’t insult me with the stoic veteran-sergeant bit. What is it?’

			‘Just… this,’ Kappadis lied, sweeping his hand to indicate the dead cultists. ‘What are they doing?’

			Safan patted his brother’s pauldron. ‘Making our lives less interesting. Well, maybe not Eltimur’s.’ He chuckled. ‘I think Calahd’s right. Chaos eats everything…’

			He sucked down the viscid meat of the forebrain, and the memories flooded in…

			‘Even itself.’

			Kappadis rose stiffly.

			‘Tilan, I haven’t seen you this troubled since after we retrieved you on–’

			‘Do not mention that,’ Kappadis interrupted, bristling.

			‘I’m sorry, brother,’ Safan conceded quietly. ‘I’ll relent.’

			Kappadis sighed, equally relieved and ashamed, as Safan retreated a short distance away.

			Closing his eyes, Kappadis drew upon some of his earliest training. He took a deep breath, forcing his thoughts to calm.

			His mind quieted, and he regarded the situation through the clear lens of objectivity.

			He was being deceived, he realised. They fought the Alpha Legion on its own ground here, and none amongst the dread Traitor Legions had greater claim to being a duplicitous nest of vipers. His armour’s machine-spirit could have – must have – been compromised by a bit of malicious scrap code when they boarded; the cannibalistic, brain-eating imagery he experienced was doubtless the twisted warpcraft of the sorcerer, Zur, sent to torment him.

			He seethed, his grip tightening on his boltgun as he cursed Zur and his viperous kin. The traitors’ subterfuge had succeeded in poisoning his and his armour’s spirits with phantasms – had he been less deliberate, it might have compromised his leadership and the mission.

			Kappadis took another deep, calming breath. He had seen the Alpha Legion’s ruse for what it was and would not be manipulated further. This knowledge would be another weapon for him to use against them.

			Nonetheless, the veteran-sergeant resolved to seek out a Chaplain when the mission was complete. As the Techmarines would mend his armour’s troubled machine-spirit through repair and reconsecration, so too would he mend his own spirit through reflection and penance.

			The squad turned down another corridor and continued deeper into the mining complex. The lights were more sporadic, the halls lined with more rusting detritus as bulkheads gave way to rough rock walls. They had not encountered more live cultists, but neither had they encountered any Alpha Legionnaires. The sporadic chatter of muted stub fire indicated the turncoat Recriminants were still at work in the station above.

			The Flame Eagles entered the shaft of one of the mine’s inoperative lifts, power-armoured hands and feet easily finding purchase in the rough stone as they climbed downward. Gravity lessened as they progressed further from the mining station’s grav-plates, allowing them to eat up the distance with leaps of eighty yards at a time.

			At the bottom of the lift shaft, the Space Marines entered another tunnel, which sliced diagonally into the asteroid’s core at a forty-five-degree angle. Deep within the mine’s hollowed-out innards, the walls became increasingly wet and dripping. Condensation from the continuously recycled air fed slime moulds that flourished on the rock surface, giving the passage a slick, treacherous covering. They picked their way down the slope, the magnetic soles of their boots gripping the rusty steel tracks of the tunnel’s long-unused conveyance.

			Kappadis’ auspex indicated they were closing on the core of the asteroid. It also gave readings on power output and life signs, albeit indistinct through the ferrous and radioactive materials of the stone itself.

			A channel clicked open on Kappadis’ vox, followed by a warbling feedback screech. Cipher-text, runes he did not understand, ghosted across his auto-sensory array, disappearing as he attempted to focus on them.

			The transmission closed. Kappadis cursed the traitors again for the blight upon his armour’s machine-spirit.

			Gravity increased steadily as they neared the lowest sections of the delved-out rock, until it was again equivalent to ship-standard. Near the bottom of the shaft lay a small redoubt, an unlovely brick of a structure placed in the centre of the irregularly cut space that had been mined from the asteroid’s heart. The bastion had been installed here recently, after Zur and his brothers claimed the long-dead mine as their lair. It was their final strongpoint, where the Traitor Marines could retreat in the event of an indefensible attack on their fortress.

			To Kappadis, the idea of a bolthole in the deepest, most ­inescapable part of the asteroid made no sense. The door faced directly towards the shaft, providing attackers a direct line of sight to the small citadel’s entrance. There were no visible gun slits or pict-bubbles, no security and no defences. The door itself was sturdy, if unimpressive, reinforced plasteel, and appeared the only way in or out of the central vault. Eltimur signed his estimation that his melta bomb could slag it easily.

			Therein lay the problem: it was practically an entreaty for a frontal assault. In light of the malady afflicting his armour’s machine-spirit and the double-crossing cultists above, there was no way of telling what threats the redoubt concealed, invisible to auspex and preysight. Kappadis had no intention of giving the traitors the satisfaction of simply entering through the front door.

			Wordlessly, Kappadis sent his brothers around the stronghold, Safan and Eltimur right, while he, Calahd and Morovec went left. If necessary, they could breach a wall with Eltimur’s melta charge and their krak grenades.

			As the Flame Eagles scouted around the fortification, the clamour of voices and the pounding of feet on rough rock echoed down the mining shaft. Kappadis edged back around the corner of the building, trying to get a better look at what was coming without utterly giving himself away. Despite the gloom, and though caked in dust and blood, his armour was still visibly yellow.

			Cultists stormed towards the block structure in great strength, forming up on either side of the door. With an unspoken command over the vox, Kappadis ordered the squad to hold. His brothers acknowledged – unsurprisingly, Eltimur responded last.

			A team lugged a large, servitor-operated melta-drill forward, hauling it on a thick length of chain. The servitor, an ancient, treaded unit that appeared a non-combat variant of the Kataphron class, was all coriaceous tissue and rusting hardware. It gibbered scrap code, its decaying organic components rocking to and fro uncontrollably as it was dragged towards the redoubt.

			Manhandling the servitor into position, the cultists pressed the melta-drill’s barrels against the door. One clambered atop the unit, picking around inside its rust-encumbered cranium with precision tools while two more laboured to hold its juddering head steady. The cult technician manipulated something within the right hemisphere of the servitor’s skull, causing the construct to wail and spasm.

			One of the waiting Recriminants, a grimy, hollow-eyed soul with a shock of greasy blond hair, glanced over his shoulder to look directly at Kappadis.

			The veteran-sergeant raised his boltgun and took aim, but the cultist merely gave him a curt nod and looked away, readying his stub automatic.

			Kappadis held his fire. Whatever the acknowledgement meant, he could not guess.

			The melta-drill stuttered to life with a piercing, mechanical whine. The blast struck the reinforced door at point-blank range, flash-cooking the servitor and vaporising its minders in a brief, near-solar rush of heat wash as the slagged portal exploded inward.

			Charges concealed beneath the gravel outside the redoubt detonated, shredding the Recriminants closest to the door in a storm of rock debris and shrapnel. Concealed anti-personnel mines mounted within the bastion’s fronting detonated, sending a flurry of steel shards and fragmented rockcrete scything through those nearest the door. In their wake, the cries of the wounded and dying replaced the slowly fading echoes of explosions.

			Dazed and bloodied, the survivors attempted to regroup, somehow able to maintain semi-cohesion in the face of mayhem. They rallied, hurtling over the broken remains of their fellows as they attacked the bastion, stubbers chattering as the first wave reached the door.

			Kappadis had rarely seen such determination outside the Adeptus Astartes.

			The terrific din of bolter fire roared from the stronghold, mass-reactives reducing the Recriminants to burst flesh and red mist as they dashed through the doorway. Above the clangour of bolter fire chugged the unmistakable thunder of a heavy bolter as it obliterated the attacking cultists with ten-round bursts.

			On either side of the building, the kill team waited, the slaughter of the cultists an unanticipated boon as the enemy’s bolter fire slackened. The raucous laughter of Chaos Space Marines echoed from the redoubt as they dropped empty magazines from their boltguns to reload.

			Kappadis glanced around the side of the building, found Safan and nodded as the heavy bolter fire paused.

			Wordlessly, the Flame Eagles surged through the still-molten slag that remained of the door, ruthlessly clubbing the surviving Recriminants out of their way as they rushed the fortification. They acquired targets within as they charged, desperately trying to get inside before the heavy bolter gunner could ready his weapon. Lunging through the front door, Kappadis, Eltimur and Calahd made it a few yards inside and stopped dead, their way forward obstructed by a weblike lattice of nearly invisible mono­filament. Safan and Morovec crashed into them from behind, nearly bowling them forward into the strands.

			On the other side of the impeding filaments, the Alpha Legionnaires sheltered behind plasteel and rockcrete barricades. The fortification was designed to provide optimal cover and concealment from enemy gunfire, funnelling invaders inside while simultaneously providing overlapping fields of fire for the defenders. The remains of the cultists who had managed to get inside lay as grim testament to the simple effectiveness of the design.

			Kappadis dropped to one knee and shot a Traitor Marine as he emerged from behind his barricade, the legionnaire’s head exploding free as the projectile detonated in his throat. Next to him, Calahd’s heavy flamer washed over the barriers, incinerating the monofilament obstruction as it immolated the two Traitor Marines nearest the front of the structure.

			Eltimur dropped hard as a bolt struck the seam between his right boot and greave, his foot spinning from his leg in a puff of blood and fractured ceramite. He hit the floor and rolled left, propping himself up on his elbows and firing with his bolt pistol, his rounds bursting ineffectually against the barricades.

			Behind them, Safan and Morovec laid down suppressive fire over the bottleneck caused when Kappadis, Eltimur and Calahd funnelled into the kill-box and stopped dead.

			The traitors unleashed a hurricane of bolts into the Flame Eagles. The barrage rained across their armour in a series of trip-hammer blows, tearing free great chunks of ceramite to dent and score the adamantium plates beneath.

			A bolt detonated Calahd’s heavy flamer, the blast tearing his right arm free below the elbow. A moment later, his back-mounted fuel tank ruptured, knocking him sprawling into the ground. Struggling to his knees, he drew his bolt pistol with his left hand and fired, still engulfed in flames.

			The temperature in the redoubt plunged, radiation frost encrusting barricades and power armour alike as the sorcerer stepped out from behind cover. A nimbus of crackling force enveloped him, sparking between his multichromatic armour and the three burnished-steel hydra heads atop his force stave. Zur raised the stave high before striking the ferrule upon the ground with the force of a thunderclap. Lightning streaked from the sorcerer’s fingers, arcing across Eltimur’s armour.

			Contorting violently, Eltimur bent nearly double, armour plates cracking as his transhuman strength worked against him. Ceramite and reinforced bone splintered in a series of dreadful seizures as warp fire cooked him from within. With a final, violent spasm, he lay still, smoke wafting through rents in his battleplate.

			The sorcerer channelled psychic force into his brain, brighter even than the steriliser lights of the apothecarion suspended above him. He convulsed, thrashing on the table as the memories burned into his skull, incremating all he was. Blood pooled beneath his neck, wrists and ankles as he pushed against the restraints that secured him to the steel slab.

			He screamed, drowning in the memories that flooded into the sea of his mind as they fulminated like lightning across his synapses and bored like mites into his subconscious. His mouth frothed as he severed the bite splint, teeth tearing through the leather.

			His eyes bled, and he remembered. He had to remember.

			He was Tilan Kappadis. He was a Flame Eagle, a veteran-sergeant.

			He was Tilan Kappadis. The enemy had captured him.

			He was Tilan Kappadis…

			A dark halo of etheric energies haloed Zur’s head, phantasmagoric colours of raw emotion shifting with the movements of the sorcerer’s hands. In the same moment, Morovec opened fire on Kappadis’ back with his bolt rifle as Zur’s mind overrode the Intercessor’s will. A volley of bolts crashed against the sergeant’s power plant and battle helm, pitching him forward into the Traitor Marines’ barrage. Head ringing, Kappadis struggled to regain balance as Safan tackled the still-firing Morovec.

			At the far end of the bunker, the heavy bolter roared back to life, loosing a stream of fist-sized bolts. Both of Kappadis’ hearts clenched, adrenaline and combat stimms surging through his body in anticipation.

			The first heavy bolt struck the Alpha Legionnaire nearest the heavy gunner through his armour’s backpack-mounted power unit, hurling him into the barricade in front of him.

			Kappadis exploited the Traitor Marines’ immediate confusion to make an ungainly scramble for cover, careening from the nearest barricade and sheltering behind the smoking remains of one of the traitors incinerated by Calahd’s heavy flamer. He shook his head, trying to clear fog and static from his vision, as he struggled to comprehend what was happening.

			The heavy gunner continued to fire. An outsized bolt next took an Alpha Legionnaire’s left arm off above the elbow, knocking him spinning sidelong. Two more rounds found a Traitor Marine on the far side of the bunker, striking him in the left hip and under his right arm, ripping him into three sections that collapsed into a bloody heap behind his barricade.

			Zur spun, warp lightning sheeting from his armour as he attempted to deflect the attack. Two heavy bolts punched through the nascent barrier to shatter his chest plastron, while a third struck the faceplate of the sorcerer’s draconic-styled battle helm. The sorcerer pitched backwards, caroming from a barricade, the nebula of unlight enveloping his head immediately extinguished.

			Morovec went limp, halting his struggle with Safan.

			The Traitor Marines ducked out from behind their protective barriers to escape the cascade of heavy bolts. Rallying, the Flame Eagles returned fire, gunning down the Alpha Legionnaires as they fled into the open. Two more fell to Kappadis’ pinpoint accuracy, and another to the heavy bolter gunner at the rear of the room, who continued to pump rounds into his whilom brothers. A renewed salvo of rapid-fire bolts from Safan and Morovec dropped the last.

			Pitilessly, the heavy bolter gunner raked explosive rounds into his fallen brothers as they attempted to rise. The Flame Eagles took cover against the nearest barricade to shield themselves from the hail of bolts, dragging Calahd and Eltimur with them, yet the gunner paid them no attention.

			When the last bolt-riddled Alpha Legionnaire was no more than mulched flesh in a broken shell of ceramite, the heavy gunner strode into the centre of the bastion, reloading as he went.

			Kappadis raised his fist. ‘Hold fire!’

			‘Like hell I will,’ Safan growled, taking aim.

			Kappadis forced his oldest friend’s bolter down. ‘Hold.’

			‘Why?’ Safan fumed.

			‘He had his chance at us. He doesn’t seem to want us dead, and I’ll know why not. He may have information the Chapter can use.’

			‘I hope you’re right,’ Safan said, scowling. ‘Else it’s you that killed us.’

			The heavy bolter gunner wore the iridescent blue-green armour of the Alpha Legion, embossed with scales and edged with gleaming steel. Red auto-senses glowed daemonically in the smoke-fugged gloom of the bunker. Ridged horns adorned his Mark V battle helm, with the symbol XX embossed in white on the brow. An unembellished leaden box was mounted atop his armour’s power unit.

			The gunner kicked Zur onto his back. Ichor drooled from the hole where the bottom third of the sorcerer’s helmet had been ripped out.

			Unsteadily, Kappadis rose from behind the barricade, his boltgun trained on the traitor’s fulgent eye. Blood seeped down over his fractured golden armour, pooling where it had been battered and chipped away in dozens of places.

			‘I am Veteran-Sergeant Kappadis of the Flame Eagles Chapter,’ he announced. ‘You will explain this treachery before I put a bolt through your skull.’

			A private vox-channel clicked open in Kappadis’ helm.

			‘Peace, brother,’ the traitor gunner murmured over the vox, lowering his heavy bolter to the ground. ‘I am Alpharius.’

			Kappadis’ world fell away, until only the XX upon the gunner’s forehead remained.

			‘You are Exodus.’

			The magos inspected the nano-sutures, banks of eyes refocusing as it scrutinised its work. Its esoteric appendages clicked as they probed, spider-like, at skin that was not his.

			‘He will pass examination?’ asked a voice, someone he could not see. His new eyes had not fully integrated. ‘They will believe he is who he seems?’

			The magos emitted a blurt of static. A laugh? A scoff?

			‘He will pass any examination. As always.’

			Kappadis flatlined as his mind and body shut down. He tumbled forward, crashing face first onto the gore-drenched ground, shuddering as psychic locks, long closed, burst open within his psyche. For an eye-blink, an eternity, he forgot where he was.

			But he remembered what he was.

			Somewhere far away, Safan and Morovec shouted at him. They shook him as they tried to wake him, but Kappadis would not wake. Kappadis was dead.

			He had been dead for a long time.

			His eyes opened and he rose, shaking off Safan and Morovec. They were speaking to him – to Kappadis, anyway.

			He regarded Safan, Kappadis’ oldest friend, and Morovec, the young warrior – brave, loyal, full of promise.

			He looked to where Calahd lay smouldering, mortally wounded, next to Eltimur. The veteran’s life signs barely registered, and Eltimur’s were a droning flatline.

			Three targeting reticules blinked across his visual feed, his armour’s machine-spirit functioning perfectly after all.

			There was a moment’s remorse, heavy and cumbersome. Inefficient. He forced it down, disgusted with Kappadis’ mawkishness.

			He raised his bolter and put a round through Safan’s right eye-lens. The veteran’s helmet burst from the inside out as his body toppled backwards, heavy and lifeless.

			Morovec was already moving before Safan’s body began to fall, firing a suppressive four-round burst from his bolt rifle. The Intercessor retreated to the door, attempting to make space to gain time and advantage – a reasonable, if ­predictable, move.

			The round caught Morovec in the soft armour under the left armpit, tearing off his arm at the shoulder as the bolt detonated. He pitched out across the redoubt’s threshold, frantically clawing through scree as he crawled away.

			He let the Intercessor go.

			The last round caught Calahd in his armour’s still-smoking neck seal, neatly decapitating the critically injured veteran. It was a clean death, merciful and quick – Calahd deserved that much.

			He ground his teeth, vexed again by Kappadis’ impractical, lingering sentiment.

			He turned to the gunner, his boltgun trained on the Alpha Legionnaire’s left eye.

			‘I have something for you,’ the gunner said, ‘from the Head That Turns Inward.’ He released the locks holding the leaden feretory to his backpack. Setting the box on the ground, he lifted the lid.

			Disarticulated bones, bound together with wax-sealed, yellowed oath papers, filled the reliquary. The gunner dumped them out unceremoniously and removed the case’s false bottom.

			Beneath lay a boltgun of unusual provenance, long-barrelled and topped with a heavy scope. A bundle of neural cables, coiled for ease of storage, snaked from the scope’s rear. An Alpha-Omega sigil of blackened steel, the caliginous weapon’s only adornment, decorated the matt casing.

			‘Bring it to me.’

			The gunner complied, and the killer took the weapon in his red-stained hands.

			‘It was an honour meeting you,’ the gunner said, respectfully taking a few steps back. ‘I always thought you were a myth. Most of the Legion does. Even when I accepted the assignment to retrieve you, I wasn’t convinced. But here you are – Exodus.’

			The Space Marine who had been Kappadis plugged the weapon’s neural cabling into his armour’s right vambrace.

			An encoded data-feed slithered across his auto-senses, its meaning lucid to him again. In the bottom right of his vision, a representation of the weapon flashed, its various component groups illuminating sequentially. Beneath the image, a command prompt formed in the cipher-text.

			Access the Instrument.

			He blink-clicked the prompt. Data coursed across his vision as long-buried subprograms expanded outward, pushing directly into his mind through the neural interface. The weapon’s machine-spirit returned to full life, a predator waking from its long hibernation.

			Exodus sighed, smiling behind his armour’s faceplate. Finally complete, he cradled the Instrument as a father might hold his beloved child.

			The temperature in the redoubt suddenly plummeted, riming the Space Marines’ warplate with hoar frost. A bow wave of undiluted hatred, powerful enough to crack ceramite, knocked Exodus sprawling as Zur’s abhorrence crashed over him like a gale, smashing him headlong against the bastion’s rear wall.

			The gunner rose into the air, caught in the vice-like grip of Zur’s unadulterated wrath, unable even to scream as his armour buckled around him.

			+Bastard,+ the sorcerer’s mind-voice hissed. Within the redoubt, rime ice spontaneously exploded into steam with the force of his ire.

			A font of warp fire streamed from Zur’s eyes, engulfing the gunner to consume him whole. The psychic bolt coruscated across embossed armour plates, incinerating tissue and flaying flesh from the bones beneath. In moments, the gunner disintegrated, little more than ash and scintillae of bone within the crumbling vestiges of his armour.

			In the silence that followed, a breathless chuckle echoed in the assassin’s head.

			+Traitorous bastard.+

			The sorcerer choked, all but spent as he fought to breathe through a windpipe clogged with grume. The lower-right half of his face was missing.

			Psykers never died predictably.

			+I’ll admit, I didn’t see this coming,+ Zur’s mind-voice wheezed. +I suppose I should feel honoured. I must have been doing something right, for them to send you after me.+

			At the rear of the chamber, Exodus hauled himself to his feet, wincing as the ends of broken bones ground against each other. Sparks snapped across his armour’s damaged power conduits, setting his nerves alight as they grated at his interfaces.

			Resting the Instrument on his right shoulder, the assassin drew his bolt pistol with his left hand. He struggled not to limp as he trudged towards the sorcerer, his armour’s medicae ­dispensers flooding pain-numbing compounds that almost worked into his bloodstream.

			+I don’t understand,+ Zur mused. +I burned a subsector. I brought low a whole Chapter. I did everything they asked.+ The ruin of his mouth twitched. +Why the pretence, the song and dance to send you after me, when that quisling was already here?+

			‘You weren’t the mission,’ Exodus said. ‘You were just in his way.’ He put a bolt through Astrophon Zur’s right eye.

			‘Sir?’

			The killer turned. Outside the doorway stood the seven ragged, bloodied survivors of the Recriminants’ assault on Zur’s bunker.

			‘The charges are in place,’ said the hollow-eyed cultist who had acknowledged Kappadis before the assault commenced. ‘All is ready.’

			Exodus nodded, holstering his bolt pistol.

			‘The Emperor protects!’ the cultist cried, snapping to attention. He held his head high and proud, hands folded across his chest in the sign of the aquila, his expression a firm mask of resolve to conceal his fear. The other six echoed him in word and action, their discipline and resolution mirroring his.

			A brief salvo from the Instrument tore them apart.

			‘He does.’

			Stepping over their remains, Exodus stalked up the rough-hewn passage to the lift shaft.

			He encountered Morovec inside the passage, set up in a position to make a last stand. The one-armed Intercessor sat with his back pressed against the rough shaft wall as he awaited his squad’s betrayer, bolt rifle steadied on his knee.

			Kappadis would have been proud.

			The Instrument sounded, echoing through the mining station’s tunnels.

			Waiting for extraction in silence, Exodus pondered his next assignment. They had curtailed his infiltration of the Flame Eagles, which could only mean they needed him for something more critical elsewhere.

			He had never been recalled in the middle of a mission before.

			He ransacked Kappadis’ memories, labouring to discover what might be so crucial as to require the abandonment of his current deployment, but found nothing of significance – the Flame Eagles knew nothing that could explain the operation’s sudden termination.

			Exodus held the Instrument in his lap, running his hands knowingly over its lustreless casing. He halted at the blackened Alpha-Omega symbol that decorated the weapon – the Instrument had never carried any embellishment before.

			He gripped the edges of the sigil and twisted, breaking the magnetic lock holding it in place. Turning the seal over in his hands and twisting the base, he removed the backing, revealing a small compartment within.

			Inside the compartment lay a data wafer in the shape of a reptilian scale, an old Legion conceit. Gently removing it, he opened a small aperture in the Instrument’s casing, just below the scope’s left-rear mounting, and slotted the data wafer into the weapon’s targeting cogitator.

			The Instrument’s machine-spirit reviewed the encrypted data on the wafer, encoded data sprites separating useful material from the malicious scrap code that would fatally infect any non-affiliated systems. Deciphering the scale’s algorithms with a series of Legion-specific codes, the weapon transferred the digested information through the neural interface. Coordinates and stellar cartography scrolled across Exodus’ auto-senses, indicating a world, Enth, in the Segmentum Pacificus.

			He dredged his own eidetic memory, eventually recalling that Enth was an Ecclesiarchy home world in the Adraphane Sector, lying in the segmentum’s north-west. It didn’t give him much to go on, but at least it told him where he was going.

			Exodus looked at the Alpha-Omega sigil in his hand, wondering what the Head That Turns Inward needed of him now.

			He dismissed the notion as useless. He was Alpha Legion – he would do whatever was necessary to accomplish the mission, regardless of what it was, or how many heads had to be removed along the way.

			He looked out through the crazed armaglass of the mining station’s main viewport and banished curiosity from his mind.
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			It was called Ninth Crossing, and the nondescript name gave away most of what you ever needed to know about the place.

			Suza Kaijek had certainly never heard of it before, and she had lived in the sub-prefecture all her life. Then again, for most of that life she’d never had a reason to travel to the lowlands, where the Namuva wound its way east-west from the high range towards the distant sea. It had always been a dreary part of the world – wide, parched plains that reluctantly coughed up a meagre crop of wheat only after the industrial mech-fertilisers had done their work.

			All had changed now, of course. Nothing grew on Cadia any more. Not since the opening bombardments, which had been so severe that the weather had been the first casualty. The skies had turned dark grey, underhung with clouds that never seemed to break. It had got cold – very cold – as the sunlight struggled to get through. And then there was the dust. The endless, endless dust, blown up by troop movements, stirred into atmosphere-tall storms by the unnatural winds, sent spinning across the entire war-wracked globe.

			Suza had never been a soldier. Not exactly, anyway – she’d worked in the records office of a textile mill. But then, on this world, everyone had something of the soldier in them. She’d had the training that every child undertook, and had attended every refresher session demanded by the sub-prefecture’s military administrators. So when the call had come, six months back, she’d checked out her lasgun and pulled on her fatigues and clipped her helmet into place and had thought nothing much more about it.

			The war had always been coming. They’d said it to one another, almost as a form of greeting – ‘When the war gets here.’ Now it had got here, and no one had ever voiced much surprise about it. They just kept their heads down, took their orders, and went where they had to go.

			Which was why Suza and her battalion – the 523rd of the Interior Guard – had been uprooted halfway across the sub-prefecture, away from the big kasr-complexes, out across fields that were now arid wastes of blackened stumps, and down to the greasy swathe of the Namuva to the crossings. Ninth Crossing was the last bridge held by region command. More people hunkered down among its bombed-out structures now than had ever lived there when it had been a nondescript stop­over for industrial transports. 

			They wouldn’t be there much longer, Suza guessed. The place had already taken a pounding, and their arrival as part of a patchwork relief operation wouldn’t do much to reverse its fortunes. If you really wanted to hold a strategic point, you’d send a regiment of shock troopers, or regular Militarum divisions. Not people who’d worked in the records office of a textile mill.

			The night she got there, part of the lead detachment of Chimeras that pulled into a receiving yard surrounded by razor wire and gun-points, she found herself and the unit she commanded – twelve private soldiers, with her as sergeant – pulled aside. Ao Junas, her battalion commander, was in earnest conversation with a group of regular Cadian troopers.

			‘Kaijek,’ Junas said, as Suza saluted, ‘this is the post’s medicae supervisor, Cataka Nast. You’ll be attached to her while we’re here.’

			The woman she indicated was weary-looking, with dirty fatigues and an ill-fitting flak jacket. Old bloodstains still mottled her forearm sleeves.

			Suza nodded smartly, and said, ‘Aye, commander.’

			Junas left then, heading back to corral the rest of the column and start finding them things to do. As she marched out of the yard, the sky to the south, over across the river, lit up with flashes of munitions going off. A second later, and the sound waves caught up, kicking the dust underfoot.

			Nast didn’t seem to even register the disturbance. She looked Suza up and down, then glanced at her squad. Whether or not she was satisfied with what she saw was unclear.

			‘Come with me, then,’ she said, and set off in the opposite direction to Junas. 

			They followed her, out of the yard and into a tangle of narrow streets. The buildings on either side were vacant, the windows blown and the render cracked. Most were of concrete construction, but the foundations were all compromised and several had fallen in. It was very dark – most lumens had been killed, and the cloud cover made the sky near pitch-black.

			‘They’ve tried to cross the river five times,’ Nast said as they walked. ‘Five times.’

			Suza said nothing. The air smelled of fuel and burning. Walking briskly was good – she’d begun to freeze in the Chimera’s hold as they’d rattled over the unsealed roads.

			‘We were meant to be getting relief. That’s what Borsch said, anyway. Proper relief. When I saw that Titan walking down the river, I thought that was it. Then it kept on going. But now we’ve got you.’ Nast shot a tired look at her again. ‘That’s something, I suppose.’

			The southern horizon kept erupting. Every few moments, something would go off, followed by a crump or a crack that shook the broken glass-slivers in the dust. It felt very close. Despite her training, Suza felt sweat prickle on the inside of her gloves.

			‘Not that it’ll delay things for long,’ Nast went on. ‘We know that. You probably know it. So I need to show you this. And you need to listen.’

			They reached a single-storey block made of thick prefab units. Unlike the others around, it was still largely intact, its windows blocked up and its doorway piled up on either side with sandbags. Two armed Cadian troopers saluted as they approached. Through an open doorway, weak sodium-orange light spilled out.

			Nast paused on the threshold. ‘This is the most important thing you will ever do, sergeant. The most important thing any of us, more as likely, will ever do. Nothing else matters, you got that? Any order you get that conflicts with this, you ­dis­regard it. Anything that endangers this, you fight like an animal for it. You understand?’

			Suza nodded. Now she was more intrigued than nervous. ‘I understand.’

			But she didn’t. Not yet. It was only when they all went inside, through the improvised medicae station’s cramped corridors and into the chamber where they’d put it. And even then, she’d thought it was just a transit crate of some sort, waiting under lumens, heavily guarded for some reason, maybe supplies, or some kind of weapon.

			It wasn’t a transit crate. You didn’t put that much armour-shielding on a transit crate, nor coolant loops, nor bio-seals. It was enormous, something that would need a grapple-arm to lift.

			It was only when she was given the data-slate with the orders on it that she finally understood. And then, reading the details on the General Command, she felt her skin go clammy again.

			‘Throne willing, you’ll be relieved before dawn,’ Nast told her. ‘Borsch is putting a proper detail together to take it north. Until then, it needs to be guarded, and so you need to know why.’

			‘I see,’ Suza said, her voice small. She couldn’t take her eyes off the cargo. ‘It will be done.’

			Trooper Slaf Ivar didn’t think much of his squad sergeant. She was older than he was, sure, but age was a bad way to decide who got to lead and who got to follow. That was the problem with the Interior Guard – they didn’t have the standards of the regular regiments. Kaijek certainly knew all the procedures, all the ways to get ahead with command, but when the bullets started flying, well, that was when you got the measure of someone. 

			Ivar would have liked to have served in the 34th Cadian Regiment, the one both his father and grandmother had been members of. If he hadn’t had his condition, the eye problem, the one that only showed up in the lasgun trials and kept him in that dead-slot job in the canneries, he’d have been there on the rolls. As it was, he was here, in a squad full of no-hopers and also-rans and never-trieds.

			It wasn’t all bad. The war had finally come to Cadia – praise the Emperor! – and so he’d have a chance to demonstrate what he could do. Maybe, if it all went well, he’d get the call-up to the decent units. They’d need people like him when the going got harder. They’d all seen how many ships had come this time, and watched the vid-reels of the assaults on the coastal kasr-lines. If Morale Central was screening stuff like that, then you knew that things were, in reality, much, much worse.

			For now, though, he was stuck at Ninth Crossing with the rest of the grunts. And just when he’d thought that would at least lead to some real fighting, down at the river, that officer had pulled them all over and dragged them back up through the ruins. Now they were kicking their heels, huddled around a single-tube warmer as the sleet started to fall, stuck outside the medicae building waiting for Kaijek to get back out and give them some actual orders.

			A big ground-hauler had pulled up about an hour after they got there, now idling. Its tyres looked flabby and its flanks were streaked with dust. They’d loaded a big crate onto it a while back, but then it had all gone quiet again.

			Morten, the squad’s other half-decent fighter, had pulled out a protein-stick and started chewing. He looked southwards, across the gap-toothed profile of the hab-ruins and towards the river. The lights in the sky were building in frequency, a pounding rhythm that made it hard to think, let alone talk.

			‘Won’t be long now,’ he muttered.

			‘We should be down there,’ Ivar offered. ‘At the front.’

			Slache, who had never liked him, chuckled. ‘Right. At the front. You have no idea.’

			Ivar was about to reply, his cheeks flushing, but the words never came. Instead, the sky suddenly blazed white-orange, and then everything went to the hells.

			Buildings blew to pieces around them, what was left of their roofs exploding in clouds of dust and tile-fragments. Hard rounds smacked into the dirt of the yard, pinging from the walls. A roaring sound swelled up, like massed engines gunning, from somewhere to the south-east. 

			They all scrambled to grab their lasguns, clamp their helms into place, try to get a sense of what had happened.

			‘To the hauler!’ came a shout from the facility’s entrance. It was Kaijek, running out into the open, carrying a data-slate, followed by two guards in body armour, then the officer who had dragged them here in the first place.

			A huge explosion made the walls shake, knocking cinderblocks off the yard’s nearside perimeter wall. The roaring got louder. Ivar was running by then, but thought he caught shadows overhead, flitting like crows against the night sky. Buildings seemed to be blowing apart from all directions now, as if missiles or mortars were lancing down from somewhere. He felt a cold vice grip him, locking his jaw, making it hard to breathe.

			The hauler’s engines juddered up to full pitch, and gouts of oily smoke spurted from its stacks. It was a big military unit, with semi-covered positions perched along the trailer section for gunners, and an armoured cab.

			‘Slache, Lakha, Morten, Matz – take those guns,’ Kaijek ordered. ‘Ivar and Fyte, with me up front.’

			She sounded scared. Ivar, for once, couldn’t blame her – he was jumpy, too. He clambered up the ladder into the cab. The windows were open, and he shoved his lasgun out of it, trying to see where the fire was coming from. He heard Kaijek shouting a question to the medicae officer – something about the official relief squads. The woman just shouted back at her, ‘Go, go, go!’

			Then they were moving, Fyte driving, Kaijek shouting directions at him, Ivar trying to find something to return fire at. The rain of destruction seemed to be coming at them from all angles, hammering down, smashing and blasting. A tidal wave of dust rolled over them, smearing the forward viewscreen. They bumped and slammed their way out of the compound and down the narrow streets; Ivar still hadn’t fired once – he braced himself against the shake and slam of the hauler, but the dust and movement and noise made it impossible to see anything.

			‘What’s going on?’ Fyte demanded, wrestling with the wheel.

			‘They got across!’ Kaijek shouted back over the engine noise. ‘Positions overrun! The crossing’s taken!’

			‘So where are we–’

			‘North! Keep us moving! North!’

			Fyte went as fast as he could. The hauler was a big, clumsy thing. It should have had escorts, or gone in a convoy – out on the exposed transitways it would be an easy target. But orders were orders, so Ivar said nothing.

			Kaijek started muttering to herself. ‘Promised support. Shouldn’t be doing this. Damn it.’ She was on edge, fidgeting, hadn’t even reached for her laspistol. Ivar still couldn’t get a shot at anything. He fired a few times, jumping at shadows in the dust clouds.

			Fyte drove the rig hard. The entire place seemed to be coming apart around them. The hauler was so big that they couldn’t swing around into the smaller accessways, but had to burn right up the old main route, exposed as it was. At one point the entire vehicle slewed sideways, giving Ivar a brief glimpse of the way back south towards the riverbank. Everything was on fire back there, masked by rolling palls of smoke. He caught snatches of huge things moving within the fire-curtains – shadow-giants, bellowing like animals, glorying in the destruction they were causing. 

			He swallowed. Perhaps it wouldn’t have been so good to have been posted there. Perhaps this was as good as it was ever going to get.

			‘Keep going,’ said Kaijek. She seemed to be getting in control of things, and reached for a scanner to plot a route. ‘There should be a convoy prepped at the checkpoint north of here. That’s what they told me, anyway.’

			Fyte grunted. He didn’t talk much at the best of times. Sleet smeared across the forward viewscreen, making it hard to avoid crunching into the wreckage that littered the mortar-pocked transitway. Impacts continued to hammer in from behind them – huge booms that made the ground shake.

			‘So what are we doing here, sergeant?’ Ivar asked, finally giving up on trying to find targets to shoot.

			‘Getting the cargo to someone who can look after it,’ Kaijek told him, concentrating furiously on the scanner. The data-slate she’d brought with her lay on the dashboard, but he couldn’t see what was on it.

			‘So what’s in it?’

			Kaijek said nothing. Fyte just kept on driving. Ivar sighed, and leaned back out of the open cab window, finger still on the trigger.

			The hauler sped through the ruins of the settlement’s outskirts, leaving the worst of the devastation behind, before breaking into the open again. Dawn was still far off, and the open plains skirled and skipped with sleet. The road was sealed, but frequent bombardments had left the surface pitted and cracked. The further they travelled, the darker it got. The line of the Namuva became an ambient glow in the rear mirrors. Ahead and on either side stretched nothingness – empty landscapes of spoiled crops and brush.

			‘Checkpoint coming up,’ said Kaijek. ‘Just need to–’

			Before she could finish, the gunners in the trailer section opened up – a drum-rattle of hard rounds that made the entire structure vibrate. Seconds later, and the hauler was hit, then again. Fyte struggled to keep them on track.

			‘Outriders!’ yelled Slache over the comm from his gun turret. ‘Closing fast.’

			Kaijek swore, reaching at last for her pistol. ‘Keep going,’ she told Fyte.

			Ivar swung his lasgun back, trying to twist the muzzle along the hauler’s length and catch sight of what was coming for them. He glimpsed one of the attackers – a gun-car, bouncing across the uneven ground towards them. It sounded like there were a few of them, swerving and darting and loosing wild sprays of bullets down the hauler’s chassis.

			He opened fire, not sure if he hit anything. They were very fast, those things, and it was hard to get a good view in the dark.

			‘Keep going,’ said Kaijek, checking the charge on her pistol. That was all she ever seemed to say. ‘It’s just up–’

			The spray of blood took Ivar’s breath away. It was savage, hot, totally unexpected. The projectile must have speared through the left-hand window, punching through Fyte before burying itself inside Kaijek’s head. He didn’t have time to wonder how it had shot through not one but two helmets, or where it had come from – all he felt was shock, followed by a hot wave of panic.

			Kaijek slumped over. So did Fyte. The hauler began to veer off the road, still barrelling onwards. Maybe Fyte’s foot was locked on the accelerator.

			Ivar lurched across Kaijek’s body, grabbing the wheel and pulling the hauler back on course. Dimly, he was aware of the gunners still blazing away in the back. He unclipped his restraints, and somehow wormed his way past Kaijek. Fyte was a big man, though, and blocked access to the controls. Ivar thumped the door-release, used his knife to sever the man’s restraints, and shoved the body out. Even before it had thudded to the earth, Ivar had usurped his seat, taken up the controls, and got the hauler roaring down the road again.

			No sign of the checkpoint. The gun-cars kept screaming in at them – wheeling like birds, loosing gunfire before darting back into the darkness.

			Ivar felt his heart hammering. He felt his palms and his jerkin slick with sweat. The more the initial shock wore off, the more that sweat felt painful. With a second lurch of panic, he realised the truth – he’d been shot too.

			Almost immediately, he felt himself begin to lose consciousness. The pain began to get very bad. He could hear shouts in his earpiece, but they were already muffled and hard to make out.

			Somehow, he had to keep going. That was what Kaijek had said. Keep going.

			The wheel slipped in his hands. Everything seemed to be covered in blood. And then, up ahead, he saw lumens. For a moment he thought it was the gun-cars, racing straight for him, but then he saw that the lights were static, and on towers, and there was a gate and a comms-antenna, and more las-fire was scything into the darkness from fixed positions on prefab wall-units.

			All he had to do was make it. All he had to do was keep focusing on those lights, stay between them, get the hauler over the line.

			But he was going to pass out. He could feel the wash of cold running from his hands, up his arms, blurring it all. Everything started to slide around – the road ahead, the lights, the empty fields.

			‘Just keep going,’ he mumbled. ‘Just… keep going…’

			Lieutenant Aliot ran across the compound, reaching for a spare power pack and slamming it into his rifle. They’d been expecting the offensive to begin at some stage over the next few days – comms traffic from down at the river crossing had made it clear the end was coming – but things had obviously deteriorated fast and now everything was collapsing. Twelve of his unit Chimeras were already away, trundling north-east to join up with Colonel Morgast’s column. That wouldn’t make much difference to anything – more than thirty such transports should have been coming up out of Ninth Crossing, including one with a reserved cargo detail, but all they’d got was a single hauler being driven by a shot-to-pieces trooper, running ahead of a bunch of enemy outriders.

			He reached the dispatch yard where the battered hauler was parked. A tracked mech-lifter, piloted by a hardwired servitor, was teetering back to its holding shed, while an armoured transporter gunship was being final-prepped for departure. The flight crew were already on board, save for Jaret, the senior pilot, who was waiting for Aliot out in the open. Noises of combat ramped up from outside the walls – the first wave of outriders had already been replaced with sturdier attack vehicles driving up from the river’s edge. Soon enough the infantry would get here, too.

			‘Cargo installed, as ordered,’ Jaret reported. There was just a faint element of reproach in his voice.

			‘I know this is unusual,’ said Aliot, unwilling to reprimand him. He stowed his rifle and reached for a flight helmet. ‘You should be gone already. But that hauler driver had an order-slate, and I read it.’

			‘So what’s the cargo?’

			‘Something we need to get to region command. And that’s the end of it.’

			He clambered into the cockpit. Jaret paused for a moment, then shook his head and did the same. A few moments later, the gunship’s engines were growling and the compound’s hard-pounded dirt was being blown around.

			Jaret took off, angling steeply, just as the first weak rays of sun filtered through the cloud cover. Aliot peered down through the narrow viewscreen as the gunship tilted, seeing the checkpoint – his command – spread out below. It wasn’t much – a fortified compound out on the plains where two roads crossed. Its service yards were emptying now, the troop carriers racing north and east. Those troops remaining on the walls were doing what they could to keep the perimeter intact, but it wouldn’t be long before they had to fall back too, hoping that there was something left to carry them. One of the gun-towers had already started to burn.

			Aliot should have been down there too, fighting to keep the walls secure for as long as possible. If it hadn’t been for this damned cargo, his course would have been clear. It wasn’t that he had a death wish, but he took his duties seriously, and it sat poorly to leave good soldiers facing an enemy alone.

			Still, there was plenty of danger to be faced in the air. The entire battle­front was crumbling now, and the air-defence guns at Ninth Crossing had been silenced. The transport would be lucky to get far without attracting attention.

			‘Full speed,’ he ordered. ‘Make for command post six-seventy-R.’

			Jaret complied, feeding the details to the machine-spirit. ‘They’ll spot us,’ he warned. ‘Once the sun’s fully up.’

			‘I know.’

			The regional command post was situated well above the plains, on the knees of the Altava range, before the peaks really took off and became virtually impassable. Imperial forces had held the entire length of the mountain-chain for a long time, but now there was no telling what remained there. Maybe the post was gone. Maybe it was under siege. Ranged comms had given out a long time ago or were jammed – you had to go there, to be sure.

			The transporter thundered onwards. It was a big ship, ungainly, powered by four colossal turbines. It was poorly armed, though – standard doctrine dictated it shouldn’t be used in a contested zone without a proper escort. All the escorts were gone, of course. Sent east hours earlier, to the same place he’d expected to be evacuating to – the muster stations at Kasr Mortu. He wondered if he’d ever see it, and if that, too, was now under assault.

			An alert pinged on the console in front of him. Jaret started to jink the transport around. 

			‘Something’s locked on,’ he reported grimly. 

			Aliot checked the augur-lenses. ‘Must be moving fast. I can’t see a thing.’

			Ahead of them, grey in the dawn light, the first Altava foothills were coming into view. The slopes were screened with curling mists, and looked strangely peaceful given the devastation in all directions around them. Aliot started to broadcast on every frequency the transporter could handle – nothing fancy or subject to garbling, just the order-sequence he’d taken from the data-slate in the dead driver’s hand, the one that had got every­body scrambling to find something big enough to take the accompanying crate on board.

			‘Targets picked up,’ Jaret said, sounding more alarmed. ‘Five of them. Fighters, I think, coming for us hard.’ He turned to Aliot. ‘I can put us down. Somewhere beyond the hill-line, out of sight. We might be able to get up to the command post on foot from there.’

			Aliot smiled grimly. ‘And carry the cargo with us?’

			‘Then we leave it. What’s in it? Just leave it.’

			‘Fly on. We make the station.’

			‘We’ll never get there.’

			Jaret was probably right.

			‘Fly on.’ Aliot looked at him directly as he spoke, giving him the kind of stare he’d give to a new recruit fresh off the streets who thought she’d try it on. It was the kind of stare that told Jaret that this was an order, not a request, and that his lasrifle was only a single movement away if he felt the need to challenge it.

			Jaret glared back for a split second, looking both exasperated and scared, before his training kicked in. ‘Maintaining course,’ he muttered, accessing the scanners.

			They flew as fast as they could. It didn’t take long for the pursuers to find them – a scatter of light gunships, reeling across the sky like drunkards, already firing in wild bursts. They were moving far faster than the transport, even if their flight paths were erratic. Throne only knew where they had come from or where they were trying to get to – maybe they were just lost.

			Jaret brought them lower down, angling towards the crumpled earth-folds below, trying to do something to make them less of an easy target. Tall pine woods cloaked the rising terrain, thick across the rocks despite evidence of widespread burning. Aliot looked down at the trees grimly as the first close shots scythed wide. They were spiky-looking things, densely branched and dark. Coming down among them would be painful.

			The transporter swung hard-left, listing over across a high outcrop before levelling out along a steep-sided gorge. The true peaks rose up ahead now, flanks boiling with mist, their heads masked with cloud. Aliot could see few signs of combat here – it looked almost untouched. Maybe the station was still functional. Maybe they’d make it.

			Then they were hit – a raking volley that crumped and cracked across the rear armour. Jaret tried his best to make his flight path unpredictable, but it was a hard task. He started to lift the nose, aiming for loft, but a second volley struck home, spearing across the upper shielding and blowing a stabiliser clean from its fixings.

			Alerts started to bleep. A heavier impact rocked the transporter, nearly sending them careering headlong into a looming cliff-edge. One of the turbines stuttered, then flames sprouted along its length.

			Jaret swore, shutting off the fuel line. ‘That’s it, then.’

			More hits came in. Aliot reached for his weapon. There was nowhere to put down, now – the gorge was sheer in all directions, a jumble of pine stands and knife-sharp rocks. He checked the augur, and saw how far they had to go.

			‘Get as close as you can,’ he ordered, strapping his restraints tighter.

			‘There’s nowhere to land!’ Jaret shouted, beginning to panic.

			‘Like I said. Close as you can.’

			He did well, in the circumstances. More shots connected, chipping the armour away, burrowing into the internals. The controls began to fail, more stabilisers were blown free, the armaglass smashed across the cockpit rear, showering them in splinters and letting the wind howl in.

			Aliot briefly thought back to the preparations they’d made – the strapping and extra bracing-beams they’d welded across the crate to keep it in place and secure. The holds on these things were incredibly robust, and would likely survive most impacts. Perhaps that wasn’t a good thing. Perhaps it would be better to let it all burn than fall into enemy hands.

			Too late now. Jaret fought to the end, re-routing power to try to get them over the final crag, but as they hurtled towards the ridge Aliot saw that it wouldn’t be enough.

			He never looked away, even as the bare rock streaked towards them. He wondered if he should have done more. If he could have done more.

			‘Throne take our souls,’ he murmured, just before everything turned to flame.

			Lieutenant Elita was running at the head of her platoon when she saw the explosion. The site itself was screened by the huge pines all around her, but she heard the boom loudly enough, and then witnessed the billowing smoke as it tumbled down from the high crag.

			‘That’s our target,’ she voxed, picking up speed and veering through the undergrowth. ‘Stay sharp – those flyers are still out there.’

			By rights, she should have been long gone. The command post had started to empty four days ago, stripped of all but essential personnel, ready for evacuation beyond the range and out towards the interior. It was a strange place, now – a desolate set of bunkers buried inside solid rock, echoing and mostly empty. The comms equipment was still largely intact – too bulky to move, a lot of it – but the operators had been shipped away on the final set of transporters. For some time now Elita’s main duty had been to link the explosives together and rig the entire place to blow, ready for the first enemy troops to stumble inside and trigger the chain reaction. 

			But then the message had come through, broadcast on a reserved channel, using codes that shunted straight through to Brother-Sergeant Hirasha’s terminal. Hirasha was still up there, probably. Dealing with the thousands of demands made on him, all with that preternatural calmness, the kind of studied unflappability that could make you hate him, on a bad day. Or maybe he too was gone now, called off to some other firefight that couldn’t wait. He’d not said much, but it was enough to make her heart sink.

			‘Respond to that hail, lieutenant. I am required elsewhere.’

			So they’d all kitted up, putting their armour back on, reloading guns that had been stowed ready for transport. Then they’d rushed out of the bunker’s open doors, running across landing stages that had recently been bustling but were now empty, then down the slope and into the forests, following a single blip on a handheld augur.

			She didn’t know exactly what they were running for. That transport had come down hard – save for a rare intervention from the Emperor, there wouldn’t be survivors. Hirasha had been terse about what had been on the comm-burst, just telling them to make sure the cargo was secured and brought back up to the bunker.

			Elita drew closer to the site, climbing steeply now, flitting from trunk to trunk. She could smell fuel oil burning – an acrid stench that masked out the sharp tang of the pines. The last of the morning’s mist still clung to the glossy bark, curling in the hollows and making it seem as if an army of ghosts were waiting around every corner.

			Then she saw the crash-site – just below the crest of a granite-topped ridge, raining still with thrown debris and kicking out heat from at least two burning fuel sources. She dropped low, motioning for her troops to do the same, and activated the zoom-lenses on her helmet. After a shaky swoop up through tangled branches, she focused on the wreckage. Most of the structure seemed to be intact, but the fires had already raced through the cockpit. There was no sign of movement.

			She scanned further out, across the crash-site, searching for either survivors or threats, and found neither. The transporter’s hold looked intact enough to be worth investigating, though, so she signalled for the platoon to advance. Six soldiers fanned out to the right, bringing up the fire-suppressors they’d hauled all the way from the command post. Another eight came with her directly to the cargo hold, dragging big lascutters between them. The rest spread through the trees, going carefully, watching for enemy troops.

			Elita reached the transporter as the fire-suppression teams got to work, dousing the turbines with chem-treatments and making the air smell even worse. The armour-panels around the main hatch were still intact, though charred. She ordered the cutters deployed, and the team jogged forward, training squat muzzles on the door-joints and starting to work. Thick las-beams sliced through the outer casing, throwing sparks across the still-hot earth.

			While they worked, Elita checked her augur. The flyers that had downed the transporter were nowhere to be seen. That meant one of two things: they’d returned to base, or had set down somewhere close by to land troops. She had a feeling she knew which one was more likely.

			‘Work faster,’ she told the cutter-teams, watching impatiently as the casing-locks went red, then white.

			Finally, the outer seals broke, and Elita heard the hiss of escaping air. The main hatch cracked open, and four pairs of gauntlets reached out to haul the circular door open.

			It took a while to extract the cargo. It was heavy, needing ten of them to get it out, making use of the grapples they’d taken from the stores. Elita looked at it wearily, already wondering how they were ever going to get it back up the mountainside and into safety. 

			‘What do you think it is?’ asked Norv, her sergeant, gazing bleakly at it.

			Elita shook her head. It was extravagantly protected, with bio-seals and its own cooling system. Medicae supplies, perhaps? ‘No idea. Let’s see about–’

			‘Signals!’ came a comm-burst from fifty yards off, followed immediately by the familiar hiss of las-fire.

			Elita and her troop fell back into the shadow of the transporter, ­hunkering down against the soil and searching for targets. Flashes of light from both north and west gave away the typically careless advance of enemy soldiers, driving up the slope towards their position. Elita fired back, joining the barrage sent out by the rest of the platoon.

			‘How many, d’you think?’ she asked, glancing at her augur before loosing another volley.

			‘More than us,’ replied Norv. 

			The volume of las-fire picked up, angling crazily through the trunks, fizzing from branches and driving long trenches into the undergrowth. Elita spied her first targets, and started to aim carefully, picking off two. Norv matched her rate of fire, but soon she heard stifled cries as the incoming las-beams began to bite.

			She swore, shuffling down further, trying to gauge where most of the enemy were coming from. ‘Pin them down there,’ she ordered, gesturing to a low rise, thick with thorn bushes.

			Her platoon responded, laying down disciplined fire. For a moment it looked like they might drive them back, before wild cries broke out from the opposite direction, further up the incline, sweeping along the same tracks they’d just run down themselves.

			Elita’s troops scrambled to react, falling back towards the smouldering transporter carcass. She saw two of her platoon cut down as they shuffled for cover, and then the las-bolts started to ping and skip closer to her.

			‘Any way out of here?’ Norv asked grimly, quick to return fire.

			‘Negative. Orders were to secure it.’

			Norv laughed. ‘I see.’

			They fought on. It soon became apparent that they were heavily outnumbered – they killed a few attackers, but more of Elita’s command were hit, winnowing them down further. She edged back towards the transporter’s blackened hull, trying to pick out a leader among the advancing figures. As she did so, a las-beam flew out of the murk, striking her on the shoulder and throwing her back against the metal. She hit it sharply, her helmet clanging from the hull-plate. Norv hauled himself over to her.

			‘How bad?’ he asked.

			She winced. ‘I’m fine,’ she said, angling her lasgun for a return shot. Her vision became blurry, but more figures were emerging all the time, filtering towards them through the trees, increasingly confident. ‘Hold fast.’

			Norv did as commanded, staying close, swivelling to spray las-fire at the advancing troops. This would all be over soon. All that remained was to keep fighting for as long as possible. Elita found herself tensing for the shot that would kill her. She fired, and fired again, determined not to pass out, to stay active and resisting to the end.

			Then she was shaken from her crouch, thrown to the pine needles, not by incoming fire, but by an enormous downblast that shot through the trees, twenty yards off, cracking branches and blowing the earth below into powder. That was followed by a rapidly growing roar, one that kept on gathering momentum until the shadow of a greater gunship fell across them all, a huge vehicle with blocky lines and ludicrously powerful underslung guns.

			Access hatches swung open, and four figures leapt from the gunship and crashed to the ground. All four were far bigger than a baseline human, clad in ceramite armour and bearing bolters. Two of them immediately charged off into the trees, opening fire and causing screams of panic to echo through the pines. A third, wearing bone-white armour, hurried to the cargo-crate, taking out esoteric-looking equipment as he did so.

			The fourth was Hirasha. He lumbered over to Elita’s position, nodding towards her as she scrambled uneasily back up to her feet.

			‘Are you injured, lieutenant?’ he asked.

			The pain was agonising. ‘Nothing serious, lord,’ she said, jawline tight.

			‘I required the services of another member of my Chapter,’ he said, gesturing over to the white-armoured Space Marine. ‘In the interim, you did well.’

			Elita swallowed, and nodded. Hirasha had always been terse, but this was extreme, even for him. She felt like asking him whether he’d ever intended to tell her his plans to show up, and if he’d been at all worried that they might have failed, had he not appeared in time. As so often in the past, she thought better of it.

			‘By His will, lord,’ she replied. Then she looked at the crate again. ‘If I may, though–’

			‘No, you may not.’ Hirasha drew his bolter and made to go after the remaining enemy troops. ‘It is in our possession. That is all you need to know.’

			The Chapter destroyer Greyblade remained at high void anchor. The crew had finished preparations for orbital exit hours ago, and were clearly itching to leave. No reason to stay, now – the world they had come to defend was cracked apart, its continents covered in a thick layer of magma, its atmosphere turning into a soup of electrical storms.

			Wolf Priest Aj Olved gazed down at the ruin of Cadia from his vantage in the ship’s apothecarion. The weight of fatigue lay heavily on his old limbs – he had been fighting for a long time in the kasrs, just as they all had. To see it all come to nothing, that was hard. They would need to depart very soon – the enemy fleet had not gone away, and there would be fighting yet before they made it to the exit coordinates.

			Some things, though, were important. The Thunderhawk from the Cerulean Guard had battled hard to make it to them, something that had earned them both respect and gratitude. It, too, was gone now, haring back to the last of its void-fleet before they made for the deeps. Only the cargo remained, now transported to the apothecarion’s inner sanctum, attended to by a team of orderlies and servitors.

			A rune blinked on his armour-collar, letting him know that all was ready. Olved stirred himself, turned around and moved through into the inner chambers. All of them were thronged with medicae staff. Many of the cots were occupied with warriors of the Chapter, some fighting hard for life. His services would be needed again soon, he knew. 

			He reached the chamber, entering through a reinforced slide door. Inside, the body of a warrior lay flat on a slab, armour removed. Tubes ran into his lifeless arms, and runes had been painted over the flesh. The place was a strange mix of the medical and the ritual – robed figures moved in the shadows, their faces covered with animal-masks, their hands carrying censers.

			Anika Engirsborn, the senior medicae, looked up at him as he entered.

			‘All is ready, lord,’ she said.

			‘You have a name?’ Olved asked.

			‘Jorundur, of Ragnar’s Great Company.’

			‘Do you know how he met his end?’

			‘No, lord.’

			Olved nodded, drawing out his Fang of Morkai. The progen­oids were intact. So many had been destroyed during the fighting, or taken by the enemy, that every small victory was precious. 

			He looked at the warrior’s face. It bore a sour expression even in death, as if the warrior had found the whole experience unworthy of his attention. As he often did, Olved wondered how this warrior had lived, what his deeds had been, how his thread had come to be cut. By the wounds he’d taken, at least he appeared to have died well, in combat against a worthy enemy.

			‘Tell me,’ he asked, bringing the long narthecium up to the first incision-site. ‘How was the body recovered?’

			‘Unknown, lord,’ said Engirsborn. ‘The Cerulean Guard could only tell us it was transported up from the lowlands of the Namuva. It seems likely many were involved. All mortals.’

			Olved paused before making the first cut. A price had been paid, then. Perhaps a heavy one. That was always the way of things – every gain demanding sacrifice, every victory coming at cost.

			‘Then they were valiant,’ he said firmly. ‘Mark what we know into the annals, and see that they are sent on to the Mountain when the time comes.’

			He got to work, and the Fang’s blades started to whirr.

			‘When this warrior-spirit stirs again,’ he said, ‘the tale will be remembered.’
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			‘I was there at the Siege of Terra,’ Vitrian Messinius would say in his later years. 

			‘I was there…’ he would add to himself, his words never meant for ears but his own. ‘I was there the day the Imperium died.’

			But that was yet to come.

			‘To the walls! To the walls! The enemy is coming!’ Captain Messinius, as he was then, led his Space Marines across the Penitent’s Square high up on the Lion’s Gate. ‘Another attack! Repel them! Send them back to the warp!’

			Thousands of red-skinned monsters born of fear and sin scaled the outer ramparts, fury and murder incarnate. The mortals they faced quailed. It took the heart of a Space Marine to stand against them without fear, and the Angels of Death were in short supply.

			‘Another attack, move, move! To the walls!’

			They came in the days after the Avenging Son returned, emerging from nothing, eight legions strong, bringing the bulk of their numbers to bear against the chief entrance to the Imperial Palace. A decapitation strike like no other, and it came perilously close to success.

			Messinius’ Space Marines ran to the parapet edging the Penitent’s Square. On many worlds, the square would have been a plaza fit to adorn the centre of any great city. Not on Terra. On the immensity of the Lion’s Gate, it was nothing, one of hundreds of similarly huge spaces. The word ‘gate’ did not suit the scale of the cityscape. The Lion’s Gate’s bulk marched up into the sky, step by titanic step, until it rose far higher than the mountains it had supplanted. The gate had been built by the Emperor Himself, they said. Myths detailed the improbable supernatural feats required to raise it. They were lies, all of them, and belittled the true effort needed to build such an edifice. Though the Lion’s Gate was made to His design and by His command, the soaring monument had been constructed by mortals, with mortal hands and mortal tools. Messinius wished that had been remembered. For men to build this was far more impressive than any godly act of creation. If men could remember that, he believed, then perhaps they would remember their own strength.

			The uncanny may not have built the gate, but it threatened to bring it down. Messinius looked over the rampart lip, down to the lower levels thousands of feet below and the spread of the Anterior Barbican.

			Upon the stepped fortifications of the Lion’s Gate was armour of every colour and the blood of every loyal primarch. Dozens of regiments stood alongside them. Aircraft filled the sky. Guns boomed from every quarter. In the churning redness on the great roads, processional ways so huge they were akin to prairies cast in rockcrete, were flashes of gold where the Emperor’s Custodian Guard battled. The might of the Imperium was gathered there, in the palace where He dwelt. 

			There seemed moments on that day when it might not be enough.

			The outer ramparts were carpeted in red bodies that writhed and heaved, obscuring the great statues adorning the defences and covering over the guns, an invasive cancer consuming reality. The enemy were legion. There were too many foes to defeat by plan and ruse. Only guns, and will, would see the day won, but the defenders were so pitifully few. 

			Messinius called a wordless halt, clenched fist raised, seeking the best place to deploy his mixed company, veterans all of the Terran Crusade. Gunships and fighters sped overhead, unleashing deadly light and streams of bombs into the packed daemonic masses. There were innumerable cannons crammed onto the gate, and they all fired, rippling the structure with false earthquakes. Soon the many ships and orbital defences of Terra would add their guns, targeting the very world they were meant to guard, but the attack had come so suddenly; as yet they had had no time to react. 

			The noise was horrendous. Messinius’ audio dampers were at maximum and still the roar of ordnance stung his ears. Those humans that survived today would be rendered deaf. But he would have welcomed more guns, and louder still, for all the defensive fury of the assailed palace could not drown out the hideous noise of the daemons – their sighing hisses, a billion serpents strong, and chittering, screaming wails. It was not only heard but sensed within the soul, the realms of spirit and of matter were so intertwined. Messinius’ being would be forever stained by it.

			Tactical information scrolled down his helmplate, near environs only. He had little strategic overview of the situation. The vox-channels were choked with a hellish screaming that made communication impossible. The noosphere was disrupted by etheric backwash spilling from the immaterial rifts the daemons poured through. Messinius was used to operating on his own. Small-scale, surgical actions were the way of the Adeptus Astartes, but in a battle of this scale, a lack of central coordination would lead inevitably to defeat. This was not like the first Siege, where his kind had fought in Legions.

			He called up a company-wide vox-cast and spoke to his warriors. They were not his Chapter-kin, but they would listen. The primarch himself had commanded that they do so.

			‘Reinforce the mortals,’ he said. ‘Their morale is wavering. Position yourselves every fifty yards. Cover the whole of the south-facing front. Let them see you.’ He directed his warriors by chopping at the air with his left hand. His right, bearing an inactive power fist, hung heavily at his side. ‘Assault Squad Antiocles, back forty yards, single firing line. Prepare to engage enemy breakthroughs only on my mark. Devastators, split to demi-squads and take up high ground, sergeant and sub-squad prime’s discretion as to positioning and target. Remember our objective, heavy infliction of casualties. We kill as many as we can, we retreat, then hold at the Penitent’s Arch until further notice. Command squad, with me.’

			Command squad was too grand a title for the mismatched crew Messinius had gathered around himself. His own officers were light years away, if they still lived. 

			‘Doveskamor, Tidominus,’ he said to the two Aurora Marines with him. ‘Take the left.’

			‘Yes, captain,’ they voxed, and jogged away, their green armour glinting orange in the hell-light of the invasion.

			The rest of his scratch squad was comprised of a communications specialist from the Death Spectres, an Omega Marine with a penchant for plasma weaponry, and a Raptor holding an ancient standard he’d taken from a dusty display.

			‘Why did you take that, Brother Kryvesh?’ Messinius asked, as they moved forward.

			‘The palace is full of such relics,’ said the Raptor. ‘It seems only right to put them to use. No one else wanted it.’

			Messinius stared at him.

			‘What? If the gate falls, we’ll have more to worry about than my minor indiscretion. It’ll be good for morale.’

			The squads were splitting to join the standard humans. Such was the noise many of the men on the wall had not noticed their arrival, and a ­ripple of surprise went along the line as they appeared at their sides. Messinius was glad to see they seemed more firm when they turned their eyes back outwards.

			‘Anzigus,’ he said to the Death Spectre. ‘Hold back, facilitate communication within the company. Maximum signal gain. This interference will only get worse. See if you can get us patched in to wider theatre command. I’ll take a hardline if you can find one.’

			‘Yes, captain,’ said Anzigus. He bowed a helm that was bulbous with additional equipment. He already had the access flap of the bulky vox-unit on his arm open. He withdrew, the aerials on his power plant extending. He headed towards a systems nexus on the far wall of the plaza, where soaring buttresses pushed back against the immense weight bearing down upon them.

			Messinius watched him go. He knew next to nothing about Anzigus. He spoke little, and when he did, his voice was funereal. His Chapter was mysterious, but the same lack of familiarity held true for many of these warriors, thrown together by miraculous events. Over their years lost wandering in the warp, Messinius had come to see some as friends as well as comrades, others he hardly knew, and none he knew so well as his own Chapter brothers. But they would stand together. They were Space Marines. They had fought by the returned primarch’s side, and in that they shared a bond. They would not stint in their duty now.

			Messinius chose a spot on the wall, directing his other veterans to left and right. Kryvesh he sent to the mortal officer’s side. He looked down again, out past the enemy and over the outer palace. Spires stretched away in every direction. Smoke rose from all over the landscape. Some of it was new, the work of the daemon horde, but Terra had been burning for weeks. The Astronomican had failed. The galaxy was split in two. Behind them in the sky turned the great palace gyre, its deep eye marking out the throne room of the Emperor Himself.

			‘Sir!’ A member of the Palatine Guard shouted over the din. He pointed downwards, to the left. Messinius followed his wavering finger. Three hundred feet below, daemons were climbing. They came upwards in a triangle tipped by a brute with a double rack of horns. It clambered hand over hand, far faster than should be possible, flying upwards, as if it touched the side of the towering gate only as a concession to reality. A Space Marine with claw locks could not have climbed that fast.

			‘Soldiers of the Imperium! The enemy is upon us!’ 

			He looked to the mortals. Their faces were blanched with fear. Their weapons shook. Their bravery was commendable nonetheless. Not one of them attempted to run, though a wave of terror preceded the unnatural things clambering up towards them.

			‘We shall not turn away from our duty, no matter how fearful the foe, or how dire our fates may be,’ he said. ‘Behind us is the Sanctum of the Emperor Himself. As He has watched over you, now it is your turn to stand in guardianship over Him.’ 

			The creatures were drawing closer. Through a sliding, magnified window on his display, Messinius looked into the yellow and cunning eyes of their leader. A long tongue lolled permanently from the thing’s mouth, licking at the wall, tasting the terror of the beings it protected.

			Boltgun actions clicked. His men leaned over the parapet, towering over the mortals as the Lion’s Gate towered over the Ultimate Wall. A wealth of targeting data was exchanged, warrior to warrior, as each chose a unique mark. No bolt would be wasted in the opening fusillade. They could hear the creatures’ individual shrieks and growls, all wordless, but their meaning was clear: blood, blood, blood. Blood and skulls.

			Messinius sneered at them. He ignited his power fist with a swift jerk. He always preferred the visceral thrill of manual activation. Motors came to full life. Lightning crackled around it. He aimed downwards with his bolt pistol. A reticule danced over diabolical faces, each a copy of all the others. These things were not real. They were not alive. They were projections of a false god. The Librarian Atramo had named them maladies. A spiritual sickness wearing ersatz flesh.

			He reminded himself to be wary. Contempt was as thick as any armour, but these things were deadly, for all their unreality.

			He knew. He had fought the Neverborn many times before.

			‘While He lives,’ Messinius shouted, boosting his voxmitter gain to maximal, ‘we stand!’

			‘For He of Terra!’ the humans shouted, their battle cry loud enough to be heard over the booming of guns.

			‘For He of Terra,’ said Messinius. ‘Fire!’ he shouted.

			The Space Marines fired first. Boltguns spoke, spitting spikes of rocket flare into the foe. Bolts slammed into daemon bodies, bursting them apart. Black viscera exploded away. Black ichor showered those coming after. The daemons’ false souls screamed back whence they came, though their bones and offal tumbled down like those of any truly living foe.

			Las-beams speared next, and the space between the wall top and the scaling party filled with violence. The daemons were unnaturally resilient, protected from death by the energies of the warp, and though many were felled, others weathered the fire, and clambered up still, unharmed and uncaring of their dead. Messinius no longer needed his helm’s magnification to see into the daemon champion’s eyes. It stared at him, its smile a promise of death. The terror that preceded them was replaced by the urge to violence, and that gripped them all, foe and friend. The baseline humans began to lose their discipline. A man turned and shot his comrade, and was shot down in turn. Kryvesh banged the foot of his borrowed banner and called them back into line. Elsewhere, his warriors sang; not their Chapter warsongs, but battle hymns known to all. Wavering human voices joined them. The feelings of violence abated, just enough.

			Then the things were over the parapet and on them. Messinius saw ­Tidominus carried down by a group of daemons, his unit signum replaced by a mortis rune in his helm. The enemy champion was racing at him. Messinius emptied his bolt pistol into its face, blowing half of it away into a fine mist of daemonic ichor. Still it leapt, hurling itself twenty feet over the parapet. Messinius fell back, keeping the creature in sight, targeting ­skating over his helmplate as the machine-spirit tried to maintain a target lock. Threat indicators trilled, shifting up their priority spectrum. 

			The daemon held up its enormous gnarled hands. Smoke whirled in the space between, coalescing into a two-handed sword almost as tall as Messinius. By the time its hoofed feet cracked the paving slabs of the square, the creature’s weapon was solid. Vapour streaming from its ruined face, it pointed the broadsword at Messinius and hissed a wordless challenge.

			‘Accepted,’ said Messinius, and moved in to attack.

			The creature was fast, and punishingly strong. Messinius parried its first strike with an outward push of his palm, fingers spread. Energy crackled. The boom generated by the meeting of human technology and the sorceries of the warp was loud enough to out-compete the guns, but though the impact sent pain lancing up Messinius’ arm, the daemon was not staggered, and pressed in a follow-up attack, swinging the massive sword around its head as if it weighed nothing. 

			Messinius countered more aggressively this time, punching in to the strike. Another thunderous detonation. Disruption fields shattered matter, but the daemon was not wholly real, and the effect upon it was lesser than it would be upon a natural foe. Nevertheless, this time it was thrown backwards by the blow. Smoke poured from the edge of its blade. It licked black blood from its arm and snarled. Messinius was ready when it leapt: opening his fist, ignoring the sword as it clashed against his pauldron and sheared off a peeling of ceramite, he grabbed the beast about its middle.

			The Bloodletters of Khorne were rangy things, all bone and ropey muscle, no space within them for organs. The false god of war had no need for them to eat or breathe, or to give the semblance of being able to do so. They were made only to kill, and to strike fear in the hearts of those they faced. Their waists were solid, and slender, and easily encompassed by Messinius’ power fist. It squirmed in his grip, throwing Messinius’ arm about. Servo motors in his joints locked, supplementary muscle fibres strained, but the White Consul stood firm.

			‘Tell your master he is not welcome on Terra,’ he said. His words were calm, a deliberate defiance of the waves of rage pulsing off the daemon.

			He closed his hand.

			The daemon’s midriff exploded. The top half fell down, still hissing and thrashing. Its sword clanged off the paving and broke into shards, brittle now it was separated from its wielder. They were pieces of the same thing, sword and beast. Apart, the weapon could not survive long.

			Messinius cast down the lower portion of the daemon. There were dozens of the things atop the wall, battling with his warriors and the human soldiery. In the second he paused he saw Doveskamor hacked down as he stood over the body of his brother, pieces of armour bouncing across the ground. He saw a group of Palatine Sentinels corner a daemon with their bayonets. He saw a dozen humans cut down by eldritch swords. 

			Where the humans kept their distance, their ranged weapons took a toll upon the Neverborn. Where the daemons got among them, they triumphed more often than not, even against his Space Marines. Support fire rained down sporadically from above, its usefulness restricted by the difficulty of picking targets from the swirling melee. At the western edge of the line, the heavy weapons were more telling, knocking daemons off the wall before they crested the parapet and preventing them from circling around the back of the Imperial forces. Only his equipment allowed Messinius to see this. Without the helm feeds of his warriors and the limited access he had to the Lion Gate’s auspectoria, he would have been blind, lost in the immediate clash of arms and sprays of blood. He would have remained where he was, fighting. He would not have seen that there were more groups of daemons pouring upwards. He would not have given his order, and then he would have died.

			‘Squad Antiocles, engage,’ he said. He smashed a charging daemon into fragments, yanked another back the instant before it gutted a mortal soldier, and stamped its skull flat, while switching again to his company vox-net. ‘All units, fall back to the Penitent’s Arch. Take the mortals with you.’

			His assault squad fell from the sky on burning jets, kicking daemons down and shooting them with their plasma and bolt pistols. A roar of promethium from a flamer blasted three bloodletters to ash.

			‘Fall back! Fall back!’ Messinius commanded, his words beating time with his blows. ‘Assault Squad Antiocles to cover. Devastators maintain overhead fire.’

			Squad Antiocles drove the enemy back. Tactical Space Marines were retreating from the parapet, dragging human soldiers with them. An Ultramarine walked backwards past him, firing his bolter one-handed, a wounded member of the Palatine Guard draped over his right shoulder.

			‘Fall back! Fall back!’ Messinius roared. He grabbed a human by the arm and yanked him hard away from the monster trying to slay him, almost throwing him across the square. He pivoted and punched, slamming the man’s opponent in the face with a crackling bang that catapulted its broken corpse over the wall edge. ‘Fall back!’

			Mortal soldiers broke and ran while Squad Antiocles held off the foe. Telling to begin with, in moments the assault squad’s momentum was broken, and again more bloodletters were leaping over the edge of the rampart. The Space Marines fired in retreat, covering each other in pairs as they crossed the square diagonally to the Penitent’s Arch. The mortals were getting the idea, running between the Adeptus Astartes and mostly staying out of their fire corridor. With the fight now concentrated around Squad Antiocles, the Devastators were more effective, blasting down the daemons before they could bring their weight of numbers to bear upon Antiocles. Sporadic bursts of fire from the retreating Tactical Marines added to the effect, and for a short period the number of daemons entering the square did not increase. 

			Messinius tarried a moment, rounding up more of the humans who were either too embattled or deaf to his orders to get out. He reached three still firing over the parapet’s edge and pulled them away. A daemon reared over the parapet and he crushed its skull, but a second leapt up and cleaved hard into his fist, and power fled the weapon. Messinius pumped three bolts into its neck, decapitating it. He moved back. 

			His power fist was ruined. The daemon’s cut had sliced right through the ceramite, breaking the power field generator and most of the weapon’s strength-boosting apparatus, making it a dead weight. He said a quick thanks to the machine’s departed spirit and smashed the top of his bolt pistol against the quick seal release, at the same time disengaging the power feeds by way of neural link. The clamps holding the power fist to his upper arm came loose and it slid to the floor with a clang, leaving his right arm clad in his standard ceramite gauntlet. A century together. A fine weapon. He had no time to mourn it.

			‘Fall back!’ he shouted. ‘Fall back to the Penitent’s Arch!’

			He slammed a fresh clip into his bolt pistol. Squad Antiocles were being pushed back. The Devastators walked their fire closer in to the combat. A heavy bolter blasted half a dozen daemons into stinking meat. A missile blew, lifting more into the air. Messinius fell back himself now, leaving it to the last moment before ordering the Assault Marines to leap from the fray. Their jets ignited, driving back the daemons with washes of flame, and they lifted up over his head, leaving four of their brothers dead on the ground. Devastator fire hammered down from above. Anti-personnel weapons set into casemates and swivel turrets on the walls joined in, but the daemons mounted higher and higher in a wave of red that flooded over the parapet.

			‘Run!’ he shouted at the straggling human soldiery. ‘Run and survive! Your service is not yet done!’

			The Penitent’s Arch led from the square onto a wall walk that curved around to another layer of defences. His Space Marines were already making a firing line across the entrance. A gate could be extended across the arch, sealing the walk from the square, but Messinius refrained from requesting it be closed, as the humans were still streaming past the Adeptus Astartes. Kryvesh waved the banner, whirling it through the air to attract the terrified mortals. The Space Marines fired constantly into the mass of daemons sprinting after them, exhausting their ammunition supplies. Shattered false bodies tumbled down, shot from the front and above, yet still they came, overtaking and dismembering the last warriors fleeing away from the parapet.

			Squad Antiocles roared through the arch, landing behind their brethren. Messinius passed between them. For a moment he surveyed the tide of coming fury. Endless red-skinned monsters filling the square like a lake of spilled blood, washing over a score of brightly armoured Space Marine corpses left behind in the retreat. Several hundred humans lay alongside them.

			He opened a vox-channel to Gate Command.

			‘Wall batteries three-seven-three through three-seven-six, target sector nine five eighty-three, Penitent’s Square, western edge. Five-minute bombardment.’

			‘On whose order?’

			‘Captain Vitrian Messinius, White Consuls Chapter, Tenth Company. I have the primarch’s authority.’ As he dealt with gunnery control, he was also datapulsing a request for ­resupply, and checking through layered data screeds.

			‘Voice print and signum ident match. Transponder codes valid. We obey.’

			The far side of the square erupted in a wall of flame. Heavy ­cannon shells detonated in a string along the rampart. High-energy beams sliced into the square, turning stone and metal instantly to superheated gas. The approaching daemons were annihilated. A few bolt-rounds cracked off as the last daemons nearing the Space Marine line were put down.

			‘Company, cease fire. Conserve ammunition.’ Nobody heard him. Nobody could. He re-sent the order via vox-script. The boltguns cut out.

			Penitent’s Square was a cauldron of fire so intense he could feel the heat through his battleplate’s ceramite. The ground shook under his feet and he considered the possibility that the wall would give way. The noise was so all-consuming the idea of speech lost relevance. For five minutes the Lion’s Gate tore madly at its own hide, ripping out chunks of itself in a bid to scrape free the parasites infesting its fabric, then, as suddenly as it had begun, the bombardment ceased.

			Where the Penitent’s Square had been, a twisted mass of black metal and shattered stone remained. So formidable were the defences of the Lion’s Gate that the structure beneath had not been penetrated, but it was like this, in small bursts of destruction, that they could lose this war.

			Messinius accessed the gate’s noosphere. No daemons had as yet rounded the projecting Penitent’s Spur to come up against their new position. When the attack came again, which it would, it would come from the front.

			An ammunition train raced down the walkway from the fortress interior and came to a squealing stop fifty yards away. Medicae personnel jumped down. A Space Marine Apothecary came with them. Human peons rushed about with heavy sack bags full of bolter magazines, passing them out to the trans­humans. Spent magazines clattered to the floor. New ones were slammed home. Messinius contacted his squad leaders, taking a quick census of his surviving men, not trusting the digits that read ‘Company Casualties 23%’ blinking in the upper right of his visual field.

			Through the smoke given off by burning metal on the far side of the ruined square, he saw movement. Auspex returns tripped his armour’s machine-spirit, and it blinked warnings in his helm.

			<threat detected.>

			‘They’re coming again,’ he said.

			‘My lord?’ A soft voice, one that did not belong in that moment. He ignored it.

			‘Engage at fifty-yard range. Make every shot count.’

			The ammunition train was hurriedly relieved of their allotted supplies, and sped off, bearing the worst-wounded, to aid whichever beleaguered unit needed it next.

			‘Stand ready.’

			‘My lord?’ The voice became more insistent.

			The voidships in orbit were beginning to fire. Their targeting systems were perturbed by the boiling warp energy and the vortex in constant motion over the Imperial Palace, and many shots went wide, crashing down into the Anterior Barbican, a few falling as far out as Magnifican.

			Red monsters bounded towards them, as numerous as before, as if their efforts to thin them had been for naught.

			‘Fire,’ he said coldly.

			‘My lord, your duty rotation begins in half an hour. You told me to wake you.’

			This time he heard. Bolters boomed. Messinius froze them with a thought, and with another he shut down the hypnomat entirely.

			Vitrian Messinius awoke groggily.

			‘My lord,’ his servant said. Selwin, he was called. ‘You are returned from your recollections?’

			‘I am awake, Selwin, yes,’ Messinius said irritably. His mouth was dry. He wanted to be left alone.

			‘Shall I?’ Selwin gestured to the hypnomat.

			Messinius nodded and rubbed his face. It felt numb. Selwin flicked a number of toggles on the hypnomat and it powered down, the steady glow of its innards fading to nothing and winking out, taking the immediacy of Messinius’ memories with it.

			‘The wall again?’ Selwin asked.

			The hypnomat’s primary use was to instil knowledge without active learning on the subject’s part, but it could reawaken memories to be lived again. Full immersion in the hypnomat required cooperation from Messinius’ cata­lepsean node, and coming out of the half-sleep was never as easy as true waking. Reliving past events dulled his wits. Messinius reminded himself to be guarded. He forgot sometimes that he was not on Sabatine any more. The local saying ‘This is Terra’ encompassed a multitude of sins. Spying was among them.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Personal debriefing.’ He shook his head and unplugged the hypnomat’s input cables from the neural ports set into his arms and neck. ‘Nothing new learned.’

			Selwin nodded, then hesitantly said, ‘If I may be so bold as to ask, why do it, my lord, if you expect to learn nothing?’

			‘Because I can always be wrong,’ Messinius said. He pointed at the hypnomat. It was a bulky machine set on a trolley, but not too big for an unaltered man to move. ‘Take that away. Inform my armourer I will be with him in a few minutes.’

			Selwin bowed. ‘Already done, my lord.’

			Click here to buy Avenging Son.

		

	
		
			THE BLACK LIBRARY 

			NEWSLETTER

			
					[image: ]
			

			Sign up today for regular updates on the latest Black Library news and releases

			SIGN UP NOW

		

	
		
			ENJOYED THE STORY?

			RECREATE IT IN MINIATURE!

			
					[image: ]
			

			Get started at Warhammer40000.com

		

	
		
			A BLACK LIBRARY PUBLICATION

			‘The Last Word’ first published in Deathwatch: The Long Vigil in 2020.
‘Cargo’ first published in The Helwinter Gate in 2020.
This eBook edition published in 2022 by Black Library, Games Workshop Ltd, Willow Road, Nottingham, NG7 2WS, UK.

			Represented by: Games Workshop Limited – Irish branch, Unit 3, Lower Liffey Street, Dublin 1, D01 K199, Ireland.

			Produced by Games Workshop in Nottingham.
Cover illustration by Andrew Mar.

			Inferno! Presents The Emperor’s Finest © Copyright Games Workshop Limited 2022. Inferno! Presents The Emperor’s Finest, GW, Games Workshop, Black Library, Warhammer, The Horus Heresy, The Horus Heresy Eye logo, Space Marine, 40K, Warhammer 40,000, the ‘Aquila’ Double-headed Eagle logo, and all associated logos, illustrations, images, names, creatures, races, vehicles, locations, weapons, characters, and the distinctive likenesses thereof, are either ® or TM, and/or © Games Workshop Limited, variably registered around the world. 

			All Rights Reserved.

			A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library.

			ISBN: 978-1-80026-663-6

			This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to real people or incidents is purely coincidental.

			See Black Library on the internet at
blacklibrary.com

			Find out more about Games Workshop’s world of Warhammer and the Warhammer 40,000 universe at
games-workshop.com

		

	
		
			eBook license

			This license is made between:

			Games Workshop Limited t/a Black Library, Willow Road, Lenton, Nottingham, NG7 2WS, United Kingdom (“Black Library”); and

			the purchaser of a Black Library e-book product (“You/you/Your/your”)

			(jointly, “the parties”)

			These are the terms and conditions that apply when you purchase a Black Library e-book (“e-book”). The parties agree that in consideration of the fee paid by you, Black Library grants you a license to use the e-book on the following terms:

			* 1. Black Library grants to you a personal, non-exclusive, non-transferable, royalty-free license to use the e-book in the following ways:

			o 1.1 to store the e-book on any number of electronic devices and/or storage media (including, by way of example only, personal computers, e-book readers, mobile phones, portable hard drives, USB flash drives, CDs or DVDs) which are personally owned by you;

			o 1.2 to access the e-book using an appropriate electronic device and/or through any appropriate storage media.

			* 2. For the avoidance of doubt, you are ONLY licensed to use the e-book as described in paragraph 1 above. You may NOT use or store the e-book in any other way. If you do, Black Library shall be entitled to terminate this license.

			* 3. Further to the general restriction at paragraph 2, Black Library shall be entitled to terminate this license in the event that you use or store the e-book (or any part of it) in any way not expressly licensed. This includes (but is by no means limited to) the following circumstances:

			o 3.1 you provide the e-book to any company, individual or other legal person who does not possess a license to use or store it;

			o 3.2 you make the e-book available on bit-torrent sites, or are otherwise complicit in ‘seeding’ or sharing the e-book with any company, individual or other legal person who does not possess a license to use or store it;

			o 3.3 you print and distribute hard copies of the e-book to any company, individual or other legal person who does not possess a license to use or store it;

			o 3.4 you attempt to reverse engineer, bypass, alter, amend, remove or otherwise make any change to any copy protection technology which may be applied to the e-book. 

			* 4. By purchasing an e-book, you agree for the purposes of the Consumer Protection (Distance Selling) Regulations 2000 that Black Library may commence the service (of provision of the e-book to you) prior to your ordinary cancellation period coming to an end, and that by purchasing an e-book, your cancellation rights shall end immediately upon receipt of the e-book.

			* 5. You acknowledge that all copyright, trademark and other intellectual property rights in the e-book are, shall remain, the sole property of Black Library.

			* 6. On termination of this license, howsoever effected, you shall immediately and permanently delete all copies of the e-book from your computers and storage media, and shall destroy all hard copies of the e-book which you have derived from the e-book.

			* 7. Black Library shall be entitled to amend these terms and conditions from time to time by written notice to you.

			* 8. These terms and conditions shall be governed by English law, and shall be subject only to the jurisdiction of the Courts in England and Wales.

			* 9. If any part of this license is illegal, or becomes illegal as a result of any change in the law, then that part shall be deleted, and replaced with wording that is as close to the original meaning as possible without being illegal.

			* 10. Any failure by Black Library to exercise its rights under this license for whatever reason shall not be in any way deemed to be a waiver of its rights, and in particular, Black Library reserves the right at all times to terminate this license in the event that you breach clause 2 or clause 3.

		

	OEBPS/image/ENG-BL-Ad-2022-WH40K-v2.jpg





OEBPS/image/Inferno-Logo.jpg





OEBPS/image/MT026_40K_logo_2019-RGB.jpg





OEBPS/image/Dawn-Of-Fire-Avenging-Son-Extract.jpg
l(rll-\l'll'l:l(
40,000

2B






OEBPS/image/Newsletter-ad-2022-40K-sm.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						Cover 


						Backlist


						Introduction


						Inferno! Presents: The Emperor’s Finest
					
								Blighted Sun


								Fidelis Ad Mortem


								Knife’s Edge


								Suffer Not a Human to Live


								The Last Word


								Reconsecration


								In the Name of Victory


								Wings of Faith


								Blood Legacy


								Song of the Mother


								Recriminant


								Cargo


					


				


						About the Authors


						An Extract from ‘Avenging Son’


						A Black Library Publication


						eBook license


			


		
		
		Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Title-Page


						Table of Contents


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/2021_08-English-Product-Ads.jpg
BLACK LIBRARY

To see the full Black Library range visit
blacklibrary.com and games-workshop.com

MP3 AUDIOBOOKS | BOOKS | EBOOKS





OEBPS/image/InfernoPresents-TheEmperorsFinest-TP.jpg
INFERNO! PRESENTS

THE EMPEROR’S FINEST

INCLUDES STORIES BY MARC COLLINS, JUDE REID, BREANNA TEINTZE,
GAVIN G SMITH, PHIL KELLY, AMANDA BRIDGEMAN, J S COLLYER,
VICTORIA HAYWARD, J C STEARNS, BOMAN MODINE, R S WILT
AND CHRIS WRAIGHT

&

BLACK LIBRARY





OEBPS/image/InfernoPresents-TheEmperorsFinest-8001228.jpg
~—,40,000 =
INFERNO!
PRESENTS

]
=
m

1SINI S.HOU3dIN3

INCLUDES STORIES BY

CHRIS WRAIGHT
MARC COLLINS, JUDE REID
AND MANY MORE





