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

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

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

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

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

		


		
			 

			IRON RESOLVE

			STEVE LYONS

		


		
			0700

			Guardsman Myer was bleeding again.

			He had only closed his eyes for a second. Somehow, however, his mind had drifted elsewhere. He came back to his senses with a jolt. The Chimera in which he was travelling was a relic, its suspension shot. It was only through the press of bodies around him that he had not been juddered right out of his seat.

			A dark stain spread across his brand new uniform jacket.

			‘I told you to keep pressure on that dressing.’ Scornful eyes blazed at the young trooper from the shadow of a cap peak.

			‘Yes, sergeant. Sorry, sergeant.’ Myer stiffened his posture. He pressed his hand into the sticky wetness of his right side. Pain lanced through his body. He clenched his teeth to keep a groan from escaping. He took a deep, shuddering breath.

			He tried not to think about how much blood he had lost.

			He wanted to ask how far they had to go, but that would have looked weak. What was the point in knowing, anyway? They would reach help before Myer died or else they wouldn’t. His fate was in the Emperor’s hands.

			The trooper beside him doubled up in another coughing fit. The sergeant, leaning across the narrow space between them, pushed him upright and ordered him to breathe. The trooper complied, sweat drenching his face. A crimson rash extruded tendrils from beneath his stiff blue collar, cradling his chin. Skin flaked from his cheeks. He couldn’t last much longer either. Not if the infection had reached his lungs.

			Myer’s instinct was to shrink away from him, but this would have meant leaning closer to one of the others. Of the four other patients jammed into the crew compartment, three were victims of the same blight.

			His heart soared hopefully as the Chimera juddered to a reluctant halt. A moment later, the roar of its engine ceased. Silence rushed into Guardsman Myer’s ears. The sergeant unlatched the rear hatch and shouldered it open.

			Myer flinched as bright light flooded the gloomy compartment. Having only left Mordian – the world of his birth, the World of Eternal Night – four weeks ago, he was quite unused to sunlight. It had been night when he had clambered aboard the Chimera. Now, blinding rays streamed through the tangled structures of an alien forest.

			‘Those who can walk, disembark,’ the sergeant ordered. Myer didn’t think that included him, but he didn’t dare say so. It was easier to try.

			His wound flared white-hot again as he levered himself up. He steadied himself with his free hand against the Chimera’s chassis. He saw blurred figures through the blinding light, hurrying to meet him. Just three or four steps, he told himself.

			He managed two – two faltering, agonising, hunched-over steps – then tumbled forwards out of the back of the vehicle.

			He watched the forest floor rushing up towards him. Then a pair of strong arms caught him. He didn’t know whose arms they were. His hand fell away from the wound between his ribs, letting blood flow freely from it. It no longer mattered. The stale, recycled air of the troop compartment had been replaced by a warm, fresh, floral-scented breeze. He felt his mind drifting from his body again, and this time he was relieved to let it go.

			He had made it, he thought. He was at the command post, far from the carnage of battle.

			He was finally safe.

		


		
			1000

			Guardsman Myer was going to die.

			The news hadn’t sunk in yet, hence his outward reaction to it was suitably measured. He sat to attention, his arms like ramrods by his sides. He felt self-conscious in his flimsy white surgical gown. It rubbed against the knot of stitches and synth-skin holding his side together.

			Lieutenant Veimer sat across a cluttered desk from him. ‘Anything to say?’

			‘No, sir,’ said Myer. ‘I mean, no, sir, I didn’t. I wouldn’t.’

			Veimer didn’t look at him. He was tapping at a data-slate, head down, presenting Myer with a view of his balding crown. He had glanced at the young trooper only once, when inviting him to enter the small room and sit down.

			Myer feared he should have insisted on standing. He felt like he had walked into a trap. He had let his defences down, feeling grateful to the man whose surgical skills had saved his life. Veimer wasn’t just a medic, however. He was an officer in the Mordian Iron Guard. He had rescued Myer only to condemn him anew with the flick of a stylus.

			‘Name?’ Veimer rumbled.

			‘Lucius Myer,’ said Myer, and he reeled off his serial number.

			Veimer nodded. The information matched that on his slate. He confirmed Myer’s date of birth and age, which was sixteen. ‘First tour of duty?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Tell me what happened.’

			‘We set up camp in the Dirkr Forest, sir. We were told that an ork ship crashed on Kallash some years ago. A feudal world. The survivors were dealt with by the local militia, but–’

			‘I am aware of the mission specs, Guardsman. Tell me what happened last night.’

			‘Last night, my squad was clearing a section of the forest. We hadn’t seen a xenos in over two days. We thought they must have fled from this–’

			‘Don’t tell me what you thought.’

			‘No, sir. They had set an ambush for us. It was Guardsman Steinvorst who saw them. Or heard them or smelled them, I’m not sure which. If he hadn’t… He shouted a warning. Sergeant Ven Coers voxed for assistance, but the orks were already–’

			‘Feral orks,’ the lieutenant corrected him.

			Myer took a breath. He willed himself to remain composed, dispassionate. ‘They burst out of the trees ahead of us. They were wielding clubs, and a few had axes too. They came at us, howling and slobbering for our blood. We shot some of them – I think two or three of them – down, but the rest…’

			‘According to the report, your squad acquitted itself with honour.’

			‘Yes, sir. We lost one Guardsman. But we held off the orks – the feral orks – until reinforcements reached us. We purged this world of twenty xenos, at least.’

			‘You must have been afraid. A fresh young recruit like you.’

			‘Not for a moment, sir,’ insisted Myer.

			‘Concerned for your life?’

			‘I did my duty,’ he restated, with as much conviction as he could muster.

			‘Sustaining a near-fatal wound in the process.’

			‘Apparently so, sir.’

			Lieutenant Veimer met Myer’s eyes for the first time. The officer’s own eyes were red-rimmed, slightly distended. He was obviously tired, although he showed no other sign of it. ‘Of course, you reported this wound to your sergeant at once?’

			‘I was unaware of it, sir. At the time. The xenos swarmed us, clawing, biting, slashing, spitting. I was trying to keep them at bay with my bayonet. I don’t remember feeling the knife blow to my side. It was only later that I discovered the bleeding.’

			‘Knife blow?’ Veimer raised a sceptical eyebrow.

			‘I assumed so, sir. It looked like a knife wound to me. The blade, or whatever it was, had sliced through my uniform.’

			‘And yet, you didn’t start to bleed until later?’

			‘Only minutes later,’ said Myer. ‘I didn’t realise how serious it was, to begin with. I thought I could staunch the bleeding myself. I emptied the synth-skin canister in my medi-pack.’

			Veimer made more notes on the data-slate. An agonising minute passed before he spoke again. Myer’s side ached and his throat felt dry. He clenched his fists against his hips, his fingernails cutting his palms. He had to keep himself from shaking.

			‘I have been a field medicae for almost twenty years,’ said Veimer, finally. ‘I have dealt with numerous troopers – young men, usually – who thought they could escape military service by injuring themselves.’

			‘Surely no man of Mordian would ever–?’

			Veimer spoke over Myer without raising his voice. ‘The preferred method used to be to shoot oneself in the foot. Since that became a cliché, cases like your own are more common. You were cut by a xenos blade, I don’t doubt it. I have learned to tell the difference, however, between a wound sustained in battle, with the full strength of a feral ork behind it, and one crafted rather more slowly and carefully in the victim’s own tent.’

			Myer found he couldn’t speak.

			‘My report will state that, in my expert opinion, your wound was self-inflicted,’ the officer pronounced. ‘You will have an opportunity to defend yourself in front of the Commissariat. For your sake, I hope you are more convincing than you have been today. Dismissed.’

			Myer pushed himself to his feet. His head swam. For a moment, he thought he might pass out again. He wanted to argue, to shout, to plead, to lodge a desperate appeal against his fate. Such behaviour would have been indecorous, however, inviting only further scorn; anyway, he still had no words.

			‘Do you need an orderly to help you back to your bed?’ asked Veimer, without looking up.

			‘No. Thank you, sir. I can manage,’ Myer croaked.

			The young trooper made his way out of the office, determined to hold himself tall.

			Only after the door had closed behind him did Veimer set aside his data-slate and allow himself a disappointed sigh.

			As if he weren’t busy enough, he thought. It had never been intended that his understaffed, makeshift facility in the forest should cope with a full-scale plague. How much time had he wasted saving Myer’s life this morning – and for what? So that he could be hauled before a military court and almost certainly convicted and shot?

			He had done his duty, he told himself. It was not for him to question. Still, he found his thoughts veering towards a familiar gloomy place. How many young soldiers like Myer had he tended to in his time? How many of them were alive now?

			Those who passed through Veimer’s hands were, in many ways, the luckier ones. They had stared death in the face and, one way or another, had survived. He had patched them up and sent them back out to fight. Most, he had never seen or heard of again. How many could have been so lucky a second time?

			It might have been better for all concerned had he left Myer to bleed to death.

			It would surely have been kinder.

			The Dirkr Forest command post squatted in a circular clearing, created by the fire of the Emperor’s holy infantry. The largest of its four prefabricated huts had been pressed into service as a medicae ward. Fourteen beds lined its long walls, each of them occupied. As many patients again lay on the floor on mattresses, squeezed between the beds.

			Myer had to walk past all of them. His trembling legs would have made this difficult enough. He was quickly aware, however, that every head in the room – save for those of the very sickest patients – had turned to greet his return. Conversations had abruptly ceased.

			They knew. Somehow, every one of them knew. Myer tried to pretend he hadn’t noticed. He kept his chin up. He stared ahead as if blinkered, avoiding their accusing eyes. The walk to his corner bed felt like a five-mile march.

			He lowered himself onto it, at last, with relief. He kept his back firmly to the rest of the room. His mind raced, composing the report he intended to write to set the record straight. He had felt so tongue-tied in front of Veimer, and after all, he had just had major surgery. He could do much better, say so much more, in writing.

			Mordian officers loved a good report. When they read his report, they would know he couldn’t possibly be guilty of the charges levelled against him. 

			‘Coward!’

			Myer thought – or hoped – he had imagined the voice. It had been kept low, a surreptitious hiss. A spit. The background drone of the command post’s generatorum outside, behind a thin plasteel wall, had almost drowned it out. He couldn’t mistake the spiteful murmur of agreement that rippled along the ward, however.

			‘It isn’t true,’ he blurted out, without looking around. ‘I didn’t do it.’

			He hugged his pillow, burying his head in it. He was deeply, overwhelmingly tired. His body demanded sleep after its series of ordeals, but his mind was keeping it awake.

			The room was gloomy, windows shuttered against Kallash’s harsh daylight. Myer welcomed the darkness. He focused on the steady hum of the generatorum, letting it fill his head. Everything would look better after sleep, he told himself. He would write that report and show everyone how wrong they were about him.

			He just needed not to think for a while.

			Patterns danced behind his eyelids. He left the ward, with its counterseptic tang, behind him. Instead of going somewhere better, however, he found himself back in the forest. The patterns resolved into the shapes of trees and bushes. Myer was back in his pristine uniform, back with his squad… his old squad, of which he had been a member for so short a time. Back in the darkest moment of his young life.

			He knew what was about to happen, but he was helpless to stop it. It was Guardsman Steinvorst – solid, reliable Steinvorst, twice Myer’s age but the colleague to whom he felt closest, the one who had been kindest to him – who shouted the warning.

			A jolt of terror, as strong as it had been the first time, shocked him awake.

			Myer had cried out – only in the dream, or in reality too? He couldn’t tell. He prayed he hadn’t disgraced himself. He lay still until his breathing slowed to its normal pace. Only then did he dare close his eyes again, but it was no use. As soon as he did, the dreadful image returned: a snarling, savage monster, thundering towards him.

		


		
			1100

			The first time Myer had set eyes upon a xenos, it had been dead.

			A distress call had come in from another squad. They had stumbled into a trap – one of the spiked pits of which their foes were so fond – and been surrounded. Sergeant Ven Coers had led her nine Guardsmen through the forest at a run.

			Myer had heard gunshots, guttural grunts and screams. He had prayed for the battle to be over before they reached it – and the Emperor had been with him that day, granting his unworthy plea.

			Other squads had been closer than theirs. The feral orks had been few, relying on their trap for advantage, and were swiftly outgunned. Ven Coers had prodded a carcass with her toe, nodding with grim satisfaction.

			Myer had been on Kallash for only three days, after several weeks spent in the limbo of transit. For three days, he had been seeing threats in every shadow, hearing them on every breeze. The reality was every bit as horrific as he had imagined.

			Huge, vicious tusks sprouted from the xenos’ jaw. Oversized ears jutted from a misshapen head, amid haphazard tufts of wiry hair. Its eyes, recessed beneath a prominent brow, were open and, even in death, blazed with barbaric fury. Spikes of bone and metal pierced its ears and squat nose, some hung with tiny rodent skulls. The xenos’ skin had a sickly green tint, and stinking blood trickled from its wounds like plant sap.

			It had taken all of Myer’s willpower not to retch.

			These creatures were backward, lacking in strategy, no match for the Iron Guard’s massed ranks. So comrades and officers alike had assured him. Scant comfort, he had thought, for those Guardsmen impaled upon their spikes. Guardsmen like him.

			‘The Emperor must like you, Guardsman Myer.’

			He recalled Ven Coers’ first words to him. Myer had just stepped off a drop-ship, clutching his kitbag. His new squad leader looked him up and down appraisingly, with dark eyes sunk into a shaven granite head. ‘Either that or He thinks you need coddling. Do you need coddling, Guardsman Myer?’

			‘No, sergeant, I do not.’

			‘You should find these feral orks no challenge, then. It would dignify that rabble to call them enemies. They are but vermin, infesting this forest, requiring us to stamp them out. This mission, Myer, is hardly a mission at all, more like a training session. Your biggest worry on Kallash will be finding ways to keep busy, so that you do not go soft.’

			Myer had felt doubtful, but had kept this to himself. He had already picked up a few salient points from briefings and from other troopers’ mutterings. He knew that, by all accounts, the xenos’ numbers were increasing and that nobody really knew why. How could this be, if everything was going so well? How was it, indeed, that the XVII Mordian Regiment had been mired in this alien forest for months?

			And why did the sight of a single feral ork, even dead, fill Myer with fear?

			It wasn’t that he was a bad soldier.

			In some ways, he excelled at it. He had grown up in a military academy. He had mastered the fundamentals of drill by the age of five. His uniform was always crisply pressed, his boots shining like stars. He had done well, if not spectacularly so, in combat exercises and was graded a better-than-average marksman.

			His instructors had commended him to the Astra Militarum, as sure as they could be that he would do nothing to shame them.

			Had they been able to see into Myer’s heart – past the dutiful, disciplined façade he had developed to avoid their undue attention – they might have thought again.

			Myer had liked the routine of the academy. He had liked knowing what was expected of him. Whenever he had looked ahead, however, whenever he had thought about the day of his actual deployment, a sense of dread had gripped him.

			He had learned about the horrors that awaited him outside the academy walls. He had seen those horrors, night after night, in vivid dreams. He knew this wasn’t normal. Duty, discipline, courage – these were the qualities for which his world was renowned, which its armed forces exemplified. The Mordian Iron Guard was respected throughout the galaxy, and they counted Lucius Myer among their number.

			He only wished he could be like everyone else.

			‘Xenos,’ yelled Guardsman Steinvorst. ‘Eleven o’clock!’

			Ven Coers reacted immediately: ‘Form up, ready to fire on my command!’

			It wasn’t the Mordians’ way to hide from their enemies. They took to the battlefield in bright blue, embroidered dress uniforms, proud to announce their presence. These ten troopers quickly snapped into two rigid lines, five kneeling, five standing behind them, guns trained on the twitching foliage ahead of them.

			Myer scanned the trees from the second rank, standing, his palm sweating into his lasgun’s grip. Having not yet seen the threat himself, he hoped his comrade might have been mistaken. He was rudely disappointed. Two days ago, he had seen his first xenos. A dead xenos.

			Right now came the moment he had spent his entire life dreading.

			The first feral ork burst out of hiding, barely fifty yards from him. The howl that emerged from its throat chilled Myer’s blood as it tore through the clinging overgrowth to reach him. Ven Coers gave the order, and las-beams stabbed into the creature’s muscular green hide. It reacted as if assailed by stinging insects, attempting to swat them away. It stumbled but recovered itself, its advance barely slowed. Myer squeezed his trigger again and again as the xenos relentlessly closed the gap between them.

			It toppled, at last, with an indignant splutter as it hit the ground face first. Already, more of its kind – so many more – had followed its impatient lead. A stampede swept towards Myer, a dozen pairs of eyes blazing, slobber dribbling from a dozen pairs of gnarled tusks. Gaping slack-jawed at them, he gave an involuntary step.

			‘Back into line, Guardsman,’ his sergeant snapped.

			Obedience had been drilled into Myer until it was second nature to him. Otherwise, he would have turned and run by now – and the feral orks, with their powerful leg muscles, would no doubt have run him down.

			‘Switch to automatic fire.’ The squad complied with the order, laying down a barrage of sizzling laser light from which even the xenos recoiled. ‘I have called for reinforcements. We only need hold off these vermin a minute or two.’

			Through the dazzling curtain, another feral ork crumpled. The others continually ventured forward, however, seeking a gap in the Mordians’ defences. Already, it seemed to Myer that his lasgun’s discharge was weakening. On the full-auto setting, its power pack wouldn’t last long. Two minutes had never crawled by so slowly.

			‘Fall back,’ bellowed Ven Coers at last, ‘maintaining formation.’ Her troopers fell back, one step at a time, in unison.

			Then one feral ork pushed its way through their faltering las-beams, and suddenly a stone axe whistled through the air between them. Guardsman Hagvitz ducked under a blow that would have severed his neck – and, though his attacker then succumbed to its considerable wounds, the damage was done. The bright blue line was broken.

			The next few seconds were a blur to Myer. All he knew was that the feral orks were on top of him, and he fired his lasgun wildly and lashed out with his bayonet, but their putrid green bodies and blood-encrusted blades were everywhere.

			He saw Steinvorst going down and, instinctively, leapt at the xenos that had felled him. It flexed its shoulder muscles and swiped him off his feet with insulting ease. Its axe followed Myer to the ground. He threw up the only thing he was holding to block it. The blow’s force jarred the bones in his hands and splintered his lasgun’s stock.

			His attacker, distracted by a shot to its back, turned its attention from him. He scrambled away from it, but stumbled over Steinvorst’s body. His fellow trooper’s stomach, he saw, had been slashed open. He was bleeding out, pawing at the air as if for mercy. He was dead, without a doubt, and Myer was about to join him.

			Trapped in that hopeless moment, his mind did the only thing it could to spare him.

			It woke him up. Again.

			Myer didn’t know how long he had slept.

			It didn’t feel like long. Food had been placed at his bedside, however – the usual carton of thin gruel, almost tasteless but nutritious – and had cooled. His clothing and weapon had also been returned, laid out across his sheets. Both had been neatly repaired. He inspected his jacket, impressed by some orderly’s work in scrubbing the fabric clean of blood and stitching up the tear.

			The ward’s other patients were asleep or unconscious, or ignoring him. The trooper in the next bed sat up, polishing his gleaming boots, although his arms were mottled by the fungal infection and his chest rattled with every laborious breath.

			Myer chewed on his unedifying meal and forced himself to swallow it. It was his duty to look after himself, after all. He thought about his crisp blue uniform and what its return represented. Soon – too soon, within a couple of days, perhaps – he would wear it again, most likely to be marched away from this place by a commissar.

			He needed to write that report.

			But what then, he asked himself? What if he could convince a court of his innocence? So what if they wiped Veimer’s terrible libel from his record? What else would they do then, but return Guardsman Myer to active duty? Send him back out into the alien forest?

			The cold food turned to ash on his tongue. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t walk out there and face his nightmares again. Every nerve in his body revolted against the idea.

			He would rather face a firing squad.

			Myer gave in to his body’s demands and slept again.

			His dreams returned him to the aftermath of the battle, this time.

			Salvation had come in the form of three more squads, responding to Ven Coers’ call. He had barely been aware of them at first, only knowing that the whine of lasgun fire around him had intensified and that the xenos were scattering.

			He had clambered to his feet and, holding his broken weapon together, pumped two feeble shots into a feral ork’s back. It had fallen, like its fellows, likely in spite of his efforts. He had shot it again as it lay twitching.

			Myer felt a heady rush of relief. He’d had his first real taste of combat and emerged from it relatively unscathed. A few bruises, no more. His fellows were in good spirits too. They counted fourteen dead xenos, while the only casualty on their side had been the luckless Guardsman Steinvorst. This amounted to a palpable victory.

			Minutes later, that sense of relief had drained away. Myer scrabbled in the dirt with an entrenching tool, digging a grave for a friend. It had been Steinvorst this time. Next time, it could be Sergeant Ven Coers or Guardsman Hagvitz or Myer himself.

			The only sure thing was that there would be a next time.

			Myer felt cold, but he was sweating. He shifted his position, and his hand recoiled from something unexpectedly hard and sharp beside him. Sifting through the undergrowth, he discovered a vicious-looking knife with a blade carved out of yellowing bone, embedded in a half-rotten wooden handle. The blade was stained with old blood. It could only have been knocked out of a feral ork’s hand.

			He picked up the knife. Had he been challenged at that moment, he wouldn’t have known what to say. He couldn’t explain – or didn’t want to acknowledge to himself – what was going through his mind. As it happened, his squad mates were too busy digging, and perhaps too wrapped up in their own introspections, to notice him.

			Reaching under his bright blue jacket, he slipped the knife into his pocket.

		


		
			1200

			The xenos should have died by now.

			Its green hide was pockmarked with livid red burns. One hand had been sheared off, still clutching its stone axe. Belligerence alone kept it on its feet, howling defiance of its Emperor-ordained fate. Sergeant Katryne Ven Coers vowed to put an end to that.

			She let out no battle cry as she charged with bayonet levelled. Her jaw was clenched in grim determination. The xenos lashed at her with the stump of its right wrist, perhaps forgetting that its hand and weapon were gone. Thick gobbets of dark, malodorous blood spattered her bright blue uniform.

			She thrust her blade between the feral ork’s ribs, up to where the heart of a human opponent would have been. The Emperor only knew how a xenos’ organs were arranged, if it had them at all. All the same, her blow had the desired effect.

			The creature’s eyes dimmed and rolled back into its head. Its body struggled on as if it hadn’t got the message. Ven Coers toppled it with a well-placed polished boot. At the same time, she yanked her blade out of its flesh, spraying herself with its blood again.

			Silence fell upon that part of the forest.

			The Mordians tallied the dead. Eleven feral orks in all, but they had lost three of their own. That might have been acceptable for another regiment, but they ought to have done better and they knew it. They were getting tired.

			Even Ven Coers’ muscles ached, though she would never have shown it. Her exertions had left her out of breath. She straightened her back, dabbed feral ork blood from her face with a clean white handkerchief and ordered her squad to form up on her. She berated Guardsman Hagvitz for being the last to respond.

			They were nine strong now. A fresh-faced rookie had replaced the late veteran Guardsman Steinvorst. Until Guardsman Myer was fit to return to duty, however, they would remain shorthanded. Had it really been less than a week since the latest recruits from the home world had filled their ranks?

			None of them had fallen today, though, and that was what counted.

			She grunted a few words of condolence to the other squads. Then she left them to bury their comrades, as she led her own Guardsmen back to their assigned sector.

			Ven Coers had come to Kallash a little over four months ago.

			Initially, she had expected to be done here within a few weeks.

			The feral orks were more numerous, more persistent, than anyone imagined. No matter how many were uprooted from their hiding places in the sprawling forest, how many the Iron Guard crushed, still more of them seemed to sprout up daily like poisonous weeds. They had recolonised whole sectors from which they had been declared eradicated.

			At first, this had been merely frustrating.

			Ven Coers had responded to two emergency calls today. These, added to the previous evening’s ambush, made three in less than twenty-four hours. She had heard reports of other battles, further afield. The feral orks were gathering into larger mobs, growing bolder by the day – while her own regiment was becoming inexorably depleted.

			The fungal infection that had taken hold among them was especially concerning – though, by the Emperor’s grace, it hadn’t yet touched Ven Coers’ squad.

			No longer did this assignment feel like a ‘training session’.

			‘Assistance required,’ the voice buzzed in Ven Coers’ earpiece, then reeled off a set of coordinates. She calculated that they were over a mile and a half away.

			Ordinarily, she wouldn’t have responded to the call; others were closer. She had a feeling, however, that this time she should. She led her Guardsmen off at double-time. Barely had they taken twenty steps than Ven Coers’ instincts were proven correct.

			‘This is Sergeant Venig, calling anyone in range of my signal.’ The same voice again, but strained to breaking point. ‘The xenos have a… I don’t know what to call it. Three of my Guardsmen are–’ The next words were lost as the vox-channel was flooded by noise, making Ven Coers wince.

			For the next twenty seconds, she could make out very little. Gunshots, a metallic grinding noise that was likely interference and a dreadful keening human scream. An officer’s voice cut over the clamour, demanding an urgent update, but nobody answered.

			Ven Coers ordered her squad to halt. They faced her, unable to disguise the hope in their eyes. The message had come in over a command channel, unheard by them. Ven Coers raised a hand to forestall any questions. The short run had left her out of breath again, and speaking would have betrayed her weakness to them. Her lungs felt raw.

			Another sergeant soon reported in. ‘We’ve found them. Sergeant Venig’s squad, or what remains of them. Just a few… a few body parts and pulverised pieces of equipment. We cannot yet confirm how many casualties – but we have located no survivors.’

			At an officer’s prompting, the sergeant gave his exact location. Ven Coers took out her hand-drawn tactical map of the area and consulted her chrono-compass.

			‘Sir… The xenos couldn’t have done this with their usual primitive weapons. It looks like a tank, or something even bigger, ploughed through here. Trees have been uprooted. Fires are still burning in the undergrowth, and there… may not be enough left of our people for a burial. No sign of the xenos themselves, but it’s plain to see which way they went.’ 

			Ven Coers had heard enough. She cleared her throat and relayed the bad news to her squad, who took it with the stoicism required of them. ‘This craven attack, this affront to the Emperor and everything He stands for, will not go unanswered,’ the sergeant swore.

			A few minutes later came the order she had fully expected.

			Her company and one other – ten platoons, five hundred Guardsmen in all – were to abandon their searches of the forest. They were to converge upon a given set of coordinates, which would be updated as they marched. They were to hunt down the xenos that had slaughtered their fellows, and slaughter them in turn. Most crucially, they were to destroy any weapons that had fallen into feral ork hands.

			Sergeant Ven Coers’ squad was already en route.

			They knew what was waiting for them. They knew that, in the forthcoming battle, some of them would probably die. Any qualms they may have had about this, they kept to themselves. They had surrendered their fates to the Emperor upon joining the Mordian Iron Guard. They had their duty and they were not afraid.

			An explosion shook the ground beneath their feet. It was followed by the cracks of weapons fire and xenos howls from dead ahead of them.

			‘Advance and engage the enemy at will!’ Ven Coers yelled.

			She didn’t look to see if her squad was behind her. She knew they were. She burst upon this latest battlefield, her lasgun blazing on full-auto. The feral orks were taken by ­surprise, and two were shot down before they could even react.

			A third – a hulking brute with quivering armour plates lashed to its torso by ropes – came charging right at her. She dived and rolled beneath the arc of its crude axe, its stone blade twice the size of Ven Coers’ head. She ended the manoeuvre on one knee, rifle shouldered, and strafed the creature’s sneering face at point-blank range. It bellowed as its right eye bubbled and burst but took another heavy, shuddering step towards her.

			Her Guardsmen didn’t let her down.

			Three more head shots from behind and her opponent toppled, landing face down in a simmering mass of blood and brain tissue. The remaining xenos – she counted seven of them – were pinned between her newly arrived squad and one other, making them easy prey. They appeared no better armed than any other feral ork she had encountered. The explosion she had heard had probably been a Mordian frag grenade, smoking their enemies out.

			She reported her status tersely into her vox-bead, advising that all was in hand. As feral orks roared and thrashed and died in a deadly grid of las-beams, Ven Coers kept one ear tuned to similar reports from other squad leaders.

			‘It’s here!’ She recognised the voice of Sergeant Graf, a member of her own platoon. ‘Urgent assistance required. Repeat, urgent assistance required. It’s–’

			Another explosion, five times more thunderous than the last one, ripped through the forest. Ven Coers bit her lip. She couldn’t let it distract her from the imminent threat. The feral orks in front of her persevered against all odds, one even reaching a Guardsman from the other squad and dealing her a glancing blow from its massive club. It seemed to take an age before the last of them finally succumbed.

			She saw the flashes of more detonations through the trees. She smacked a fresh power pack into her lasgun, adjusted her peaked cap and led her squad forward again.

			A cloud of dark smoke rolled in around them. It caught the back of Ven Coers’ throat and made her cough. Fraught chatter filled her ear. Casualty reports were mounting by the second, but more disturbing were the voices that simply fell silent. ‘It’s shrugging off our las-beams,’ one sergeant spluttered, in what turned out to be his last communication. ‘We need heavy ordnance in here.’

			‘Prepare to employ grenades,’ Ven Coers cautioned. ‘We may be facing some kind of… armoured vehicle.’ Even as she spoke the words, they sounded false. A simple tank could not have caused the confusion and carnage she had heard.

			A feral ork reared up in front of her, suddenly. She hadn’t seen it through the smoke until it was almost too late. Forced onto her back foot, she shot it in the throat, and the creature fell obligingly onto her waiting bayonet. She recoiled from its final, foetid breath as it slid to the ground between her boots.

			‘Sergeant,’ spoke up Guardsman Kramer, beside her, ‘do you hear that?’

			She tuned out vox-chatter and the dull crumps of further explosions. She became aware of a harsh, mechanical sound, like rusted cogwheels grinding into each other. A familiar sound. It took Ven Coers a long moment to remember where she had recently heard it.

			A shadow loomed ahead of her. It seemed to gather smoke about itself. Wreathed in misty tendrils, its shape was impossible to make out. She had the impression of four powerful arms and a squat head perched upon a body many times her height and girth. The forest itself groaned with the creature’s passage; and then its head turned ponderously towards her, a pair of fiery eyes blazing at her through the haze, and the monster let out a malevolent hiss.

			‘Fall back!’ yelled Ven Coers to her squad. ‘Fall back!’

			She pulled the pin of a frag grenade. She was taking a terrible chance. If it hit the monster at this range and rebounded, the backwash would likely kill her. She threw the grenade, then ran for all she was worth. She heard it burst behind her, and a wave of heat and shrapnel washed over her, the latter mostly clattering off her uniform’s armoured fibres.

			Barely a second later came another, louder, hotter blast, its force lifting Ven Coers off her feet and smashing her into the unyielding ground.

			She knew it was her duty to pick herself up and run again, but her head was swimming and she had no strength in her arms. She had to report what she had seen to the rest of the companies, warn them, but she found she couldn’t speak. She had to know where her troopers were, if any had been hurt, but she couldn’t even lift her head to see.

			One by one, her senses slipped away from her, until all she knew was the staccato throb of an engine grumbling towards her and, somehow making itself heard even over this, the relentless percussive drone of metal grinding against metal.

		


		
			1300

			Guardsman Myer woke with a start again.

			The sound of gunshots had invaded his nightmares, but this was nothing unusual. Only when he heard them again did he realise that, this time, the gunshots were real.

			They were coming from outside. He pulled himself up into a sitting position with his elbows, grimacing at the pain from his injury. His eyes met those of another patient, across the ward and one bed up from his, who was doing the same.

			‘Want to grab your uniform and gun and get out there?’ the trooper sneered at him. He wasn’t much older than Myer, but his eyes were colder, harder.

			‘Maybe,’ said Myer. ‘If I’m needed. If I’m able.’

			The other trooper snorted his contempt. ‘You hear that, Sergeant Hartman? Suddenly, the coward wants to leap off his deathbed and defend us from the xenos single-handed. Or he’s looking for a chance to run away. Which do you think it is?’

			A lethargic figure shifted beneath sheets on a mattress beside the trooper’s bed. ‘Nothing to worry about,’ the figure croaked with an audible effort. ‘They’d have sounded an alarm if it were something serious. This is probably just… probably just another…’

			He choked on the words and his neighbour yelled for assistance, but nobody came.

			Hartman settled down after a moment or two, having kicked his sheets into a tangled mess. Myer could see his drawn face now, shiny with sweat, hair plastered to his brow. He hadn’t realised there was an NCO in here. He felt guilty, all of a sudden, about occupying a bed. He felt he should offer to swap – but as the sergeant was clearly infected, he knew that would not have been wise.

			At least no one was paying attention to him now.

			Hartman had been right too. The gunfire had already stopped. Whatever had happened outside, it was over. Still, Myer suppressed a shudder at the thought that the horrors of the forest could reach so close to him, even now, even here.

			‘What happened?’ Lieutenant Veimer demanded. ‘Report.’

			Just one squad, ten men, had been left behind to keep the command post secure. Their sergeant snapped to attention as the officer bore down upon him.

			‘Feral orks, sir.’ Veimer couldn’t recall the sergeant’s name. He had only taken up his post four days ago, one more in a very long line. ‘Just three of them, we think.’

			‘You think?’

			‘I have Guardsmen checking the perimeter now.’ The sergeant nodded towards the nearby treeline, past a single stationary Chimera. Veimer saw a pair of troopers stabbing at the bushes with bayonets. He also saw three feral ork corpses slumped against the officers’ mess hut. ‘This had none of the hallmarks of a planned attack, sir. I believe the xenos simply stumbled upon this facility and thought they might catch us with our guard down.’

			‘Even so,’ Veimer grumbled, ‘someone has been remiss in their duty.’

			‘Sir?’

			‘Is there not meant to be a ring of iron around us? Explain to me how a single creature – let alone three hulking brutes like these, hardly known for their stealth – could have slipped past our highly trained troopers unnoticed.’

			The sergeant couldn’t, of course. ‘That’s why my squad is here, sir.’

			Veimer sighed and accepted the point. ‘Be sure to burn those bodies when you’re done,’ he instructed. ‘Downwind of my office, if you please.’

			He turned on the spot, surveying his surroundings. His eyes probed the shadows of the forest, half-expecting to find eyes glaring back at him. The command post had no perimeter wall or fence. Its borders were delineated by the parallel walls of its four huts.

			To one side, behind the medicae and supply huts, was an almost sheer drop of several hundred yards, a natural defence. Around the three other sides, the alien forest lurked. Veimer shook off the irrational notion that it was closer today than it had been yesterday. Recent reports from the front had given him cause to worry, however.

			‘There may be more xenos than we imagined, sergeant. I would not be surprised if there were more attacks. Tell your men to be on the alert.’

			The sergeant nodded, stiffly. ‘Naturally, sir.’

			Veimer lingered in the cool, fresh air a moment longer. It assuaged his tiredness a little. He couldn’t remember when last he had slept more than an hour without interruption. He had his duty, however. He took a deep, fortifying breath and turned towards the medicae hut.

			Its door burst open at that moment and an orderly emerged. ‘Lieutenant Veimer,’ the young Guardsman panted. ‘We’ve been looking for you, sir. We need you.’

			The patient was dead.

			Veimer had done all he possibly could. He had performed chest compressions for several minutes, kneeling in the centre of a zone of deadly silence. He had even got his subject breathing again, barely and for too short a time.

			He drew the patient’s sheets up over his face. He rose to his feet and, in a quiet voice, told the watching orderlies to take the body away. The air of punctured hopes around him was almost tangible. Veimer looked for the dead man’s name on his data-slate. He made a note beside it and archived a file.

			‘We’ll hold a service for Sergeant, uh, Hartman outside at sixteen thirty hours,’ he announced.

			He made a quick tour of the ward. He checked that Guardsman Myer’s stitches were holding, took his temperature and asked him how he was feeling. ‘Much better, thank you, sir,’ the youth replied, a little too eagerly. ‘Looking forward to returning to active duty. The way I see it, the Emperor has given me a chance to…’

			Veimer was no longer listening. He had no interest in Myer beyond his duty of care to him. His only concern was that the infection that had killed Hartman – and with which the majority of his other patients suffered – had spread no further. The evidence so far suggested it wasn’t contagious, but this could change in a heartbeat.

			Four other troopers’ symptoms had worsened. The face of one glowered with a prickly rash, while another’s skin had begun to slough. Veimer upped their drug dosages. He amended the file of each patient with a flick of his thumb, and never met their eyes.

			He understood so little about their condition. His investigations thus far had uncovered almost nothing. All he could do was treat them with a standard antiviral, antibiotic ­cocktail and pray for the best. Some patients recovered, especially those whose symptoms were detected early. Others did not.

			He had issued a general warning a fortnight ago. He had decreed that no native flora or fauna should be ingested, nor touched without good reason. Drinking water was always to be purified, even when every test pronounced it clean. Troopers were to protect themselves against insect bites. The tide of new infections had not been stemmed in the slightest.

			The latest rumour on the ward was that the feral orks themselves were poisonous, and Veimer had no evidence to gainsay this.

			‘Sir.’ He chafed at yet another interruption. This one, however, came from Corporal Elherdt, his acting adjutant. She had been monitoring vox communications and wouldn’t have left her post for any trivial reason. Veimer reeled off a few more instructions to his attendant orderlies. He gestured to the corporal to follow him into his office.

			This news, he sensed, would not be for general consumption.

			‘How many?’ asked Veimer, feeling numb.

			‘That is unclear, sir,’ said Corporal Elherdt, ‘but in the hundreds certainly.’

			‘Perhaps even higher?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			He perched on the edge of his desk, sucking air between his teeth. ‘Hundreds, perhaps a thousand feral orks, headed this way. Along with this… this weapon of theirs, which has killed a hundred Iron Guard already. What do we know about that?’

			‘Not a great deal, sir. No one has seen the weapon up close and survived to make a report. Also, with respect, we can’t be sure where the feral orks are headed.’

			‘We don’t seem to know much, do we?’

			‘Captain Blukher thought it best to put us on alert in case–’

			‘In case the xenos horde, having put his company to rout, decides to follow the most-trodden paths through the Dirkr Forest. Paths made by our troopers as they fanned out from this very command post. Paths that will lead them straight back here. To us.’

			‘That isn’t quite how the captain phrased it, sir, but essentially, yes.’

			Veimer held out a hand. The corporal passed a data-slate to him. He glanced over her record of Blukher’s vox-message. She had already outlined the salient points to him.

			‘The captain, of course, appreciates that we have more sick men here than healthy,’ Veimer grumbled, tapping out a brusque reply. ‘We are also guarding the only food and drug reserves on Kallash. I’m sure he intends to make our defence his highest priority.’

			Elherdt told him what he already knew, what he had read for himself. ‘He is pulling back as many troops as he can from the front, sir.’

			Veimer handed the data-slate back to her. ‘Relay that message to Captain Blukher, corporal. Has there been any news of that supply ship?’

			The corporal blinked. If she was surprised by the sudden change of subject, however, she showed no other sign of it.

			‘What date did we send the requisition form?’ asked Veimer.

			Elherdt checked and told him. ‘The amounts were queried on the twelfth, as we expected they would be, but no further word since then.’

			Veimer clicked his tongue. ‘Do they think I’d be asking for more drugs so soon without reason? Do they think we fill out their forms for the fun of it?’

			‘I’ll chase them up again, sir.’

			‘Do so, and contact the Officio Medicae too. Remind them that we are waiting very patiently for their advice and instructions.’ He doubted it would do much good. The Administratum was a bloated, lumbering bureaucracy, and its medical arm was inefficient even by its dismal standards. Veimer’s dealings with them were a constant source of exasperation to him, as they would have been to any Mordian officer.

			What he needed from them was a fully resourced facility, staffed with better-trained physicians than himself. That was what he needed…

			Corporal Elherdt saluted, performed a smart about-turn and marched out of the room, closing the door behind her. Lieutenant Veimer sank into his seat, alone and weary.

			Hundreds, perhaps a thousand feral orks, headed this way… The approaching army was not his problem, however. His duty was to his patients, and this would still be the case long after this present crisis had passed, this latest battle fought and won or lost.

			That was, if he or any of his patients were left alive by then.

		


		
			1400

			Sergeant Ven Coers ran for her life.

			Her heartbeat threatened to burst the veins in her neck. The undergrowth tore at her feet as if trying to drag her down. Her every breath hurt. More explosions and cries of horror and pain swamped the vox-net. She had ordered her squad to report in over their channel, but no one had responded. Either they were out of range or they were dead.

			Ven Coers should have been dead herself.

			She had recovered her senses, sprawled in a prickly bush. She had picked herself up out of it, thorns snagging and tearing her uniform. She had found herself alone. The great engine that had felled her was gone, leaving behind a trail of devastation. It had passed within feet of where she lay, but it mustn’t have seen her.

			The smoke had almost cleared, but an acrid smell had clung to Ven Coers’ nostrils. Ashes had crunched beneath her boots. She had come across three humanoid bodies, turned to ash too. She hadn’t been able to identify them, and hadn’t had time to search for more.

			Footsteps had scampered through the forest around her. She had heard xenos grunts and, a little more distantly, howls. A terrible truth was beginning to dawn on her. Snatches of vox-chatter, once she had found and reinserted her vox-bead, had confirmed her greatest worry.

			For the first time in Ven Coers’ career, the Iron Guard was in retreat.

			And she had been stranded alone behind enemy lines.

			She was in an uncharted, uncleared sector of the forest.

			There could have been pit traps here or any number of natural hazards. A footfall on the wrong spot could mean a sudden, painful death; but Ven Coers could not afford to be cautious. An army – an army and something far worse – lay between her and her allies. The only hope she had was to find a way around them, and quickly.

			She had been running for an hour. She really thought she was going to make it.

			She could almost have screamed with frustration as fleshy shapes erupted from the foliage around her. Instead, she dropped into a firing stance as half a dozen squigs came bounding and gibbering towards her.

			She had encountered these vicious beasts before. They were squat and repulsive, no more than two feet tall, more head than body, a jumbled assemblage of orkoid limbs and facial features. It was unclear if they were the runts of feral ork litters or a life form in their own right. Ven Coers had come to think of them as a distraction, a nuisance at worst – but that was when she’d had a squad around her.

			Squigs were, above all other things, tenacious. She shot one down before it reached her, but the others pounced on her in a flurry of teeth and claws.

			She drove her bayonet into the eye of one, cracked the skull of another with her handgrip, but she couldn’t shake them off her. It was all she could do to protect her face with her arms. They were tearing her reinforced uniform to shreds, and her flesh would be next.

			Her lasgun was prised from her hands. Ven Coers felt for her belt, for a grenade. The last thing she could do was immolate herself and take these foetid aberrations with her, before their touch defiled her further. Her fingers closed around the metal egg.

			She heard the blessed cracks and whines of Imperial lasguns.

			One by one, the squigs fell away from her, screeching with resentment. Blue-uniformed troopers burst from the trees around her, like the dawn sky banishing the night.

			Ven Coers staggered to her feet and kicked the last of her diminutive attackers away from her. The creature rolled, skipped, bounced and landed in a heap. She advanced upon it, ready to throttle it with her gloved hands if she had to. The squig’s jaws parted and it vomited out a stream of thick brown liquid, spattering her chest and stomach. The liquid hissed and bubbled and stank as it ate into what remained of her uniform.

			Several las-beams skewered the creature at once – and the Emperor knew what gases its stomach secreted, because it burst like a miniature bomb. Ven Coers threw off her jacket and rubbed it in the undergrowth, trying to scrape off the squig’s acidic bile and its disgusting guts. Too late to save the garment. She stood in her shirtsleeves, holding the tattered symbol of everything she had ever believed in.

			Around her, a Mordian squad was ensuring that the squigs were indeed all dead. Ven Coers nodded her gratitude to their sergeant. She felt ashamed of her dishevelled, defeated appearance. She tried to explain, but instead coughed up flecks of blood. She wasn’t sure if the blood was her own or if, worse, she had swallowed some from the bursting squig.

			‘Your squad?’ the other sergeant asked.

			Ven Coers shook her head.

			‘We’re trying to make it back to the command post – captain’s orders – but these vermin have been nipping at our heels the whole way. Can you walk?’

			Ven Coers found her voice. ‘I’m not dead yet.’

			‘The feral orks have… something. Some kind of–’

			‘I know all about it, believe me.’

			‘It’s out there somewhere,’ the other sergeant said, ‘running us down one squad at a time. By the time you see it…’ He left the thought unfinished. He turned to his Guardsmen and told them to take three minutes to tend to any wounds they had and adjust their dress.

			Ven Coers was secretly glad of the respite. She rummaged her medi-pack out of her field rucksack. She dabbed sterilising fluid on her bruises and scratches. Her right forearm itched, and she feared a squig’s claw might have nicked her there. She rolled up her sleeve.

			What she saw made her heart freeze. A red rash mottled her skin. Squatting in its centre was a livid red blood blister. It seemed to glare up at her, balefully, like some evil eye.

			It must have been the squig, she told herself and tried to believe it, some side effect of its acid spit. All the same, she checked that nobody was watching her before she sloshed fluid over the blister too, then quickly lowered her shirtsleeve to conceal it.

			She tied her jacket around her waist. It might be ruined, but she would be flogged for leaving valuable kit behind, and rightly so. She took a dose of combat stimms from the medi-pack and swallowed it. It would help her focus, steady her still-ragged breathing and refresh her tortured muscles. She had a long and gruelling march ahead of her.

			They had been underway – Ven Coers and the new squad to which she had attached herself – for a little under forty-five minutes. They had been harried by several more squigs, but had slain them with creditable ease.

			The best news was that the vox-net had quietened down. The withdrawing Iron Guard troopers were outpacing their pursuers. There had been no strained reports of mechanical monsters for some time. The squad leader, Kulm, had even contacted other sergeants, and arranged for their paths to converge.

			Their caravan numbered over forty now, and the squigs were keeping a respectful distance from them. They trudged through the forest, beneath a despondent shroud that their proud uniforms and well-drilled formations couldn’t entirely disguise.

			For Ven Coers, stimms coursing through her veins like lightning, time seemed to have slowed. She was alert to every sight, every sound, every scent upon the cooling afternoon air. Hence, she was first to hear the engines approaching, the first to call out a warning.

			Kulm, as the senior sergeant present, brought the others to a halt and ordered them to ready their weapons. He turned to Ven Coers, worried. ‘If this is the monster…’

			‘I’ve heard enough, seen enough, to know that las-beams won’t scratch it.’

			‘Any recommendations?’

			‘Only that we stay as still and silent as possible and hope it passes us by,’ she answered gravely. ‘Failing that, we scatter and pray to the Emperor for our lives.’

			The engines were growing steadily closer, however Ven Coers listened for the sound of grinding metal, but heard nothing. The engines, in fact, sounded reassuringly familiar. She almost smiled. ‘I think the Emperor may have answered our prayers already.’

			The solid, reliable shape of a Chimera came grumbling towards them. Through its billowing exhaust smoke, Ven Coers traced the silhouette of a second vehicle.

			As both shuddered to a noisy halt, Kulm stood his relieved troopers down. He marched up to salute the tall, rakish figure who emerged from the tank commander’s seat. Ven Coers recognised her own company’s Lieutenant Gunderson. He was still a young man, younger than Ven Coers herself, but well respected.

			‘I can take twenty bodies on this trip,’ said the officer in clipped tones, ‘including one experienced gunner, if you have one.’

			‘Understood, sir,’ said Kulm, and he set about selecting the Guardsmen to be rescued. Most raised a token protest, of course. Someone else should go in their place, they said. Few of them sounded sincere enough for Ven Coers’ liking. She felt her top lip curling in disdain. Had they been in her charge, there would have been the warp to pay.

			Then Kulm turned to her and spoke her name.

			She reeled from the words, insulted. ‘No. No, thank you, sergeant, but I feel I would be best-placed out here, helping to guide these men back to–’

			‘Sergeant Ven Coers lost her squad, sir,’ Kulm interrupted her, ‘to that feral ork contraption, whatever it is. It knocked her cold.’

			‘I feel fine, sir,’ Ven Coers pleaded with the officer. ‘Fit for duty.’

			Gunderson frowned. He bent his knees to bring him eye to eye with Ven Coers. She tried to meet his probing gaze but felt her eyes betraying her, twitching. ‘How long ago did you take the stimms, sergeant?’ Gunderson asked her.

			‘Not long, sir. Less than an hour.’

			‘Let’s get you back to base before they wear off, shall we? And get you kitted out with a new uniform jacket while we’re at it.’

			She bowed her head, defeated. She stepped up into the Chimera and perched on the end of a bench. Someone closed the rear hatch behind her with an emphatic clang. Ven Coers was cut off from the rest of the world, cocooned in metal. She snarled at a Guardsman across from her and ordered him to sit up straighter.

			She heard Gunderson clambering into the cockpit cabin and, a moment later, the engine started up again. The Chimera juddered forwards, every hull plate straining as it doggedly inched its way around a tight U-turn. Sergeant Ven Coers voxed a final appeal to her squad, but static was the only response. She had failed in her duty, to them and to the Emperor.

			Her cheeks burned with shame.

			And that damn itch was flaring up again, engulfing her whole arm in prickly heat.

		


		
			1600

			Lieutenant Veimer heard the engines approaching.

			He marched out of his office, through the adjacent ward. His patients had heard the racket too. A few made the effort to sit up, but he ignored their questioning glances.

			A pair of Chimeras nudged their way between the command post’s huts. They pulled up in the rectangular space that Veimer still thought of as the parade ground, though it hadn’t been used as such in many months. Their hatches clunked open, disgorging two streams of brightly clad passengers.

			Another Chimera hauled its bulk across the treeline, joining its fellows. A fourth grumbled to a halt alongside the administration and communications hut. Veimer’s eyes scoured the forest for more, but he was disappointed. As the Mordian troops formed up, he identified the young lieutenant in charge of them and introduced himself.

			‘Gunderson, Third Company,’ the officer responded, shaking Veimer’s hand.

			‘Are these all the troopers we have?’

			‘For now. More are on their way.’

			‘Some of them look exhausted.’

			‘I prioritised the wounded, those who might not have made the journey under their own steam and were slowing up the rest.’

			‘The last thing we need is more patients,’ said Veimer, pointedly. ‘We need able bodies, equipped and ready to fight. We need defenders.’

			‘Quite.’ Gunderson drew his fellow officer to one side, almost furtively. ‘The xenos tore through us pretty badly, I’m afraid. They scattered the Third and Fourth Companies to the winds. I’ll send the Chimeras back to find as many as they can, but we don’t have nearly enough of them. Nor as much time as we thought.’

			Veimer raised an eyebrow.

			‘You haven’t heard the latest reports?’

			‘They don’t always reach us here.’

			‘You’re aware that a horde of feral orks–’

			‘That much, I had heard. I assume they haven’t turned from their path?’

			Gunderson shook his head. ‘In fact, they are moving faster than we expected they would. As if they know exactly where they are going. They also appear – impossible as this might seem – to have swelled their ranks in the process.’

			‘I was told they numbered in the hundreds,’ said Veimer.

			‘At least twelve hundred, and that’s a conservative estimate.’

			‘Against how many? Fifteen men stationed here, and what have you brought us? About forty? How many more can we expect? Best-case scenario?’

			A brawny sergeant marched up to them, snapped to attention and saluted. She addressed Lieutenant Gunderson: ‘Parade ready for your inspection, sir.’ She couldn’t have looked less ready for inspection herself. She was scratched and bruised, her ruined jacket tied around her waist. Her back was as rigid as a plasteel rod, nevertheless.

			‘Thank you, sergeant. We’ll skip the inspection. Have the troops fall out but remain on standby.’ Gunderson turned to Veimer. ‘Where can they rest for an hour or two?’

			‘I was forced to repurpose the Guardsmen’s billets,’ Veimer told him. ‘Every bed, every mattress, every inch of floor is taken, thanks to this damn infection. My orderlies and security squad sleep in shifts in the officers’ quarters. We could clear space for twenty or so around the edges of the comms and supply huts.’

			‘With your leave, sir,’ the bedraggled sergeant spoke up, ‘we could build a shelter in the lee of the longer structure there.’ She nodded towards the shuttered windows of the medicae hut.

			Veimer nodded his assent.

			‘See to it, Sergeant Ven Coers,’ Gunderson agreed.

			He returned Ven Coers’ crisp salute. Then, turning back to Veimer, he asked where they could talk in private. The best place, since Veimer had been forced to share his quarters, was in his little office at the far end of the medicae hut. He led the way.

			The first of the four Chimeras revved its engine. It juddered back and forth like a penned bull, seeking a route between the huts back into the forest.

			Sergeant Ven Coers’ voice competed splendidly with the vehicle’s clamour. She was bellowing orders at the regimented ranks of Guardsmen on the parade ground. Few of them would get much rest today, if Veimer was any judge. Any free time they had, they would likely spend polishing their shoes or bulling their belts.

			‘Let me be frank with you, Veimer.’

			‘By all means, do.’

			The officers faced each other across Veimer’s hastily tidied desk. Gunderson swallowed his last drop of amasec and pushed the glass aside. ‘I have been charged with the defence of this command post. Captain Blukher is determined that it should not fall to the xenos. It would be a terrible blow to morale.’

			‘However?’

			Gunderson took a breath. ‘My initial assessment of our circumstances is not favourable.’

			‘On that, we certainly concur.’

			‘I have requested, and been granted, reinforcements from the First and Second Companies.’

			‘Good to hear,’ said Veimer with caution, suspecting a catch.

			‘A force has been despatched and should reach us by twenty-three hundred hours.’

			‘I see. And how soon will the feral orks reach us?’

			‘According to our most up-to-date projections, allowing for a margin of–’

			‘How soon?’ Veimer asked again, impatiently.

			‘The horde will almost certainly be upon us by sunset. Nineteen hundred hours.’

			He felt his stomach tighten, though the answer had not been unexpected.

			‘This post has little in the way of defences,’ observed Gunderson.

			‘It was never expected to need them,’ countered Veimer.

			‘If only we had stout walls around us…’ Gunderson let the thought trail off. He knew as well as Veimer did that such wishful thinking was futile.

			‘Four hours,’ breathed Veimer. ‘Give me your honest assessment, Gunderson. Do we have the resources to hold off that feral ork horde for four hours?’

			‘At present,’ the other officer confessed, ‘we do not. By nineteen hundred hours? Perhaps, if the Emperor wills it.’ He paused a moment before asking, ‘Do you have another suggestion?’

			‘I think we must consider a withdrawal. Yes, morale will suffer if this facility burns. I suggest it would suffer all the more were all hands to burn with it. We have a fair stock of explosives. We could mine the huts before we leave.’

			Gunderson nodded thoughtfully. ‘Let the feral orks take the command post, then raze it to the ground. We could kill a few dozen, at least.’

			‘But the rest would pursue us,’ Veimer sighed. ‘Through the forest. At night.’

			‘Could your patients make that journey?’

			‘On foot? Not a chance. In a vehicle? A few might survive.’

			They were silent for a moment, each pondering the obvious conclusion to that line of thought, neither choosing to voice it. A few lives for many, thought Veimer. As an officer, his duty was to make that call. It wasn’t as if he could have saved them, anyway. Not the majority of them. Not for very long.

			‘We would also need to act quickly,’ said Gunderson, ‘to keep ahead of the horde. I’d suggest setting out within the hour.’

			‘Which doesn’t leave much time for the search and rescue mission.’

			Gunderson nodded, gravely. ‘Nor for any of our people who might outpace the xenos to reach this facility before they do. We’d be leaving them behind too.’

			Another short, reflective silence followed. Veimer broke it with a sigh. ‘There are too few of us. Our enemies would run us down and slaughter us. That’s assuming we could stave off the forest’s natural predators long enough to give them the chance.’

			‘I concur. We stand and fight, then?’

			He nodded, relieved that at least the decision was made. It felt like the right decision too – instinctively, not only logically. It was likely that Olius Veimer would die tonight. A small part of him quailed at this prospect, but he fiercely denied it. He had been away from the front lines too long. He had lived a long life compared to most, but a brutal end had always lurked in wait for him. Far better, he felt, to die fighting rather than running.

			He must have voiced the thought without meaning to, because Gunderson agreed: ‘That is the most any of us can ask of Him.’

			Veimer’s wrist chrono chirruped. He checked the time, pushed back his chair and stood. ‘I have another duty to attend to.’ He straightened his jacket and donned his peaked cap.

			Several patients had struggled out of their sickbeds and into their uniforms.

			For one, pale and haggard from the infection, the effort had proven too much. As he tried to lace his boots, he was seized by wracking coughs. The youngster, Myer, limped over and offered to help him, but was batted away with contempt. Veimer stepped in. He hauled the Guardsman’s feet back onto his mattress and ordered him to rest.

			Eight patients in all preceded Veimer out of the hut. He found himself appraising each of them in turn. If they could walk, perhaps they could also fight.

			They followed the sound of entrenching tools striking dirt. Behind the latrines, two orderlies were filling a fresh grave. Gunderson’s new arrivals had got wind of what was happening, and they too gathered around. They removed their caps, clasped their gloved hands, bowed their heads. Their buttons, boots and belt buckles gleamed. Few of them could have known Sergeant Hartman, but they respected a comrade. He would have been proud.

			With the burial complete, Lieutenant Veimer said a few words. He recounted the salient details of a career, including campaigns fought in and decorations received. He didn’t refer to his data-slate. He concluded with a brief prayer to the Emperor, expressing the hope and belief that Hartman’s service had earned His approval.

			Then the Mordian soldiers stood in silence. Veimer wondered who would pray for them – and him – were they to be slain tonight. Who would be left to bury their bodies?

			That was why this ritual was so important, of course. It wasn’t just for Hartman. It could have been anyone, any body, lying three feet down in the dirt. The facts that Veimer had memorised about this particular body, he would forget by dawn. By the time the week was done, if he survived, he would probably forget its name too.

			The gathering was on the verge of breaking up when Gunderson cleared his throat and stepped forward. Veimer knew what he was about to say, and felt a fleeting irritation that he hadn’t been consulted first. His fellow officer was right, though. It was time the troops knew what they were facing. They had preparations to make.

			‘We have,’ announced Gunderson with classic understatement, ‘a situation.’

		


		
			1700

			Myer stood at the foot of his bed. He felt cold. He felt alone, despite the buzz of urgent conversation around him. The ward seemed hardly to exist. In his mind, he was back in his tent in the forest, locked in his life’s most desperate moment.

			A hand clapped him on the shoulder, startling him back to reality. The young trooper from across the ward leered in his face. ‘Look on the bright side, Myer. Chances are you’ll never face the Commissariat now.’

			They had both been at the service and at Gunderson’s briefing thereafter, and so wore their uniforms. The other trooper, in fact, seemed perfectly healthy. Whatever malady had brought him here, either he had recovered or he was hiding it well. ‘You get another chance to die with honour. It’s more than you deserve.’

			‘That is,’ another man put in from his bed, ‘if you can resist the urge to run.’

			‘Try it and I’ll shoot you in the back.’ Myer’s heart sank at the familiar bark, but he made himself turn to face the last person in the world he wanted to see.

			Filling the doorway to the hut was the granite form of Sergeant Ven Coers. Myer had spied her outside, but thought he had avoided her gaze. No such luck.

			Ven Coers took a menacing step towards him. Her fists clenched at her sides, spasmodically. ‘I heard a nasty rumour about you, Myer,’ she growled, dangerously, ‘but I knew it couldn’t be true. I know no Guardsman of mine would ever dare disgrace his uniform, dare to disgrace me, by–’

			‘It isn’t true, sergeant,’ Myer half-shouted in frustration.

			‘I see. A big misunderstanding, then?’

			‘Yes, sergeant.’

			‘I hope so, Myer. I hope so for your sake – because, this afternoon, I led my squad into battle short-handed. Do you know what happened next?’

			Myer didn’t know, he hadn’t heard, but a tingling dread crept over him.

			‘We lost them, Myer. My squad. Your comrades. Three confirmed dead. Five missing, presumed dead too. An extra gun could have made a difference. Yes, even one wielded by you. Look me in the eye, Myer. Swear to me that eight brave, loyal Mordian soldiers didn’t die today because of your cowardice.’

			Myer opened his mouth but couldn’t speak. He was paralysed by Ven Coers’ thunderous glare, as much as by the horror of what he had just learned. He was painfully aware that, once again, all eyes in the ward were upon him.

			‘I… I didn’t cut myself, sergeant,’ he managed to stammer, finally.

			‘Then Lieutenant Veimer is a liar?’

			‘No, sergeant. He… I didn’t cut myself. It’s a misunderstanding, like you said, and I’m sure that, at my trial–’

			Ven Coers cut him off. ‘Your trial, Guardsman Myer, already began. You are looking at your judge, your jury and, if given the slightest excuse, your executioner. Officially, you are still unfit for duty. You heard Lieutenant Gunderson, however.’ She raised her voice a fraction to address the whole of the ward. ‘He requests volunteers – any patient, regardless of condition, who feels able – to assist in the defence of this facility.’

			A spirited murmur made it clear that there were volunteers aplenty. Ven Coers returned her attention to Myer, who hadn’t spoken up. ‘You look able to me. You can stand and walk and wear that uniform. I’m sure you can hold a lasgun.’

			The only thing Myer wanted to do was climb back into bed. He wanted to draw the covers up over his head and blot out everything else. He wanted to sleep, to heal, and to know that he was being protected. Ven Coers had backed him into a corner, however. He took a deep breath and, in a loud, clear voice he said, ‘I wish to volunteer for duty, sergeant.’

			The hint of a cruel smile tugged at Ven Coers’ lips.

			Another Chimera pulled up outside the command post.

			A ragged cheer greeted the ten troopers who emerged from it, blinking in the fading evening light, looking slightly bemused. Sergeant Ven Coers immediately took charge of the new arrivals. Within minutes, they were hard at work alongside the others.

			Myer lugged a heavy sack of grain from the supply hut. Most troopers carried two or three at once, but he was wary of reopening his wound. They were wedging sacks together between the huts, binding them with rolls of barbed wire. They were building walls of grain and canvas, as if they could keep out a determined attacker for long.

			‘Remember,’ Lieutenant Gunderson encouraged them, breezing across the parade ground, ‘we don’t have to win this battle, only prolong it enough. Reinforcements are coming from the north to give the xenos a nasty surprise. One of these sacks might only gain us a second or two, but that could make all the difference.’

			Myer dropped his sack into place atop a growing barricade, and turned to fetch another. He passed Ven Coers and felt dark eyes boring into his back. He half-expected the sergeant’s bark to bring him up short, but it did not. She could have found no fault with Myer’s performance – and why would she? Myer had no fear of hard work.

			Troopers were drilling holes through the supply hut’s exterior walls, so they could crouch beneath its tightly shuttered windows and fire out of them. Gunderson stood with a data-slate, fastidiously checking off grenades as they were distributed around the command post’s four structures. A Guardsman, a stranger to Myer, commented loudly behind his back: ‘Don’t let him get his hands on one of these. He’ll pull the pin.’

			He ignored the jibe, although it made him burn inside. So, news of his disgrace had spread. He was hardly surprised. In a couple of hours, it wouldn’t matter anyway. He pictured a horde of feral orks tearing through the command post’s flimsy fortifications. He swallowed hard and willed the image away.

			Instead, he remembered a tent. A tent shared with two other Guardsmen. One of whom had just died in front of his eyes. The other, Kramer, was alive in the memory, almost certainly dead in the present. Myer felt a pang of guilt over this, but angrily suppressed it. He didn’t subscribe to Ven Coers’ theory that he could have helped, could have saved them. What help had he been to Steinvorst, after all?

			He recalled the feel of the xenos knife under his jacket. He had been acutely aware of it, its rough shape pressed against his hip, since he had placed it there.

			In the memory, he teased the knife out of his pocket. He turned it over in the dim light of a flickering lumoglobe. He remembered thinking, if only the knife – or another knife like it – had pierced him in the battle. Not a fatal wound, of course, but deep enough. Enough to give him a reason not to fight. An honourable reason.

			‘Get a move on!’

			Someone nudged him from behind. Myer blinked and focused on the sacks of grain in front of him. There were few left now. It was just as well, he thought darkly, that there would soon be fewer mouths to feed. He bent his knees, picked up a sack and hefted it onto his shoulder. He hesitated for a moment, then stooped and picked up another.

			Myer sagged to his knees halfway across the parade ground. The pain between his ribs was even sharper than he remembered, making him gasp. His grain sacks landed with a thud, and one burst open. Other troopers turned to look at him, but only one took a step towards him before thinking better of it.

			‘On your feet, Myer. That’s an order!’ Sergeant Ven Coers barged through the desultory ring of onlookers. Her polished boots clicked together under Myer’s nose. Myer tried his best to obey, to lever himself up, but the effort was agony to him. In helpless appeal, he squinted up at Ven Coers’ glowering features.

			To his relief, suddenly, Lieutenant Veimer was there. He crouched and tore open Myer’s jacket. The shirt beneath was bloody again. Veimer glanced at the spilled grain around them. ‘What did you think you were doing?’ he demanded.

			‘Sorry, sir. I just wanted to help.’

			Ven Coers’ nostrils flared. ‘Sir, this is clearly another attempt to–’

			Veimer cut him off. ‘He’s bleeding, sergeant.’

			‘Of course he is, and how very convenient for him.’

			‘A court will make that judgement.’ With a sharp look at Myer, Veimer added, ‘For now, my duty is to a patient in need.’

			He clicked his fingers at the two nearest watchers, beckoning them over. Under his direction, they made a seat with their arms and hoisted Myer onto it. He felt ridiculous, like a helpless child.

			An orderly rushed up to Veimer with a data-slate. Taking advantage of the officer’s distraction, Ven Coers growled in Myer’s ear: ‘Don’t think for a second this gets you off the hook. When the fighting starts, you will be front and centre with the rest of us. I’ll see to that myself. I’ll prop you up against a sandbag, wrap your hands around a gun and tell you where to point it. I’ll nail your damn feet to the ground if I have to.’

			Myer clung to his carriers’ shoulders as they followed Veimer into the medicae hut. The ward seemed as busy as ever. Though most of its occupants had volunteered to help, in the pinch few of them had been capable. It seemed unjust, then, that they greeted his return with scornful sighs and shakes of the head, when at least he had tried.

			He was bundled, not gently, onto his old bed. Veimer rolled up Myer’s sodden shirt, tutted to himself and called for a medi-kit. ‘You’ve torn a couple of stitches. Nothing vital. I can have you fixed up in a couple of minutes. In future, I’d advise you to take more care when…’ Myer didn’t hear the rest.

			His eyes had closed and his mind had drifted back to the tent.

			He could feel the point of the chipped bone blade, poised against his flesh. He had pressed a little harder, let it break the skin, breathing through the pain.

			He had welcomed the pain. It had felt like blessed release. At the same time, it felt like all he deserved. Duty, discipline and courage. Guardsman Lucius Myer had lived his life by those values. He was a man of Mordian, after all. More, he was a member of the Mordian Iron Guard, about to betray everything his uniform stood for.

			The pain was his punishment, and he had welcomed it gladly.

			He had pushed down on the xenos blade, a little bit harder.

		


		
			1900

			Ven Coers was ready.

			She lay on her stomach, propped up on her elbows. Her lasgun was braced against her shoulder, a solid, reassuring pressure. Guardsmen stretched across the roof to each side of her. She peered through her sights, down into the circular clearing.

			The last light of the day was dying, the surrounding trees fading into shadow. A heavy silence lay upon the Dirkr Forest command post. The generatorum beside the medicae hut was stilled. All four huts were shuttered, all lights within them extinguished.

			The scouts in the forest each voxed in every three minutes. They had yet to sight the approaching xenos horde. Perhaps it had changed direction, after all, and would bypass the command post without ever knowing it was there. Perhaps.

			Ven Coers hated waiting. The trials of the day had left her sore and tired, and the plasteel surface beneath her was hard and uncomfortable. Once the fighting started, adrenaline would surely see her through. Right now, her body only wanted to sleep.

			She didn’t often feel the cold, but the descending night chill made her bones ache deeply. That damn itch had worsened, spreading into her shoulder and neck. She wanted to throw off her new uniform jacket and scrape away the soiled skin beneath.

			She tightened her grip on her gun, tightened her jaw too.

			Her right hand strayed to a small pouch attached to her belt. Her fingers teased out a bullet-shaped capsule, which she had placed there earlier. She had hoped to save it till later. It would be her third dose of stimms today, and the medicaes warned against taking too much. Her need for the drug was a weakness. She hesitated with the capsule poised over her tongue.

			A scout’s voice crackled in Ven Coers’ ear: ‘They’re here.’

			She swallowed the capsule and renewed her grip on her lasgun.

			The scout gave coordinates for the head of the approaching force. They were almost due east of the command post in its clearing, and barely a mile away.

			Lieutenant Gunderson broadcast over all vox-channels. He reminded his troopers of their orders. Ven Coers had heard the speech or variations of it many times before, but still she drank in every word, swelling with pride. ‘Remember,’ said Gunderson, ‘we fight for a higher cause than any individual life. We are fighting for the honour of the Mordian Iron Guard.’

			An explosion shattered the darkness, followed by two more in short order. The scouts had, as planned, hurled frag grenades into the feral orks’ midst. The intent was to claim a few early kills, but more to rile the enemy into precipitate action. Where such savage creatures were concerned, this didn’t take much. They were only too predictable.

			As the echoes of the blasts died away, Ven Coers heard bestial howls of outrage.

			The howls drew closer – slowly, inexorably closer – until at last three figures, too slight to be the enemy, burst across the dark treeline. The Mordian scouts. They raced into a gap between two huts, leaving Ven Coers’ line of sight. She heard troopers scrambling to rebuild a barricade behind them. Her index finger tightened around her trigger.

			The waiting was over.

			The xenos horde crashed into the clearing, in another explosion of noise. Las-beams lit the night sky in response. A dozen snipers, including Ven Coers, lay on the comms hut roof. Two dozen were stationed atop the neighbouring officers’ mess hut. More barrels protruded through the firing holes in the huts’ walls. A dazzling fusillade greeted the unruly mass, and cut down a dozen of their number in seconds.

			It was nowhere near enough. Many more just howled and raged, shrugged off their wounds and kept on coming; and, for each that fell, another ten poured out of the forest behind them. The feral orks formed a solid phalanx of heaving green sinew – which at least meant that Ven Coers didn’t have to aim her weapon. She switched to automatic, loosing off ten beams at a time, confident that almost all would find a mark.

			‘Hold the line. Show them that iron does not bend.’

			Gunderson’s homilies aside, the first feral orks had reached the huts and were pounding at their walls with stone axes. The comms hut shuddered and creaked beneath Ven Coers’ stomach. She hauled herself forwards on her elbows, pointed her gun down over the edge of the parapet and pumped beams into a xenos’ scalp. She snatched the weapon back as a second xenos took a flying leap at it, trying to grab it from her.

			‘Deploy explosives on my mark… Now!’

			Frag grenades hurtled over the grain sacks stacked between the huts. They showered upon the clearing like hailstones. They plopped into the writhing green mass and there they burst, a hundred fiery blossoms thrusting their way to the surface. The horde was sapped of much of its momentum as some of its constituents were gloriously torn apart, others burnt or blinded, shrapnel tearing scars across green flesh.

			A cluster of small bodies extricated themselves from the melee – squigs, Ven Coers apprehended – and sprang towards the far corner of the officers’ hut. They had noticed the lack of a barricade there, but lacked the wit to suspect an obvious trap.

			Two engines roared to life, amid a sudden blaze of floodlights. Ven Coers made out the rounded prows of a pair of Chimeras, straining eagerly forwards. A quartet of heavy bolters chattered fiercely, and the squigs caught in their arc of fire were shredded. The remaining few had no time to appreciate their fortune before a heavy flamer blast cremated them.

			The Chimeras shot a second volley into the green-skinned mass. Two more appeared from around the side of the comms hut, turning the bombardment into a deadly crossfire. Some xenos, realising that they couldn’t reach their tormentors, tried to withdraw to the shelter of the trees. They clashed with others still mindlessly trying to join the battle.

			‘That’s it. We have them on the ropes. Keep up the pressure!’

			The feral orks, even those unhurt as yet, were struggling to keep their footing. Some of the survivors had actually turned on each other, fighting with claws and teeth and knives to escape the areas where flames had taken hold. Many were dragged under, to flounder upon the growing heaps of the dead and the soon to be. Their howls of rage had turned to howls of anguish – and never more so than when the xenos looked to the sky to find it dotted with a second deluge of grenades.

			Ven Coers began to choose her targets. She aimed for those not bloodied, still straining forwards, those festooned with crude bone jewellery and wielding the biggest, most brutal-looking weapons because these were likely the leaders. As more explosions ravaged the xenos ranks, as more flames licked at their feet and thick smoke rose to obscure the scene, she fired at the bulkiest, most active shapes she could discern.

			Her heart pounded loudly in her ears, its drumbeat spurring her to greater efforts. Adrenaline mixed with the drugs awash in her system to form a heady cocktail. She ached no longer, and couldn’t have slept if she had tried. She exhausted one power pack, then a second; and, though it was impossible to count kills in the confusion, she never once doubted that she was acquitting herself well.

			She was never more alive than at moments like these, she reflected. Her life had purpose.

			‘Hold your fire.’

			The order came as a surprise. Hadn’t they been fighting for only a minute or two? Ven Coers’ second power pack was near-drained, however, telling a different story. The Iron Guard’s weapons fell silent, and the four Chimeras killed their lights. Most of the fires in the clearing had burned themselves out and their smoke was beginning to disperse.

			The first cheers were raised from behind the barricades below. More voices soon joined them from across the rooftops. As Ven Coers’ eyes readjusted to the gloom, she looked down upon a mass of steaming, green-skinned carcasses. A few of them, but only a few, were twitching, even struggling to rise.

			‘A commendable performance,’ Gunderson voxed in his usual clipped tones. ‘We have repelled the spearhead of the enemy force and shown the rest our strength. We must remain alert, however. The xenos will not lick their wounds for long.’

			The Guardsman to Ven Coers’ left snorted. ‘If the rest fall as easily as their fellows did, bring them on now.’

			‘Complacency will get us all killed,’ the sergeant snapped at him. She voxed Gunderson over the command channel. ‘Sir, may I ask if the location of the xenos engine is known?’

			‘No sightings yet, sergeant.’

			‘As you know, sir, I had a close encounter with it earlier today. I recommend we keep a supply of explosives in reserve for if and when–’

			‘Already in hand, Sergeant Ven Coers,’ the officer interrupted her.

			Ven Coers didn’t argue. She had seen the stockpiles of grenades in the supply hut, however. In her rough estimation, half had been used up already. A show of strength, as Gunderson had said – and she couldn’t deny that an early taste of victory had lifted morale. Dozens, perhaps two hundred, of the feral ork vermin were dead, with not a single Mordian casualty.

			From what she had heard, at least six times as many were to come.

			The command post was defended by one hundred and thirteen troopers. Most had been found and brought back here by the Chimeras, of which they had four, the whereabouts of the others unknown. A tenacious few had stumbled out of the forest on foot, late in the evening. Still, they were massively outnumbered. Their guns and bombs gave them an advantage over their attackers, but only as long as they lasted; and somewhere out there was that smoke-wreathed mechanical monster, with guns of its own.

			A xenos dug its way out from beneath the charnel heap. Its flesh had been roasted and it dragged a mangled foot behind it. If it’d had a weapon, it had lost it. With a howl that was half-pain, half-defiance, it lurched towards the command post’s huddled huts. Had it only been human, Ven Coers might have admired its hopeless courage.

			The feral ork crossed the Chimeras’ lines of fire, but they sat and watched it in disdainful silence. At last came the order: ‘Troopers inside the comms hut only, each take a single shot.’ Gunderson was conserving resources. A single shot from each of twelve snipers, however, was more than sufficient. The xenos fell, but crawled an agonising few feet more upon its stomach before it finally, once and for all, expired.

			At that same moment, a noise like no other rose from beyond the treeline. It seemed to expand to fill the night: a horrible, discordant, keening wail, almost bypassing Ven Coers’ ears to drill directly into her skull. It was the howling of a thousand xenos voices: a lament for their recently slain and a vow of bloody avengement.

			They were letting their enemies know that they were still out there.

		


		
			2000

			
‘Assistance over here,’ Lieutenant Veimer demanded.

			He was stooped by a patient, halfway along the ward, in a pool of dim yellow light cast by a portable lumoglobe. The patient convulsed on her mattress, moaning with pain. Veimer was trying to hold her still to inject her. ‘Guardsman Myer,’ he prompted, sternly.

			‘On my way, sir.’ In fact, Myer was already struggling out of bed. There was no one else available. The orderlies had gone out to fight, alongside every patient who could manage to stand. Every patient other than Myer. He gritted his teeth and clutched his injured side, only partially for show, as he ­shuffled to answer the summons.

			He followed instructions, holding the patient down until Veimer found a vein. He must have administered a sedative, because Myer felt the strength leaving the patient’s body; an instant later, she lapsed into a fitful doze.

			It was at this moment that the dreadful howl sounded, outside.

			There had been relative silence for some minutes, prior to this. Myer had dared hope, against reason, that the xenos had been driven off for good. Then he had begun to suspect the silence, to miss the comforting cracks and whines of friendly fire. What if there was silence, he had asked himself, because there was nobody left?

			He would have given anything to have the silence back now.

			He met Veimer’s tired eyes across the slumbering patient. The colour had drained from the officer’s cheeks, making Myer feel even more nervous yet somehow less alone. Or was it just a trick of the yellow light? ‘What do you think it is, sir?’ he asked in a whisper.

			Veimer regained his composure, broke eye contact and stood up. ‘If you want to know, Myer, I suggest you try looking outside.’

			‘I thought you said…’ Myer’s voice trailed off. He didn’t mean to question his superior. When Sergeant Ven Coers had tried to keep her promise, however – when she had tried to drag Myer outside to fight – Veimer had stood up for him. ‘I will not have a patient in my charge bullied,’ he had said. ‘Guardsman Myer is recovering from a very serious injury. No matter how he may or may not have sustained it.’

			‘As you are on your feet,’ Veimer said now, ‘you can help me out with a few other tasks. If you feel up to it?’

			‘Whatever I can do to help out, sir.’

			‘Between us, we might even keep a few of these people alive until–’

			‘Sir!’ Myer hissed. Veimer frowned at him. ‘I heard… I thought I heard…’

			The two men stood for a moment, listening. ‘Heard what?’ the officer prompted.

			‘It sounded like a growl. A xenos growl. It came from the end of the ward there, close to my bed. Just inside the door.’ The disbelief in Veimer’s expression made Myer doubt himself. But there had been something. There was nothing wrong with his hearing.

			The lumoglobe’s pool of light had shrunk around him. Beyond it was a world of shadows, barely kept at bay. And from those shadows came a snuffling, scraping sound.

			‘Who’s there?’ demanded Veimer. ‘Is somebody out of bed?’ His only answer was a rasp of laboured breathing and, from one of the mattresses, a very human groan.

			Then came a fresh volley of lasgun fire from without, making Myer start. Veimer relaxed. ‘Lack of sleep can play tricks on the senses,’ he mumbled.

			‘But, sir–’

			‘The doors at each end of this ward are closed,’ said Veimer firmly, ‘and I know I brought no xenos in with me.’ He holstered a pistol, which Myer had not seen him drawing. He wished he had a weapon himself. His lasgun lay upon his bed, atop his uniform. He felt defenceless in his surgical gown. And there was something in the shadows, he knew it.

			What if it had snuck in earlier in the day and hidden itself? What if it had somehow gnawed its way into the building, through plasteel, unnoticed amid all the day’s activity?

			Veimer was moving away from Myer, taking his light with him. ‘Guardsman Ven Roy has a fractured skull. I need to change his dressing. You can help by… Myer?’

			Myer’s eyes had alighted upon another lasgun, belonging to a patient. He took a step towards it, reached for it – and, at that moment, a small creature hurtled out of the darkness, slavering and screeching. It flew at Veimer with claws extended. He sidestepped it with admirable reflexes for a man his age, at the same time swinging the one object he happened to be carrying. The lumoglobe shattered against the creature’s hide. Its light flared violently and died, scarring a yellow after-image into Myer’s retinas.

			His fumbling fingers closed around the gun. He snatched it up. He squinted through its sights, but he was blind. Then Veimer’s pistol barked; and, in its muzzle flash, Myer glimpsed a leering, inhuman shape perched on a bed frame, tensed to pounce again.

			Veimer was still trying to relocate his attacker. His second shot destroyed a laundry basket, bulging with soiled bedding. It was up to Myer alone.

			His years of training took over. He couldn’t shoot for fear of hitting the officer. Instead, he propelled himself across the ward. Another primal, vengeful howl struck up in that same moment; to his surprise, the sound came from his own throat.

			He thrust his bayonet into the darkness, letting instinct guide his aim.

			The squig cannoned into him, in the process impaling itself. Its sudden weight almost jarred the gun out of his hands. Myer drove the squealing, thrashing creature into the floor. He felt the spray of its frustrated spittle on his face. He gritted his teeth and, with all his strength, he twisted the blade inside it, one way and then the other. Its gargling, choking whines reassured him that he had found a vital organ.

			He pumped three las-beams into the squig’s innards, and its struggles ceased at last. He stood over the body for another minute, to be sure. He was out of breath, prickling with cold sweat. He was barely aware of his surroundings – until they were flooded with fresh light.

			Lieutenant Veimer had found another lumoglobe. He held it up, surveying the scene. ‘Well done,’ he said, dryly.

			The sight of the dead squig at his feet revolted Myer. He inched away from it. His bayonet emerged from its guts with a sucking, squelching sound. The creature’s blood and offal had stained his white gown. He felt elated too, however.

			He had faced a xenos – admittedly a small one – and slain it. Best of all, in the heat of the moment, he hadn’t felt afraid. Guardsman Lucius Myer had seen his duty and done it. Or was it what he hadn’t seen that had made all the difference?

			In the darkness, the squig had no longer been a monster. It had just been a target. It could as easily have been a practice dummy.

			‘I hear you.’ Myer wasn’t sure who Veimer was addressing. Then he saw that the officer was speaking into the vox-bead sewn into his stiff uniform collar.

			‘I see. Many casualties?’

			Veimer listened for what felt like many seconds, and a deep frown etched itself into his features. Then, quietly, he said, ‘I think that is probably wise.’ His gaze shifted suddenly back to Myer, who realised he had been staring and quickly looked away.

			‘Burst any more stitches?’ asked Veimer in a mild tone.

			Myer felt his tender side. ‘Not this time, sir.’

			‘Then get that stinking carcass out of here, Guardsman. Throw it behind the latrines. We’ll burn it with the others tomorrow.’

			Tomorrow…

			Outside, the sounds of gunfire continued sporadically. It made Myer realise that his personal victory meant little. He was no more likely than he had been to live through the night. The walls of the medicae hut would not protect him were the feral orks to overrun the command post: the squig had shattered any illusions he might have had about that.

			Myer had been trying not to think too hard about tomorrow.

			‘Sir,’ he ventured.

			Veimer turned back to him, an eyebrow raised.

			‘You told Sergeant Ven Coers you wouldn’t let me fight.’

			‘I said I wouldn’t force you to fight. There is a difference.’

			‘If you need my assistance, sir, I will gladly provide it. If you can spare me, however, I… think I would like to…’

			‘Guardsman Myer. I can safely say that, right now, these patients need you outside with a lasgun in your hands more than they need you in here mopping their brows.’

			‘Yes, sir,’ said Myer. ‘Thank you, sir.’

			Veimer finished making notes on his data-slate and looked up.

			Guardsman Myer was struggling with his armour-fibred jacket, wincing every time he reached for the sleeve with his right hand.

			The officer felt an unexpected wave of sympathy towards him. With a sigh, he strode along the ward to him and offered assistance. Soon enough, Myer stood in his pristine uniform. The very act of donning it appeared to have made him grow taller – but Veimer had felt his shoulders trembling with fear. To him, Myer looked like a boy dressed in a man’s clothing. A boy who hardly knew what horrors awaited him.

			Lieutenant Gunderson had first voxed him a second before the squig’s attack. Veimer had tuned out his voice, having other concerns, until after. He had taken a moment to steady his breathing, then answered, ‘I hear you.’

			‘Thank the Emperor. I thought we’d lost you too. Listen, Veimer. We just heard from Renvard of the First Company. The troops she is bringing us ran into an ambush.’

			‘I see.’ He had almost surprised himself with his calmness. ‘Many casualties?’

			‘Not as far as I’m aware. Trouble is, there are signs of more xenos in that sector. Spike pits and the like – and somehow the savages have acquired explosive charges and mined the ground with them. What this means is that–’

			Veimer knew full well what it meant.

			‘–progress has been slower than expected, especially now that night has fallen. We can’t expect them to reach us before sunrise at the earliest. That’s oh seven hundred hours. We’re on our own until then. I… don’t intend to share this information with the troops.’

			Veimer had agreed, ‘I think that is probably wise.’

			He had found Guardsman Myer staring at him in pale-faced apprehension, and lied to him because it was his duty to do so.

			Now, Myer took a pair of scorched bed sheets – from the pile that Veimer had shot at – and stooped to wrap the squig’s deformed corpse in them. ‘On second thoughts,’ said Veimer, ‘I’ll find someone else to see to that.’ He waved away Myer’s objection. ‘We don’t want you lifting more heavy loads, do we?’

			‘I suppose not, sir.’

			‘I have better things to do than stitch up your side a third time.’

			‘I’ll be careful. As careful as I can be. I’ll prop myself up against a sandbag and just point my lasgun where I’m told to. An extra gun could make the difference, right, sir?’

			Veimer nodded. He returned Myer’s crisp salute, then watched as the young Guardsman marched out of the hut, thrusting his chin forwards determinedly. As the door swung shut behind him, the officer reflected that he was unlikely to see Guardsman Lucius Myer again. For once, however, he felt he might remember his name.

			Then a patient screamed and, thrashing against imaginary daemons, tumbled out of bed. Snatching up a medi-kit, Veimer rushed to his side. He blotted out the renewed sounds of fighting from beyond the medicae hut’s shutters.

			He could only try to blot out the treacherous thought that he was wasting his time, prolonging his charges’ lives for just a few pointless hours longer. Hadn’t it always been that way? he thought bleakly. Tonight was no different to any other night.

			He had his duty to do.

		


		
			2200

			There had been no let-up for an hour.

			The xenos appeared from the forest, usually a handful at a time but sometimes mustering into larger groups. They charged the command post, slobbering and howling. They fell to the guns of its defenders, but some fell harder than others.

			Myer crouched between the officers’ and comms huts, behind a canvas barricade six sacks high. It came up to his neck when he stood, so he kept his head down. His knees and ankles ached and he longed to stretch his legs.

			‘Thank the Emperor for these xenos’ stupidity,’ a Guardsman muttered. ‘If they only had the patience to coordinate their runs…’

			‘If they did, the Chimeras could take them out twenty at a time.’

			The speaker was Myer’s new sergeant; he didn’t know his name. After he had left the medicae hut – as he had willed his leaden legs to carry him across the parade ground and while his nerve held – he had made for the nearest set of stripes. The sergeant had welcomed another pair of hands and, thankfully, had not seemed to know him.

			Myer had prised his gun barrel into a gap between sacks. His view along its sights was restricted to a narrow tunnel, stretching to the trees two hundred yards away. Whenever the shape of a xenos appeared in that tunnel, he squeezed his trigger.

			It was like being on the academy target range. If he half-closed his eyes, he could almost believe he was back there. Sometimes he took his shot, took several shots, but his target failed to drop. It kept on coming, growing larger and larger until it filled the tunnel, until it was all he could see. Then Myer felt his breath growing short and his heart freezing with a familiar terror.

			For the sixth time – or seventh or eighth, he had lost count – a hurtling body slammed into the sacks beside his head. For the sixth or seventh or eighth time, the impact knocked him off balance. A dislodged sack tumbled towards Myer, but was caught in a tangled loop of barbed wire, suspended above him.

			‘It has my lasgun!’

			The cry went up from the Guardsman to his right. His weapon was being pulled between the sacks, dragging his arm with it. Myer and several others rushed to balance the sides of the unequal struggle. Myer grabbed his comrade’s shoulder, pulling for all he was worth.

			The feral ork surrendered its prize, suddenly, and half a dozen men sprawled in the dirt. As they fought to disentangle themselves, a meaty green fist burst through the barricade. Its fingers jerked open and closed, grasping for a victim. Myer’s sergeant leapt forward. With a hate-filled roar, he speared the feral ork’s palm with his bayonet. Myer heard its animal yelp as it snatched its hand away.

			The barricade shuddered with two more powerful blows.

			Another two xenos had made it across the clearing, and were employing their axes. Two more sacks fell, while several more were slashed open. Grain showered the Mordian defenders. Myer fumbled for his gun as the barricade bulged and threatened to burst. The xenos’ blades sliced through the wire binding it together, strand by inexorable strand.

			It was just like the last time – his first time – out in the forest. No longer were the xenos held at a comforting distance. They were here, right here, with only the flimsiest of barriers to keep them from his quailing form. A barrier they were swiftly demolishing.

			He was helpless to stop them.

			He was distantly aware of his sergeant, calling for urgent assistance.

			Myer heard the wheeze of a venerable engine approaching, then the chatter of bolters. ‘Heads down!’ yelled the sergeant, as stray bolts ripped through the grain sacks to whistle past the Mordians’ ears.

			The sergeant listened to a vox report and grinned. ‘One down. The others are actually trying to fight the Chimera… One just brought its axe down on the prow and shattered its head.’ A renewed burst of bolter fire followed, then a feral howl, abruptly truncated. ‘Now it’s lost its own head to match… and that’s the third. We’re clear.’

			He was already climbing to his feet. Myer followed his lead but ducked when, from beyond the teetering barricade, the bolters sounded again. ‘The Chimera is staying in place,’ the sergeant explained, ‘to cover us while we rebuild. So, let’s get to it.’

			Myer spent the next few minutes hefting sacks and tying wire around them, under the sergeant’s direction. He felt the stitches in his side straining, but said nothing. He was careful, however, not to lift too much at once.

			Several more times, the Chimera’s bolters flared – and twice, its flamer lit the night for an instant. ‘See, this is what I meant,’ the sergeant grumbled. ‘Heavy weapons against two or three xenos at a time is overkill, but they’re leaving us no choice. They might not be smart enough to know it, but they’re slowly depleting our resources.’

			‘So what?’ a Guardsman scoffed. ‘I make it less than half an hour until twenty-three hundred.’

			‘That’s when our reinforcements are due, right, sergeant?’ another spoke up.

			‘So, who needs to count ammunition?’ the first continued. ‘I say we hit these vermin with everything we have. Kill most of them before the First and Second Companies get here, leave them to do the mopping up.’

			The suggestion was met by a general murmur of agreement, but the sergeant said nothing. The barricade was swiftly reassembled – albeit now five sacks high – and Myer retook his position behind it. He had to dig out a new hole for his lasgun.

			He heard the sergeant voxing the tank commander. ‘Thank you for your protection, sir. We can take it from here.’ He was sorry to hear the Chimera grumbling away. Its silhouette left his tunnel of vision and he focused on the treeline, waiting for fresh targets to emerge. His heartbeat was slowly returning to normal.

			Was it possible? he wondered. Lieutenant Gunderson had promised reinforcements. Myer had been there, at the briefing after Sergeant Hartman’s burial. He hadn’t realised how much time had passed since then – despite each minute of this terrible night seeming to last forever. Was it possible that this nightmare was almost over? Was salvation finally at hand?

			He prayed it might be so.

			‘Does anyone else hear that?’

			The sergeant interrupted Myer’s whispered supplications. For a second, he thought his prayer had been granted already. Was that not an engine he could hear? It was approaching from the east, however, from behind the xenos horde, rather than from the north where the other Iron Guard companies were stationed.

			Nor did it sound like any engine he had heard before.

			It sounded almost broken. It sounded like rusted metal surfaces grinding together.

			‘Lieutenant Gunderson. Sir. I hear it. The…’

			Ven Coers stopped herself from saying ‘monster’. ‘The engine, sir. The xenos engine.’

			‘Are you positive, sergeant?’ 

			‘As long as I live, I will never forget that grinding sound.’

			In contrast, the clearing below had fallen silent, as if the xenos had tired of charging into hails of gunfire. More likely, they had finally found a reason to be patient. They were waiting for the weapon that would ensure their victory.

			The stillness was shattered by the Mordian Chimeras. They emerged from their vantage points beside the huts. They took up positions in a row before the command post, defying any enemy to pass. Gunderson was taking Ven Coers’ ­warning seriously.

			The troopers beside her had also sensed something amiss. They had all heard reports of the monster and the many lives claimed by it. They exchanged nervous glances, finding no comfort in each other’s eyes. They inserted fresh power packs into their weapons and steeled themselves; and they too waited.

			‘The Emperor be with us,’ someone breathed over an open vox-channel.

			Another howl went up from the forest, and the trees at the clearing’s edge trembled. Ven Coers swallowed dryly and wished she had time to take more stimms.

			The squigs came first, dozens of them, leaping out of cover – in some cases, literally flying as if scooped up and thrown. Another wave of feral orks came hard on their heels; and for all the hours that the Mordian forces had fought them, for all they had slain, the xenos seemed more numerous than ever and twice as ferocious.

			Ven Coers and the rest of the rooftop snipers fired into the pack. With no grenades to support them this time, she knew it would not be enough. The Chimeras were almost overrun; they employed their flamers to keep the horde at bay, and yet some slipped through with blistered flesh and smouldering hair and attempted to wrench open the passenger doors, to get at their enemies inside.

			And then, in a flash of deadly fire, the monster was there.

			When Ven Coers had glimpsed it in the forest, through a smoke haze, it had seemed impossibly massive. It had grown in her imagination since, and yet still she hadn’t done the thing justice. It was almost as tall as the trees. It towered over the command post’s huddled huts, dwarfing the tiny, fragile figures atop them.

			It was mechanical, certainly. It looked as if it had been built from a hundred tanks, haphazardly welded together; and yet, as she had noticed earlier, it was vaguely humanoid too. No, orkoid was the word. Its crudely carved, square head was clearly meant to resemble an ork, with its low brow, jutting tusks and those blazing red eyes that had burned into Ven Coers’ soul once already today.

			The Chimeras had been holding back for this moment all night. They made up for their reticence now, spitting out a double broadside of white-hot bolts. At the same time, Gunderson employed the last of the explosives. Most were armour-shattering krak grenades, which made the ground shake as they fractured against their target. Some brave troopers even ventured out from behind their barricades to get a better shot.

			Ven Coers’ snipers, too, fired at the monster on full-auto. ‘Forget it,’ she roared at them. ‘You may as well shine flashlights at that thing. Leave it to the artillery. Your targets are the xenos, as always.’

			Her gaze couldn’t help but be drawn to the monster, however.

			It was visibly reeling from the concerted assault upon it. Great jets of steam burst from its ragged seams, gathering around it. It sounded as if it were hissing in resentment. Still, its grinding advance across the clearing had hardly been slowed.

			In place of feet, the monster had thick caterpillar tracks. It juddered over mounds of feral ork corpses, pulverising them beneath its incredible weight. Four jointed, mechanical arms unfolded, each ending in a black mechanical maw. Each of these four muzzles flared in quick succession, pumping out explosive shells in different directions.

			To Ven Coers’ horror, one struck a Chimera head-on, with force enough to blast it off the ground and hurl it backwards. It slammed back to earth, its ceramite frame groaning; and when its weapons tried to fire again, they coughed up black smoke instead.

			She had no time to worry about it. A second shell cannoned into the hut beneath her, smashing through its outer wall. Flames billowed out of the hole, a few feet below her chin, and more smoke spiralled up towards her.

			‘Fall back!’ she yelled, scrambling to stand. ‘Fall back! Get down from here before–’

			She never completed the order.

			The plasteel roof caved in under Ven Coers’ feet.

		


		
			2300

			‘Fall back! Fall back! Position B!’

			Myer didn’t need to hear the order twice.

			Crude axes tore through the stacked grain sacks, destroying the work of hours in mere seconds. Feral orks jostled to be first between the huts, which at least slowed them a little. Myer loosed off a full-auto burst in their direction, but didn’t stop to judge its efficacy.

			He didn’t have to feel guilty for running when everyone else was running too. Had he not been aware of the cliff edge to the west, he might never have stopped.

			The parade ground was criss-crossed with more sacks and wire, swarming with displaced troopers. The administration and communications hut was lost. It was burning, beginning to fold in on itself. An hour earlier, he had envied the snipers stationed in there, protected by a solid wall. He wondered how many had made it out.

			The sky behind the hut was filled with smoke. He thought he saw a shape shifting inside it, but averted his gaze. Whatever had torn through the Iron Guard’s defences, he hadn’t seen it yet and was fairly sure he wanted to keep it that way.

			Perhaps two dozen xenos and numerous nauseating squigs had invaded the parade ground. Some Mordians rallied against them, with bayonet charges. These brave souls, invariably, were hacked down, but they bought their fellows time.

			A moment ago, everything had been confusion, so it had seemed to Myer. He realised now that, while he had lain in bed, preparations had been made for this contingency. His fellows were disappearing behind fresh canvas barricades. They pushed the barrels of their guns between the sacks and fired upon their attackers anew.

			The Iron Guard’s defensive line had been comprehensively broken, but they had swiftly drawn a new one. A shorter line, for sure, and one that left two huts exposed. The officers’ quarters were burning now too, undergoing a swift evacuation.

			With a start, Myer realised that he didn’t know where he was meant to be.

			‘Where’s Position B?’ he yelled at a pair of Guardsmen he thought he recognised. They didn’t seem to hear him. He sprinted after them regardless, and hunkered down with them beside the silent generatorum.

			Four troopers had hauled themselves up onto the metal cylinder. Myer stayed below, squeezing himself behind a still-warm steam pipe that emerged from the cylinder’s flat end and plunged into the ground. He looked for a target and started firing.

			For a second, Ven Coers was in free fall.

			Then she landed, with a bone-jarring impact, in the clearing.

			Immediately, she dropped to one knee and snapped up her lasgun. Flames seared her back from the comms hut behind her. Had she not pushed herself away from its collapsing roof when she did, she would have been dragged into that inferno.

			The position she had landed in, however, was hardly safer. Nothing stood between her and the xenos hordes. Her only protection was the smoke that billowed around her, concealing her from them. And the mechanical monster was out there, mere yards away from her. She could hear its mechanical grinding, louder than ever.

			A shape erupted from the haze. She was almost relieved that it was just a feral ork. Five las-beams, not all of them her own, struck the creature as it charged her. It managed to reach Ven Coers, but its knife slipped from its hand and it collapsed against her, dead.

			Another two former roof snipers found their way to her. One was limping, presumably injured in the jump. She communicated to them with urgent gestures. Maintaining a defensive formation – each facing a different way – they inched along the front of the burning hut, as close to the flames as they could bear. The howls of the xenos, their timbre now triumphant, filled their ears between the blasts of powerful weapons. Any of those shells, falling a fraction closer, could have wiped them out before they even knew it.

			Ven Coers made out the silhouette of a Chimera, still pumping out lethal bolts. The sight of it gladdened her heart, but being this close to it was perilous. She found the gap between the comms and officers’ huts – rather, between the burning shells of both – and whispered her gratitude to the Emperor as she plunged into it.

			The barricade here had been destroyed, as she had expected. She signalled her Guardsmen to advance with caution. Feral orks had been this way; therefore, the three Mordians were coming up behind them. If more of the creatures came up behind them in turn, they would be trapped. What choice did they have, though?

			Barbed wire snagged on Ven Coers’ uniform trousers. She trod on sundered grain sacks – and, reassuringly, on several xenos corpses. Sifting through vox-chatter – the vox-caster had been saved from the flames, at least, as had Lieutenant Gunderson – she tried to build up a picture of what awaited her at the passageway’s end.

			A desperate battle raged between the huts. The feral orks, stranded in the open while their enemies crouched behind their barricades, were already losing. Ven Coers and the others were still glad to lend their guns to the effort.

			One by one, the xenos were cut down by a lethal crossfire. A few, becoming aware of the new arrivals behind them, rounded on them but never had a chance to reach them. One badly wounded, dying feral ork hurled its axe as a last resort. Ven Coers barely managed to duck under it as it came spinning past her head.

			As soon as she saw an opening, and mindful of the continuing battle behind her, she led her team forward, warning them to keep their heads down. Apart from anything else, coming from the direction they were and out of the smoke, there was a risk of friendly fire. She looked for an unmanned position behind a barricade.

			There came a monumental crash from behind her. She whirled to see a Chimera smashing through the remains of the comms hut. It was sliding on its side, with a tortured screech that set her teeth on edge. She threw up both hands to protect her face from splinters.

			The vehicle ploughed through a row of sacks, scattering the troopers behind them. It came to rest at last, a creaking ruin, its underside facing Ven Coers. Had there been any hope of saving either the vehicle or its crew, it was swiftly, cruelly dashed. Flames erupted from the Chimera’s engine housing and out of its turret.

			Ven Coers’ attention had already been dragged elsewhere.

			A familiar sound, a nightmare sound that made her spine tingle, crept up on her – and she knew only too well what was coming in the destroyed Chimera’s wake.

			All that remained of the comms hut now was a skeleton, crumbling to ashes. The massive xenos engine rolled through it as if it were nothing. High up in the sky, its huge head jerked from side to side. Its scarlet gaze swept over the parade ground, which was strewn with burning canvas sacks. It took in the command post’s remaining huts beyond this, and the tiny blue figures racing and leaping for cover.

			Ven Coers heard the solid, heavy clunks of the monster’s guns cycling.

			‘Fire! Keep firing! Throw everything you have at that abomination!’

			Myer screwed his eyes shut and obeyed.

			It wasn’t as if he could miss a target so large, at so short a range. It wasn’t as if his beams were likely to cause it even the slightest harm. It was just that the Mordian Iron Guard had nothing else left. Even Gunderson’s voice began to crack as he yelled over the general vox-channel: ‘Don’t give it a second to fire its weapons again.’

			Myer expected death to strike him at any moment. On some level, he would almost have been glad of it. He had no wish to see his fate coming, however.

			‘We’re going to try breaking into that thing. Are you with us?’

			He opened his eyes in surprise. He met the questioning gaze of the Guardsman beside him, but didn’t know what to say. He looked past her instead. The xenos engine still loomed over them, as he had known from its terrible racket. Looking directly at it for the first time, he realised that its metal hide was beaten and scorched. He wondered if its movements had always been so clumsy and spasmodic. One of its gun arms was a smouldering stump, while another coughed and sparked uselessly. So, it wasn’t invincible, after all.

			Myer noticed another detail too: a hatch in the monster’s side, close to ground level. ‘It’s a vehicle,’ he breathed. ‘An armoured vehicle. There are xenos inside it…’

			And suddenly, his comrades’ plan made dreadful sense. If they could reach that hatch and prise it open… If they could take the fight inside the mechanical monster, to the flesh-and-blood creatures that steered it and aimed and fired its weapons…

			It was a suicide mission.

			‘I… I…’ he stammered. His two fellow Guardsmen were already starting forward. At that moment, however, with a sweep of an undamaged arm and a smug hiss of escaping steam, the monster threw up a curtain of flames between them, forcing them back.

			Myer didn’t know whether to feel dismayed or relieved.

			Then, emerging from the smoke behind the monster – through the burning huts – came the squat shape of the Iron Guard’s final Chimera. Vox-chatter had suggested that it had been disabled like the others; nor had this been far wrong.

			The vehicle looked in even worse shape than the monster, as if it could fall apart at any moment. Its engine whined and spluttered. Three feral orks clung to its back. They had torn its heavy flamer from its mounting and were hammering dents into its armoured hull.

			It remained the most glorious sight of Myer’s young life.

			Bolters strafed the xenos engine’s back. It jerked and thrashed and sparked and stumbled. Only one of its four gun arms could reach behind it, and this was one of the defunct ones. Its cumbersome size became a disadvantage to it as it struggled to round upon its attacker. It fired an explosive shell at a barricade ahead of it, attempting to clear itself a path. Another ten blue troopers ran for cover, but the monster – or rather, the creatures inside it, controlling it – had more immediate concerns.

			Reeling beneath the Chimera’s vicious onslaught, churning up soil as it fought to regain some purchase, the monster jerked in fits and starts across the clearing. ‘That’s it!’ roared Gunderson’s voice in Myer’s ear. ‘Just a few yards further, and drive it over the cliff edge!’

			Its pilot saw the sheer drop awaiting it in time. The monster ground and hissed to a tentative halt, poised on the brink. Myer worked his trigger finger with gusto, aiming beams at the monster’s massive head. Even if all they did was confuse and blind its crew, there was a chance it might just help.

			The monster completed its turn and steadied itself. It snapped up its two working guns, fire flaring in their muzzles. The Chimera, swamped by the monster’s huge, black shadow, looked very small indeed – until it roared like a Catachan Devil and surged forwards.

			Its prow smacked into the xenos engine and crumpled. Its tracks continued to spin, its engine screaming in defiance. Myer gaped at the scene, too breathless even to pray. The small vehicle strained against the monster for a seeming eternity, the sound of grinding, rusted metal rising to a cacophonous pitch.

			Then the xenos engine disappeared over the edge.

			The Chimera, unable to stop itself, followed it over, the clinging feral orks leaping from it too late to save themselves. There were few cheers from the Mordian defenders this time; most of them reacted with stunned and exhausted silence. It felt as if everyone present were holding their breath, until they saw smoke rising from beyond the cliff; and only then did the silence diffuse into a collective sigh of abject relief.

			‘Well done!’ Gunderson enthused, from wherever he was currently stationed. ‘We have won a spectacular victory today. We have made the home world proud.’ Myer felt proud too, of his own tiny part in the battle. It was a new and very welcome feeling for him – and it was crushed, a moment later, by the officer’s next words:

			‘We ought to have no trouble now, keeping this up until dawn.’

		


		
			0100

			Veimer stood in the darkness of the medicae hut.

			He listened to the wheezing breaths of soldiers sleeping and dying around him. He listened to the bestial howls outside and the answering cracks of las-fire.

			He pondered on how much closer those sounds seemed than they had before.

			The doors at the end of the hut burst open. Sergeant – what was her name? – Ven Coers marched in. She saw the waiting officer and threw up a salute.

			‘Your pardon, sir. I have orders to–’

			‘I am aware of your orders,’ Veimer interrupted her, quietly.

			Ven Coers’ eyes twitched. Her nostrils flared as she breathed. She was clearly on stimms; but then, so were two of the four Guardsmen behind her. Veimer might have taken a dose himself, to ease his tiredness, had he been less aware of the side effects.

			‘I have sixteen patients in here,’ he said. ‘Two, maybe three, should be able to walk with assistance. We’ll take them out first, and the rest in order of how likely they are to survive the journey.’ It was a cold but necessary calculation.

			Ven Coers detailed two men to guard the doors.

			Veimer frowned. ‘Is that necessary? Is the enemy really so close?’

			‘In my opinion, sir. They’re bearing down hard on our northern flank.’

			He wondered if he had made a mistake. Gunderson had wanted to sacrifice the medicae hut almost an hour ago. ‘We’re stretched too thinly,’ he had insisted. ‘Taken too many casualties, with too few resources remaining. Something has to give.’

			Had Veimer only been resisting the inevitable?

			He shook a groaning patient awake and tried to get him on his feet. The patient had some strength left, but was delirious. He kept reaching for his folded uniform and asking where the fight was. A young Guardsman hurried to answer Veimer’s call for assistance. They draped the patient’s arms about their shoulders and lifted him between them.

			They walked him steadily along the ward, into Veimer’s office. A side door there let out at the edge of the cliff. It had never been used – he’d had to clear a stack of chairs from in front of it – but it was the most direct route to their destination.

			The young Guardsman stumbled on the steps outside, the patient almost slipping out of his grasp. ‘Sorry, sir,’ he mumbled. ‘It’s been a long night.’

			‘For us all,’ sighed Veimer. ‘All the same, be more careful in future…’ A moon slid out from behind cloud cover at that moment, and he looked at the youngster’s face for the first time and was surprised to recognise him. ‘…Guardsman Myer.’

			A fire blazed behind the supply hut, at the cliff edge.

			A Guardsman was feeding spent power packs into it. It was the least efficient, most dangerous way of recharging them – something Myer had been taught not to do in any circumstances – but also the fastest and the only way available at present.

			Myer felt he had passed beyond tiredness.

			For a short time following the xenos engine’s destruction, the Iron Guard’s morale had been buoyed. So, who cared if their reinforcements were delayed; who needed them, anyway? The xenos’ attacks had continued unabated, but they had felt desultory and been repulsed with relative ease. Victory had been theirs for the taking.

			Now, as the night crawled past its midpoint – its darkest hour – the xenos were growing in numbers and confidence again. Maybe they had never truly lost either. The spirits of the command post’s defenders, in contrast, were slowly deflating.

			Myer and Veimer hauled their semi-conscious charge towards the supply hut.

			They passed behind a barricade, manned by a dozen troopers. From the sound of full-auto discharges and a sergeant’s bellowing and cursing, they were clearly under pressure. Myer wasn’t sorry to be away from the battle’s front lines. He only rued the fact that he was once again under Sergeant Ven Coers’ supervision.

			Ven Coers came up behind him now, a patient slung across her shoulders, handling the squirming weight with ease. ‘Pick up your feet, Myer,’ she growled, although Myer was keeping pace with Veimer. ‘Lives are depending on you – God-Emperor help them.’

			They deposited both patients in one corner of a picked-clean storeroom. One had passed out, while the other curled up on the hard floor, gasping for breath.

			‘We’ll grab some sheets on our next run,’ Veimer grunted. ‘I doubt we’ll have time to fetch pillows or mattresses for them.’ He turned and followed Ven Coers out of the hut.

			Myer cast a glance back at the wheezing patient. Unlike most others, he didn’t have the mysterious infection. He had been brought in late that afternoon, with crushed ribs from a glancing axe blow. He would have recovered, given time. He still could, if moving him hadn’t caused a broken bone to puncture his lungs. If the xenos didn’t kill him.

			It could have been Myer…

			Had the feral orks attacked just one night earlier, he could have been the one lying in the dust, helpless, waiting to die. He shuddered at the thought.

			Myer helped to transfer two more patients to the supply hut.

			As he and Veimer returned to the ward for another, the sound of las-fire greeted them. In a series of staccato flashes, Myer saw the sentries at the doors fighting off a belligerent, club-wielding feral ork. One of the Guardsmen planted a foot in its stomach and managed to send it sprawling. As he did so, a pair of squigs forced their way past him.

			They scampered towards the new arrivals. Myer drew his gun, but Veimer beat him to the trigger. He slew both creatures with two precise shots from his pistol.

			The sentries slammed the main doors shut and bolted them. ‘They’ve broken through our northern perimeter, sir,’ one explained to the officer, breathlessly. ‘They–’ He broke off as something slammed into the doors from outside, making the whole hut tremble.

			Veimer motioned towards two empty beds. ‘Give us as much time as you can.’ The Guardsmen nodded and set about pushing the heavy beds up to the doors.

			Veimer snatched up a lumoglobe and held it above his head. He turned on the spot, surveying the beds and mattresses around him. Some patients were stirring as the feral orks hammered at the doors again and again. Others, unmoving lumps beneath their sheets, might as well have been dead already. It was up to Veimer to choose which ones to save and which to abandon. Myer didn’t envy him that impossible decision.

			The officer chose a gaunt-looking older patient, who was gamely trying to haul himself upright. As Myer attempted to lift him, however, the man pushed him away. ‘Don’t… waste your effort,’ he gasped. ‘I won’t see another sunrise. All I want now is… to die fighting. Let me… die…’

			Myer looked across the bed at Veimer, helplessly.

			A shadow passed across the officer’s eyes. Then he nodded, grimly. ‘You heard the man, Myer. Prop him up and find him a weapon.’ To the patient, he added in a kinder tone, ‘May the Emperor be with you.’

			Myer located the patient’s lasgun and did as was bade. He placed it in the man’s hands, which closed around it with surprising strength.

			From across the ward, two more cracked voices called for their weapons too. Veimer attended to one, leaving the other to Myer. This patient’s eyelids were already fluttering and his gun slipped through his fingers, bouncing off the floor. Myer settled for laying it on the mattress alongside him.

			Ven Coers and the final Guardsman returned at that moment. Framed in the office doorway, the sergeant demanded, ‘What in the Emperor’s name is–?’ The rest was drowned out by a shriek of tortured metal, as the main doors of the hut were rent from their hinges. Muscular green arms forced their way through the gaps, pushing heavy beds aside.

			‘Fire at will!’ Ven Coers bellowed. ‘Don’t let those vermin get past you.’

			‘Belay that,’ Veimer snapped. ‘We have done all we can here. Let the xenos have this building, for all the good it might do them. Fall back! Fall back! Get out of here!’

			Ven Coers looked as if she might argue. Instead, she ushered the rest of the troopers past her, through Veimer’s office, out of the back of the hut.

			Myer was the last of them. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Veimer opening a bottle of amasec and emptying it over his desk. Then he dashed his lumoglobe into the desktop. It shattered, starting a small fire, which spread hungrily. The desk was quickly engulfed, and the office – along with the rest of the hut – would no doubt follow.

			Myer was horrified, thinking of the patients who would burn in their beds.

			Then he heard a tremendous crash, louder than the others, from out in the ward; and, following hard upon this, triumphant xenos howls. He vaulted the steps out into the night, Ven Coers and Veimer behind him. He hit the ground running but faltered after a few strides, turning back. From inside the hut, he heard the familiar sound of las-fire, swiftly silenced.

			He had been wrong. He knew now, with dreadful certainty, that the fire would take no Mordian life. Veimer had seen this – to be more precise, he had accepted it – before Myer had. He had done what he had to do.

			The feral orks would have their victory, claim a few kills, but they would get no further. Smoke was already seeping around the edges of the hut’s closed shutters. They would be unable to follow their prey through the inferno. They would have to turn back – or better yet, thought Myer, clenching his fists as a powerful anger rose in him, die trying.

			A strong hand clapped him on his shoulder. Myer knew before he turned that he would find Ven Coers behind him. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed,’ the sergeant sneered, ‘the rest of your company are fighting a war here, while you stand staring into space.’

			‘I know that, sergeant.’ Unexpectedly, Myer’s anger bubbled up and spilled out of him. ‘I’ve been fighting all night, the same as you have. I’ve drained every power pack I had and then some. I don’t know how many xenos I’ve killed, I’ve lost count, but I’ll happily kill another hundred or a thousand or more if I can.’

			He hefted his lasgun to underscore his point. As his right hand closed about its stock, something felt wrong. The gun felt sticky. Myer looked at his palm. It was red. He looked down at his side. He already knew what he would see – he could already feel the biting pain between his ribs – and his anger drained away as he filled up with dismay instead.

			He was bleeding again.

		


		
			0200

			The medicae hut was well and truly ablaze.

			A chill western breeze blew smoke and ashes across the former parade ground, filling the forest clearing. This was good news for the Mordians, as it left the xenos groping and choking in the dark. It eased the pressure on them as they rebuilt their barricades and regrouped around the command post’s sole remaining structure: its former supply hut.

			It also reduced their visibility, however.

			Often, the first they saw of a feral ork was when it half-stumbled, half-charged out of the smog, just yards from one of their emplacements.

			‘Conserve your ammunition,’ Lieutenant Gunderson cautioned. ‘We can’t afford to waste it jumping at shadows. Don’t shoot until you see the reds of their–’ He let out a sudden curse, and fired his laspistol twice before breaking the connection.

			Guardsman Myer sat behind the supply hut, his back to its wall, breathing through his teeth. Sergeant Ven Coers crouched beside him. ‘I swear, if you’re faking this…’ she growled, but in a softer tone than usual. She could see the blood on Myer’s uniform.

			Myer rolled up his shirt. ‘It doesn’t hurt as much as before,’ he lied. ‘I think the stitches are more or less intact. A fresh layer of synth-skin ought to solve the problem, but I used all mine up when I… when I was first…’

			The sergeant grunted and produced a canister from her medi-pack. Myer expected her to hand it over, but instead she set about treating the leaking wound herself. ‘Sergeant, I can do that,’ he protested.

			Other wounded soldiers had been dragged back here, to the only shelter left for them. Some were dressing minor cuts and bruises; others had been seriously hurt by knives or claws or flames or shrapnel. None of them were complaining. They could be proud of their scars, received while facing down the galaxy’s very worst horrors. Myer couldn’t say the same.

			He hadn’t just hurt himself with that knife, he thought. Now he was keeping a veteran sergeant away from the front lines, from doing the Emperor’s bidding. He didn’t belong here, with these others. They put him to shame.

			‘Don’t even think about it,’ Ven Coers hissed.

			Myer started. ‘I wasn’t. I… About what?’

			‘About climbing down the cliff. I saw you looking.’

			‘I wasn’t, sergeant.’

			‘You’d likely break your neck trying, in the dark.’

			‘I wasn’t planning to–’

			‘I can read your mind, Myer. We’ve lost three-quarters of the area we were trying to hold, and dawn is more than five hours away. We’re surrounded on three sides by what feels like an inexhaustible army. What options does that leave you?’

			‘I won’t run,’ insisted Myer. ‘I haven’t even thought about it.’

			‘Then you’re the only trooper here who hasn’t.’

			Myer didn’t know what to say to that.

			‘How does that feel?’ Ven Coers’ dark eyes flashed up at him. Myer noticed that she was sweating profusely. ‘I think I’ve stopped the bleeding. Can you stand? Here, take my hand.’ She held her right hand out to the youngster.

			Myer looked at it, and saw a red rash mottling the sergeant’s wrist. He tried but failed to hide his shocked reaction. Ven Coers followed Myer’s gaze, and hastily tugged the cuff of her jacket sleeve down. ‘You said you’d used up your power packs,’ she grunted.

			‘I did,’ said Myer. ‘Sergeant, I–’

			‘That’s good,’ Ven Coers interrupted him. ‘That you’ve been making good use of your armaments, I mean.’

			‘How long have you–?’

			‘I see no las-beam burns on you.’

			‘Does Lieutenant Veimer know? Does anyone?’

			‘So, you managed to point your weapon at the enemy this time. Even better. Have you been to see Guardsman Ven Roy?’

			Myer nodded. He had been coming from the recharging fire when Ven Coers had collared him. He had handed four cold power packs to its bandaged custodian, taking two warm ones in exchange. He had pushed one of them into place, but hadn’t fired his lasgun since. There was a chance that, when he did, it would explode.

			‘Ven Roy’s brain is leaking out of his skull,’ said Ven Coers, eyes darting to her wrist. ‘He can’t stand without passing out – and yet he’s out here, making himself useful, because that is the Mordian way.’

			Myer didn’t know what else to say. His wordless, horrified gaze was sufficient, however. ‘Tomorrow,’ Ven Coers conceded, gruffly. ‘Tomorrow, I will report my… symptoms. Tonight, I have – we all have – more pressing concerns.’

			‘Yes, sergeant,’ said Myer.

			‘Only you and I know about this, Myer, and that is the way it will stay.’

			‘Yes, sergeant. Only…’

			‘I know I can count on you to keep a secret.’

			‘Only… what if tomorrow is too late? I’ve seen what this thing, this infection, does. Especially left untreated. You’ve seen it too. And… and isn’t it our duty to report any sickness in our ranks? Not just for the trooper’s own sake, for the rest of us too.’

			Ven Coers scowled and looked away. She didn’t speak again for long seconds. Myer began to regret his outburst. He didn’t know where it had come from, where he had found the courage to stand up to his fearsome sergeant. Perhaps it was because his sergeant no longer looked so fearsome. She looked pale and somehow smaller.

			‘You’re right,’ said Ven Coers in a hoarse whisper. ‘It’s what I’d tell any soldier under my command to do. But suppose I went to our senior medicae right now? What exactly do you think he could do for me, Myer? We just watched him torch the medicae hut.’

			‘I guess we did.’

			Myer could almost have laughed at the bleak humour of the situation.

			Perhaps it was blood loss, he thought, making him light-headed. Either way, he felt an unexpected kinship with Ven Coers at that moment. Before he could stop himself, he blurted out a question he had never asked before: ‘But aren’t you afraid?’

			‘Every day of my life,’ came the unexpected answer.

			Myer gaped.

			‘You thought my heart was made of stone? You think I feel this filthy disease eating through me and don’t care what it might do to me? You think, when an army of xenos is bearing down on me – and I’ve faced dozens of xenos armies in my time – that I don’t wonder what it will feel like to die?’

			‘I…’

			‘This morning, I faced that mechanical monster in the forest. I still don’t know why I alone survived, when the rest of my squad…’

			‘I should have been there,’ Myer mumbled. ‘I’m sorry, sergeant.’

			Ven Coers shook her head. ‘In all my years of service, I have never felt so helpless. I couldn’t have saved them. You couldn’t have saved them either. Perhaps it was the ­Emperor’s will to send you here instead, where you can make a difference.’

			‘Do you really think I can? You think we can win this battle?’

			‘Every feral ork we kill is one less to blight the galaxy. You say you’ve lost count of the number you’ve slain tonight. That’s how you know you’ve done your duty.’

			Ven Coers stood up and helped Myer do the same. The muscles in his side protested at the move, but not too strongly. ‘Do you have any stimms?’ the sergeant asked.

			‘I was always told not to take them,’ said Myer, ‘unless absolutely–’

			‘For me.’

			‘Oh. Then, yes I do.’ Myer shrugged off his backpack. He rummaged his medi-pack out of it and handed over three capsules.

			Ven Coers took them with a grateful nod. She popped one into her mouth and swallowed it with some effort. She squirrelled the rest away in a belt pouch. She clapped a hand on Myer’s shoulder again, but this time it was a more companionable gesture. ‘It’s like I said. There’s nowhere to run. There never is. You stand and fight because it’s the only thing you can do. You, Myer, are as good a fighter as most.’

			‘I don’t think I am.’

			‘Your problem is, when you aren’t fighting, you think too much.’ Ven Coers leaned a fraction closer to Myer. She fixed him with eyes that were regaining their spark. Her granite jaw hardened, her lips curling into a sneer. Her grip on Myer’s shoulder tightened, almost making him wince. ‘So, get out there,’ the sergeant barked, ‘and fight.’

			Another barricade was summarily demolished.

			The xenos hacked and tore their way through the grain sacks, as viciously as if they were living opponents. Behind the sacks, however, they faced a very real wall of Iron Guard troopers.

			Myer was among them. He had taken one knee in the first of their two rigid ranks. He sighted along his lasgun, waiting as long as he dared. He waited until rippling green flesh filled his vision, almost within his arm’s reach.

			Then he fired and fired again; and he could hardly miss his massive target.

			His third shot pierced the feral ork’s left eye, killing it instantly. Its great green bulk collapsed an inch in front of Myer, and a thrill of excitement shot through him. He didn’t have time to indulge it. There were plenty more targets. Still, no one – no future defeat – could ever take this victory from him.

			He was doing it. He was making a difference.

			Another xenos toppled before him, though he couldn’t tell if the killing shot had come from his weapon or not. It hardly mattered. When they buried him, when an officer stood over his grave and summarised his military career, this would be remembered. They would say that Guardsman Lucius Myer had been dutiful, disciplined, courageous – and no one would ever know otherwise. No one but the Emperor Himself…

			Or maybe they would. Maybe everyone would know – because Myer’s fellow soldiers weren’t so different from him as he had always imagined. They too had their façades; and if they could appear to live up to the Mordian ideal, so too could he.

			Then he remembered his forthcoming trial.

			The oncoming xenos tide had been stemmed, for a time, in this small area. Other troopers put the finishing touches to a replacement barricade, the lowest one yet. Myer followed the orders of the nearest sergeant, to pull back and find himself a new defensive emplacement. He lowered himself onto his elbows in the dirt, but his stomach was churning.

			‘Look on the bright side, Myer. Chances are you’ll never face the Commissariat now.’ He recalled the words of a fellow trooper in the medicae hut and suddenly appreciated their ironic truth. Myer had just begun to imagine that he might survive this long night, after all. If he did, it would only be to die a less honourable death. No officer ever spoke glowing words over the grave of a coward.

			He would be better off if the feral orks killed him.

		


		
			0300

			Ven Coers’ lasgun had run dry again.

			She suppressed a frustrated scream. She pumped the trigger with all her strength, as if she might jolt out a few more precious shots. She turned to the trooper manning the barricade beside her and demanded he give up a power pack. ‘I don’t have any to spare,’ the trooper pleaded. Ven Coers spat out an insult and reluctantly abandoned her position.

			A Guardsman was bandaging a burnt arm behind the lines, and Ven Coers bellowed at him to stop wasting his time and take her place. She stomped up to the recharging fire and barked at its custodian: ‘Three more packs now, Ven Roy, and make sure they work this time. The last one you gave me barely had enough charge to light a candle.’

			She knew she was being unfair. The stimms were stoking a red-hot anger inside her, which she didn’t try to suppress. That fire was the one thing keeping her alert, keeping her alive. Ven Coers embraced the anger, kept it burning.

			She barely noticed the itch in her right arm, which had spread to her shoulder and halfway across her chest. She barely noticed the faint rattle in her lungs when she breathed in.

			‘What in the name of the Golden Throne are you doing?’

			A fair-haired young Guardsman knelt behind the supply hut, decanting promethium from a mangled, rusted flamer into a glass bottle. More bottles surrounded him, already half-filled. Their necks were stuffed with canvas wicks. The Guardsman looked up with a start, and Ven Coers recognised him.

			‘I asked you a question, Litmann.’ She gave the youngster no chance to answer, however. ‘Is this how a Mordian fights? You know those things are liable to blow up in your hand. Are you trying to cremate us all?’

			‘Sergeant Kulm’s orders, sir, but–’

			‘Where is Kulm? I have a few things to say to him.’

			‘–with Lieutenant Gunderson’s approval. Any means necessary to buy us more time, is what he said.’

			‘Oh,’ grunted Ven Coers, wrong-footed. ‘I see. Well… be careful, Guardsman. If I see flames back here, I’ll have your–’

			She choked on the words as a sudden commotion flared out on the parade ground. She heard the explosive bark of a heavy weapon, which then cycled with a mechanical clank. Her heart froze. For an instant, she was back in the forest, blundering through a smoke haze, with the shape of a monster looming over her.

			It couldn’t be, she told herself. The xenos engine went over the cliff. I saw it with my own eyes. I looked over the edge. I saw it burn. Unless…

			She didn’t dare complete the thought. She snatched a power pack from Ven Roy’s hand and raced back to her post. She hauled her bandaged replacement roughly out of her way and dropped to her knees behind the barricade. ‘What is it?’ she demanded, as the xenos weapon clanked and fired again. The ground churned with the impact of an explosive shell, showering Ven Coers with flaming soil and ashes.

			‘One of the xenos,’ a trooper spluttered. ‘It must have found a way to the bottom of the cliff and… and salvaged a gun from…’ He doubled up, wracked with coughing.

			‘All troopers, the xenos with the gun is our primary target,’ Gunderson commanded. ‘It must be taken down at all costs. All costs, do you hear me?’

			Ven Coers attempted to locate the enemy, but couldn’t. She risked half-standing to get a better view, peering over the barricade’s brim.

			She made out the shape of a feral ork, struggling to tame a cannon almost as large as itself. There was no second monster – which didn’t mean there was no threat. The creature aimed its weapon in the general direction of the supply hut. It fired, but a powerful recoil sent it sprawling. The shell streaked over its shoulder to be swallowed by the forest. It was as likely to blow itself up as strike a viable target.

			The Mordians couldn’t bank on those odds, however.

			 Ven Coers fired, along with fifty other troopers, including snipers on the hut’s roof and Gunderson and others inside. The weapon slipped out of the xenos’ grip as it crumpled; but at least a dozen others scrambled keenly to retrieve it. The Mordians immediately turned their fire upon these, and several fell. One of the survivors hefted the weapon in triumph, but was swiftly attacked for its prize by another.

			‘We can shoot these vermin down all night,’ grumbled Ven Coers into her vox-bead, ‘but one will eventually get its stinking claws on that weapon again. Our only hope is to take it out of action altogether.’

			‘Agreed,’ Gunderson’s voice crackled in her ear. ‘But we’re out of explosives. We’ve a few artillery shells left, but nothing to launch them. I’m open to suggestions, sergeant.’ He switched to the general channel. ‘If anyone is holding back a grenade or two for emergencies, now is the time to use it.’

			‘I might have something,’ said Ven Coers.

			Others had had the same idea. She had to elbow her way through them to reach the young trooper, Litmann. By the time she did, there were few promethium bottles left.

			She snatched one out of a Guardsman’s hands. ‘What do you plan to do with this? You think you can throw it further than that weapon can shoot?’

			She swept the others with a scathing glare. It rested on one who had acquired four bottles, tucking three behind her belt. Immediately, she knew what was in this Guardsman’s mind. She favoured her with a grim smile, but took the bottles from her anyway.

			‘Sergeant!’ the Guardsman protested.

			‘How are you holding up?’ the sergeant growled. ‘In good health?’

			‘I’m fit to serve.’

			Ven Coers pushed up her right sleeve, displaying the infection. ‘Then I’d say this duty falls to me.’ The Guardsman lowered her gaze. She understood.

			She gave up the rest of her stash, and others followed her lead. Ven Coers pushed a bottle into each of her pockets. She used her belt to secure four more to her hips. She clutched four bottles to her chest with one arm, waving the others away. ‘This ought to be enough. Hold on to the rest, in case I fail. How long do I have once I light one of these fuses?’

			‘I don’t know, sergeant,’ said Litmann. ‘It’s impossible to say. I’d recommend waiting as long as you possibly can.’

			Ven Coers nodded. She searched the debris-strewn ground with twitching eyes. She located a short, stout branch and had a Guardsman fetch it for her. She instructed another to take the last capsule from her pouch and feed it to her. She strode back up to the fire and plunged the branch’s end into it. She held the primitive torch up over her head, keeping its flames as far from her bottles as she could.

			She didn’t pause, not for a single breath. For much of the past day, Ven Coers had felt helpless, at the mercy of powers beyond her own. Now, a pair of troopers ran ahead of her, clearing a path for her. She marched along the side of the supply hut, towards the barricade she had so recently manned. The troopers there scrambled aside for her, tearing down sacks to create a narrow opening.

			She squeezed through the gap in the barricade and broke into a run. She heard the liquid in her bottles sloshing. Some of it seeped through the wicks and soaked into her uniform jacket, its stinging smell making her nose hairs curl.

			Sergeant Katryne Ven Coers had never felt so powerful before.

			Her heavy boots pounded the blasted ground. Smoke clawed at her eyes and teased out burning tears. She ran, half-blindly, for the spot where she had seen the xenos weapon. She heard a ferocious blast ahead of her, and a wave of heat struck her like a physical blow. She lowered her head, set herself against the force and ploughed onwards, as breathless vox-chatter piled up in her ears.

			Another barricade, she ascertained, had just been blown asunder. Through clenched teeth, Ven Coers swore it would be the last.

			She had banked on taking the command post’s attackers by surprise. Only now were they beginning to react to her sudden appearance among them. She could see the hazy shapes of feral orks – more clearly, hear their howls and smell their mossy xenos odour – converging upon her. She couldn’t let them steer her from her course.

			Finding a burst of speed, she dived between two lumbering creatures. An axe and a club swung at her, the former becoming embedded in the latter. She left the wielders behind her, wrestling for possession of their conjoined weapons.

			The next feral ork lunged at her from the right; she twisted away from its bone knife, at the same time thrusting her burning branch into its eyes.

			By her reckoning, she had covered half the distance to her target – when the shifting smoke revealed an obdurate green frame planted in front of her. Too late to avoid it, Ven Coers slammed into the xenos with a bone-jarring impact. She felt two bottles shattering and a sharp pain in her shoulder, swiftly washed away by an adrenaline tide.

			More importantly, despite its greater bulk, the xenos gave way to her charge.

			It was more surprised than she was, howling in confusion. It snatched at Ven Coers’ arm but she shrugged it off with ease, leaving shreds of blue fibres and raw flesh beneath its claws. She raced on, the xenos on her heels. Its legs were more powerful than hers, but still she outpaced it. Every beat of her heart felt like an explosion in her chest, as if it might burst at any moment. She feared she might have taken one capsule too many, but she pushed the thought aside.

			Nothing could stop her now.

			A hurled missile, a stone club, glanced off her temple and staggered her.

			She expected the feral ork behind her to pounce on her, but she could no longer feel its hot breath on her neck. It must have fallen to a sniper’s beam, she reasoned. She felt a proud thrill that, even here, even now, she wasn’t alone. She belonged to the Mordian Iron Guard.

			She blinked away a stream of blood from her eye.

			Another xenos rose before her, clutching the weapon. Its face clattered with bone jewellery. It wore a necklace of animal teeth around its neck. It had seen her coming, too late to defend itself. By the time it wrestled its ungainly burden around, Ven Coers would be upon it. Already, she could see that the weapon was broken and leaking. A shallow promethium pool formed around the feral ork’s feet.

			Her torch had burned down almost to her knuckles. She opened her hand and let it go.

			She heard the great gun’s bark as she tackled its wielder round its midriff; and her whole world erupted into fire.

			The feral ork’s wiry hair was alight. Its green skin reddened and peeled as its eyes began to melt. An expression of horror was trapped on its monstrous face. The gun was dropped, forgotten, as hungry flames caressed its fractured casing. A distant part of Ven Coers’ brain wondered if she would live long enough to witness the predictable explosion.

			Her fuel-doused uniform was burning too.

			For a fraction of a second, she was a human fireball, like a living embodiment of the Emperor’s wrath; and a sound forced its way up through her throat, but it was neither a scream of pain nor a howl of rage against her fate.

			The last sound Ven Coers made before she died was a raucous, joyous burst of laughter.

		


		
			0600

			Myer had only closed his eyes for a second. Somehow, however, his mind had drifted elsewhere. He came back to his senses with a jolt.

			He looked around guiltily, but no one had noticed his lapse. His comrades were every bit as weary as he was. Their eyelids were drooping, their heads beginning to nod. Even their sergeants’ harsh voices, commanding them to keep alert, had quietened down. The Guardsman beside him had fired a shot at shadows, or possibly at nightmares.

			Myer shifted his position on the hard ground. His every muscle ached. He gulped in mouthfuls of smoky air to re-energise himself, but choked on them. He almost wished he hadn’t given away his stimms. He was almost jealous of Guardsman Ven Roy, with his fractured skull, snoring by the embers of the recharging fire.

			Shortly after 0400 hours, Gunderson had called it.

			‘The battle is won,’ he had declared. ‘The xenos horde has not only been defeated, it has been annihilated. The cost has been just fifty-three lives – less than half of our initial force – in exchange for many hundreds of theirs, a thousand at least.’

			It didn’t feel like a victory to Myer. Not yet.

			It was true that the xenos were no longer attacking in force. Their siege was relentless, nevertheless. Not a minute had passed without two, three or four creatures – sometimes just one – hurtling out of the forest, slobbering and raging. These sporadic attempts ensured that no trooper, but for the most wounded, had been able to rest.

			Some had made it through the gauntlet of weakening las-beams to batter at the few remaining barricades. At one point, one had thrust a fist between the sacks and seized the Guardsman next to Myer by his throat. It had expired before it could tighten its grip. The next one, however, might be more robust, or just more fortunate.

			The long night wasn’t over yet.

			Another xenos thundered into Myer’s sights. He squeezed his trigger and waited to see if it fell or if he needed to expend more power. The routine was familiar by now, perhaps overly so. It was easy, too easy, to let his concentration falter.

			No Mordian had fallen in the past two hours, however. No more xenos had made it through their defences to lay a claw upon them. The most recent casualty, in fact, had been…

			It had been Sergeant Ven Coers.

			Myer swallowed at the memory. It stiffened his resolve, more than any drug could have. His old sergeant had not just turned the tide of battle, she had lighted the heavens. The explosion of the xenos engine’s weapon had taken out at least two dozen creatures and pelted many more with molten shrapnel.

			Myer knew he could never live up to such an example. All the same, since Ven Coers’ death, he was determined at least to survive. He couldn’t bear the thought of the command post falling, of no one remaining to record such noble deeds.

			Another four feral orks broke cover. He fired at one, then another, until they dropped. He wondered what went through their tiny minds as they made their suicide runs, as they died one after another. Did they think they were heroes, like Ven Coers?

			The question was pointless, he concluded. Xenos didn’t think as men did. Their sole motivation was the spread of Chaos. They deserved nothing from him but his hatred and disgust. They certainly didn’t deserve his fear.

			The clearing was strewn with their mouldering green bodies. They stretched past the ashes of the command post’s former huts and the razed shells of burnt-out Chimeras, to the treeline and beyond.

			It struck Myer, suddenly, that he hadn’t been able to see to the treeline before.

			The sky was beginning to lighten. A peaceful hush descended upon the alien forest like a blanket – or it may have been Myer’s imagination. The sound of his own breathing filled his ears, and his eyelids felt heavy again.

			The next time he opened them, some time had clearly passed.

			From the east, the first rays of sunrise felt their tentative way through the trees. Somewhere, a bird sent up a cackling call. There were other sounds too, which Myer almost didn’t notice at first, so accustomed had he become to them. Sounds of gunfire.

			He felt his throat tightening. Had the xenos come up with some new horrific weapon?

			‘Lasguns,’ the Guardsman beside him whispered hoarsely, as if voicing his fragile hope might tempt the fates. ‘Imperial lasguns.’

			Gunderson’s voice over the vox-net quickly confirmed it. ‘I’ve received a communication from the First Company commander. Her force is here and has the few remaining xenos surrounded. They will fight to their last breaths, of course, but they haven’t a prayer.’

			Myer held his breath, waiting for a but. He didn’t dare believe that the ordeal was finally at an end. He had to hear the words.

			‘This battle is over. Praise be to the Emperor.’

			A tired cheer went up. Troopers clambered to their feet and shook blood back into their stiff limbs. Myer did the same, uncertainly at first. It felt wrong to be raising his head above the barricades. His eyes kept scanning the surrounding forest, nervously, and he saw others doing the same. Snipers dropped down from the supply hut roof.

			‘We can be justly proud of this night’s work,’ Gunderson crowed. ‘This victory was gained in the teeth of impossible odds. This has been the sort of night in which reputations are made, and from which legends are spun. I am proud of every one of you.’

			Everyone was congratulating each other. A few Guardsmen clapped Myer on the back and shook his hand. He recognised some of their faces. One was the young trooper who had lain across from him in the medicae hut. He had shown only contempt for Myer yesterday – as had many of the others – but now this was forgotten.

			Yesterday seemed a long time ago.

			Gunderson mingled with the crowd, taking hands at random and pumping them enthusiastically. Myer saw Lieutenant Veimer too. He was kneeling beside a semi-conscious trooper with his medi-kit. He looked as tired as anyone else, if not more so, but his work was not yet done. Myer wondered if he should offer to help him, but was glad when someone beat him to it.

			Gunderson raised his voice above the chatter. ‘Let’s clear some carcasses out of the way, shall we? Dump them over the cliff edge for now. We’ll clear enough space to lay down bedrolls, so we can all get some well-deserved sleep.’

			Before Myer knew it, he was holding a dead feral ork by its armpits, its broken head lolling against his stomach, while another Guardsman hoisted its brawny legs.

			His body protested at taking yet more punishment, but his mind was glad of some direction. He felt as if he were living in a new world, one he had not expected to see and hardly dared to think about. He wasn’t sure what to do next. It didn’t feel real.

			He felt a warning twinge from his side as he helped swing the body over the cliff. He watched as it plummeted into darkness. He could just make out the dark, sullen shape of the wrecked xenos engine down there, and shuddered at the recollection of that horror.

			He would do what he had always – almost always – done, he supposed. He would follow his orders, do his duty.

			The fighting in the forest had ceased.

			Troopers poured into the clearing, a never-ending river of blue. They must have marched most of the night, but they held their backs straight and their chins up. Myer felt a hint of awe at the sight of their immaculate uniforms, such as he had felt as a boy when, for the first time, he had seen the Iron Guard on parade. He was proud to count himself among them.

			Their senior officer conversed briefly with Gunderson, then began to issue orders.

			Most of the xenos bodies were disposed of in short order. A pit was dug to provide the Mordian dead with a rather more dignified burial. There was nothing left of Sergeant Ven Coers’ body to place in it, nothing identifiable. Plenty would be said about her over the grave, however; Myer would make sure of it, if no one else did.

			For now, bedrolls were being laid out across the old parade ground. Gunderson informed the troopers of the Third and Fourth Companies that they had eight hours’ downtime. Myer could sleep for five, he thought gratefully, and still have time to clean and repair his uniform. Sentries had been chosen from among the fresh newcomers, to line the clearing’s perimeter. He could hardly have felt safer.

			‘One more over here,’ called Gunderson.

			He stood at a corner of the prefabricated supply hut, where it didn’t quite reach the uneven ground and was propped up on wooden chocks. A dead squig had rolled into the gap and been overlooked. The officer prodded it with his toe, lips curling in distaste.

			The creature came to life and clamped its teeth on to his leg.

			An expression of horror crossed Gunderson’s face, but was gone in an instant. He snatched a pistol out of his holster and fired. The weapon let out a plaintive whine, its target hardly flinching from its feeble discharge. Though Myer had seen little of the officer during the battle, he had exhausted his power packs just like everybody else.

			Myer had already drawn his lasgun, instinctively.

			He took four measured steps towards the creature, firing in time with each of them. His beams punched into the squig’s distended head, the last at point-blank range. It shuddered and squealed and coughed up stinking blood; and Gunderson tore himself away from it, blood streaming from his leg too, calling for Lieutenant Veimer.

			The squig was still thrashing its half-formed limbs, so Myer shot it again. He used up the last of his own dwindling power on it, until it was incontrovertibly dead.

			By this time, Gunderson had recovered his usual composure. He limped up to Myer, towering over him. ‘Name?’ he demanded, in clipped tones.

			Myer hauled himself to attention and told him.

			‘That was quick thinking, Guardsman Myer.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’

			‘I have witnessed many acts of heroism tonight, but yours–’

			‘No,’ Myer interrupted before he could stop himself. The officer’s eyebrows knitted into a warning frown. ‘I… No, sir,’ he stammered. ‘I’m no hero. Not like… some of the others. I happened to be in the right place at the right time.’

			‘The right place – the right man – to save my life. This will be mentioned in my report to Command HQ.’ Gunderson smiled tightly. ‘Whether you like it or not.’

			Myer realised that a hush had fallen around him. Everyone, it seemed, had stopped to turn and look at him. This time, however, their gazes approved of him. Even Veimer, poised to bandage his fellow officer’s leg, favoured Myer with a curt nod.

			He didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing. He straightened his back, puffed out his chest and saluted. At the same time, the sun made it over the treetops at last, to bathe the ruins of the Dirkr Forest command post in harsh, white light.

			No light had ever been welcomed more by a denizen of the World of Eternal Night.

			A brand new day had dawned.

		


		
			Another Dawn

			Lieutenant Olius Veimer stepped into the cool pre-morning air.

			He closed his eyes and took deep, cleansing breaths.

			He had worked another night, stitching up wounds and cooling down fevers. His patients were all stable now, with most on the road to recovery. The source of the spore infection remained a mystery, but he had finally found time to work on its symptoms. His latest combination of drugs was showing some promising results.

			He enjoyed a rare moment of peace, alone with his thoughts.

			He surveyed the five gleaming huts of the Dirkr Forest command post. Even the old supply hut had been repaired and scrubbed until it looked almost new. The five prefabricated buildings outlined an even, pentagonal shape, completed by the razor wire fences strung between them. Behind him, nestled in the lee of the brand new medicae hut, the old, reliable generatorum hummed softly to itself.

			Of the desperate battle fought here mere weeks ago, no trace remained. No trace, that was, but for a small monument, erected close to the cliff edge: an enduring testament to the courage of the soldiers buried there.

			The roar of an engine intruded upon Veimer’s reverie. He sighed to himself, before calling for all available orderlies.

			A pair of Chimeras nosed out of the forest, grinding to a halt before him. Their hatches juddered open and the latest contingent of injured troopers clambered out. A sergeant handed Veimer a list of the new arrivals. He scanned the names and accompanying notes, seeing nothing that others couldn’t handle.

			Most of the new patients were able to walk. The orderlies were taking stretchers to those who weren’t. He even had sufficient beds for those who needed them.

			He began to think about getting some sleep.

			The door of the nearby Guardsmen’s billets opened. Five Mordian troopers in dress uniform tramped down a flight of steps. One of them was Guardsman Myer. Veimer had almost forgotten he was leaving this morning. He had certified him fit three days ago, but Myer had had to wait for transport to return him to the distant front.

			The troopers reported to the sergeant and, one by one, climbed into the back of a Chimera. Veimer drew Myer to one side. ‘I’ll be sorry to lose you,’ he rumbled. ‘Your assistance these past two weeks has been commendable.’

			‘Just doing my duty, sir,’ said Myer, stiffly.

			He nodded at the expected response. ‘Ever thought of training to become a field medicae yourself?’

			‘Maybe, sir. I never thought I had an aptitude for it before, but helping out here while I’ve been restricted to light duties… I have found the work rewarding. So, maybe once this tour of duty is over…’

			Rewarding… Veimer recalled a time, not long ago, when he would have said the opposite. He rolled the thought around his mind for a second. He realised that Myer had trailed off and was looking at him, his round eyes betraying an unspoken plea.

			It was past time to put him out of his misery.

			‘As for the matter that brought you here,’ said Veimer, ‘I believe I may have been mistaken. There were some indications, as you know, that the stab wound to your side was self-inflicted. Having since seen you in action, I am satisfied that you, Guardsman Myer, would never commit such a cowardly act. Am I correct?’

			‘Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir. Thank you, sir.’

			‘I am duty-bound to report the incident, of course.’

			Myer’s mouth twitched in dismay, but all he said was, ‘Yes, sir.’

			‘On this occasion, however, I fail to see what purpose that would serve. Especially considering the report already made by Lieutenant Gunderson, commending you for your bravery during and after the battle.’

			The young Guardsman couldn’t quite disguise his relief.

			‘This isn’t the end of the matter,’ Veimer added, sternly. ‘I expect you to prove to me that my faith in you is justified. I hear the feral orks appear much fewer in number than they were, but of course their belligerence has not been dampened one bit. It will be some weeks yet – maybe even months – before this world is cleared of them completely.’

			‘I know that, sir. I am not afraid of them.’

			Veimer raised a quizzical eyebrow, inviting Myer to elaborate.

			‘What threat could such vermin pose that is worse than what I went through – what all of us did – that night?’

			I pray you never have to face the answer to that question, Veimer almost replied, but he chose to hold his tongue.

			The waiting Chimera was revving its engine impatiently. He dismissed Myer and they exchanged salutes. Myer scrambled into the back of the armoured vehicle, the sergeant pulling the hatch shut behind him with a final-sounding clang.

			Veimer stood watching, long after both vehicles had disappeared into the forest. By then, the new arrivals had been ushered or carried indoors, leaving him alone again.

			He thought of the many young troopers he had tended to and sent back out to fight: a faceless army marching through his conscience. Myer was no different to any of them. He had nothing but a lifetime of war to look forward to. Nor could he be lucky forever.

			But this didn’t make him unimportant.

			Veimer, his hands guided by the Emperor, had saved Myer’s life for a reason. For every xenos he had slain since then or would slay; for the lives he had saved in turn; and much more. Myer had discovered the person he was meant to be, which was a gift indeed. No matter what befell him in the future, whether he was struck down by an axe today or survived to someday command a platoon of his own, Veimer could be certain of one thing.

			Guardsman Lucius Myer would make a difference.
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			Chapter one

			 


			The broken steel gantry swayed and screeched.

			Backed to its outermost end, the wounded man had stumbled to his knees. Alone, unarmed, he held one hand to the smoking hole in his belly. The other supported him as he crashed forwards, coughing blood.

			He did not have long.

			‘Aim!’ The sergeant’s bark was curt. It rang hollow, echoing loudly in the empty systems of pipes and conduits that towered around them, resonant in rust and decay.

			Nine lasguns tucked into nine shoulders.

			Nine tiny, red insects clustered on the man’s skull.

			The man made no move; he didn’t protest, or try to defend himself. He’d led them a long chase, but it was over.

			‘Hold your fire.’ A woman’s voice, cool and controlled.

			The sergeant raised one hand from his weapon, and the squad paused.

			A small, grey-robed figure stepped through them, her black boots ringing on the metal walkway. Even in her ceramite armour, she was barely as high as the heavy sergeant’s shoulder, but her poise and bearing spoke of complete authority. Her head was bare and her white-threaded dark hair was braided tightly down her back.

			At her feet, an empty vat-tank stretched downwards into darkness. It had a mark stamped in its side – the cog-and-skull of Triplex Phall, and a line of Mechanicus numerals, noting its denomination. Somewhere at its base, there hissed the wash and seethe of liquid.

			But the woman did not look down.

			She said, ‘It’s over, Zale.’

			The man did not respond. He was still coughing; his breath was harsh and ragged. Like the metal-stinking wind, it rose into the umber sky, and was gone.

			‘Ma’am?’ The sergeant stood poised, his battered green armour-plates filthy with blown rust, his head still tilted into the rifle sight. She could feel his tension, his need to end this, once and for all. The squad’s lieutenant had already died on his knees – from the beginning, this entire mission had been littered with corpses – but such things were of little interest to her.

			She took a further step forwards, her gauntleted fist closing. The band of her signet ring bit into her flesh.

			She would take whatever action she deemed necessary.

			Curtly, she repeated the order. ‘I said, hold your fire.’

			‘Ma’am.’

			The sergeant was a good man, solid. She felt his pressure on the trigger ease.

			Satisfied, she raised her voice, let her accusation sound like a paean from the crumbling pipework. ‘Scafidis Zale, you are a heretic and a traitor, and there is nowhere left for you to run. You will surrender, or you will fall to the waters below, and there you will dissolve. You will beg me for pity as they eat your living flesh, but there will be no pity, Zale, not for you. Repent here, and I may yet grant you your future, and your continued service to the God-Emperor.’

			From somewhere, far out in the mess of refineries, machines and galleries, there came the sounds of shouting, and running boots. There was the hiss and boom of lasgun fire, a rise of laughter, the noise of fists on flesh.

			But she and the fallen man were intent only on each other.

			Slowly, the injured Zale sank backwards until he was sitting on his heels. His hand was still on his belly, his head bowed.

			The woman felt the sergeant tense. Rage and suspicion rose from his burly shoulders.

			Still, she did not give the order.

			She said, ‘Surrender, Zale.’

			Feet sounded again, closer this time. Several of the soldiers twitched, but the noises soon clanged past them, and faded to echoes.

			And then, at the far end of the gantry, Scafidis Zale began to unfold. Slowly, he came to his feet. He moved like a performer, taking command of his stage.

			Nine points of light followed the motion.

			He didn’t care.

			Instead, he said one word, like a hiss of pure scorn…

			‘Inquisitor.’

			And he started to laugh.

			Lycheate.

			Once a forge world, a world of industry. Lycheate was a planet of refineries and manufactoria, of ferrous incinerators, of furnaces and vents, of the pulse and vein of living machinery. Once, Lycheate had thundered and rumbled with the fusion reactor deep at its core. It had been governed by its fabricator, and teeming with tech-priests, transmechanics, lexmechanics and enginseers.

			Once, Lycheate had been orbited by dozens of small moons, each one rich with promethium and rare ores, drilled with mines and worked by helots. Shuttles and cargo scows had ferried those ores to the planet’s surface, where they’d been assayed and smelted and forged, and then shipped out across the Imperium, the lifeblood of all mankind.

			Once.

			But Lycheate’s moons had long since been stripped bare. Its steelworks were empty, its forge-temples abandoned to the seething swarms of human and xenos scum that had moved in there. The planet had become a vacuum – a sucking, steel-walled cesspit that pulled in the lost, the heretic, the mutant, the cultist…

			All those who wanted to vanish, or who had nowhere else to go.

			Inquisitor Istrix, however, had no interest in the denizens of this place. She had walked fearless through their filth, untouched and uncaring – this world was a sewer, worthy only of Exterminatus. And that would come. For now, Istrix had a greater purpose.

			The inquisitor was focused purely on her quarry. She had hunted him, relentless, all the way from Terra itself, all through Scintilla and the mines on Sophano Prime, and finally out here, to the very edges of the Ultima Segmentum and the Calixis Sector.

			Now, she had him.

			And, as the wounded man came to his feet, his laughter ringing like the sounding of ancient hammers, Istrix gave thanks to the Emperor Himself that her long chase was over at last.

			‘Inquisitor,’ he said.

			‘Zale.’ Tiny, framed by the lost wealth of rust and decay, Istrix faced her foe. ‘There’s nowhere left to hide.’

			But his laughter only grew.

			Ever the entertainer, he flicked his fingers.

			Screaming, the sergeant went over backwards, his lasrifle firing bursts of superheat at the pipework over their heads. Metal creaked and screamed and tore; debris plummeted past them, clattering and banging against the sides of the tank, splashing into the waters below. The sergeant had both hands clutched to his helmet; as he hit the walkway, he started to thrash, his feet hammering.

			The noise was incredible.

			Beside him, the lance-corporal turned on her fellows. Stepping back to use the lasrifle, too fast for anyone to react, she carved red light through three of her comrades, then turned the weapon on herself. Her last, mad laugh was cut off as the front of her helmet vanished in a hiss of steaming gore.

			She toppled over the edge, and was gone.

			No fool, the corporal barked an order. Five streaks of scarlet whooshed out at the figure on the gantry.

			But Zale was up, now. He was uninjured, and moving.

			Moving fast.

			Still laughing, he gave another, extravagant gesture. With a roar, forge fires boomed to sudden life; the rise of heat was staggering, blistering. Swearing, the corporal threw up his arms and fell back.

			The air shimmered and stank – fuel and fear and fumes.

			In the blur of it, Zale wavered and was gone.

			But Inquisitor Istrix did not move. She watched, impassive, as her grey robes ignited, as the scarred and grubby armour of the Astra Militarum began to char and smoke. Several of them were swearing, emptying water bottles or trying to smother the flames with their gloved hands. She could hear the corporal barking further orders, his nerve remarkably steady.

			Again, lasgun fire streaked across the air.

			She barked, ‘Hold your fire!’

			The corporal echoed her order. The lasguns stilled.

			She heard one of them mutter, her voice confused, ‘Corp?’

			The words were across the squad’s private channel, but Istrix could hear them quite clearly in her vox-bead.

			The man responded, his deep voice low, ‘You heard the inquisitor. Hold your fire.’

			With a faint, cold smile, she took another step out onto the gantry, now swinging wildly from its overhead wires. The metal squealed in protest; it was already reddening to a dull, magma glow.

			Her burning robes billowed in the rising heat.

			+Issy.+

			Zale’s laughter crawled into her ears, echoed through her skull. It took her brain apart, piece by piece; it touched old memories, the days of his training, now long-gone…

			She could hear him in her head.

			+You don’t have to do this.+

			But he could not touch her; she belonged to the Emperor alone. He was a traitor, a failure – her failure. And he would surrender himself to Penitence.

			That, or lose his soul.

			She commanded the corporal to hold his position; walked three more steps out along the gantry. The roasting, searing heat clawed up at her from far below; the fall was hungry for her life. Her flapping robes burned higher; there was smoke in her eyes, her face. She felt her braid crisp and shrivel, burning like fuse wire; felt her skin start to soften.

			Felt the holes opening in her flesh.

			But she tightened her fist, feeling the signet ring.

			There was no heat, no flame. 

			No forge.

			The pain was nothing.

			She said, ‘Your trickeries do not touch me, witch. The Emperor is with me.’

			At the end of the walkway, his gold eyes now blazing with the lava-light of the glowing metal, his whole form rippling with power and illusion, Zale offered her a bow. Still laughing, he raised his hands, gestured again, tore a huge rent across the pipework to one side. Steam flooded out at her, hissing, then rose towards the brown and distant sky.

			Somewhere up there, debris shone like the stars.

			‘I can tear out your heart,’ he told her softly, ‘and you know it.’

			‘This is nothing,’ she said. ‘Witchery. Illusion. The machine-spirits of this world are long dead.’

			But Zale laughed like a daemon, his eyes still burning. Behind her, she heard a sudden, physical struggle, heard the corporal curse. Boots rang on the walkway, there was shouting, then a long, wailing cry as a second figure went over the edge.

			She did not bother to turn.

			‘Mistress.’ The word was a caress. ‘You never learn. How many lives will you throw away? How many more will you send to the Emperor’s glory, before you see the truth? I will not surrender to the torture you call Penitence.’ 

			‘No more,’ Istrix said. ‘This is over.’ The awful heat yammered at her, searing her now-hairless scalp, hurting her lungs as she breathed it in. But she was stronger than this, better than this.

			‘Then shoot me,’ he said to her softly. ‘If you can.’

			She raised the bolter.

			And, with an ear-splitting screech, the gantry fell away beneath both of them.

			From its orbit of the jungle-planet Lautis, the Imperial frigate Kyrus had turned back to the vacuum of space. Called home by the astropaths, by the tides of the empyrean, it was returning to Ophelia VII, and to the Hallowed Spire of the Convent Sanctorum.

			Behind the heaviness of the Kyrus’ reinforced bulkheads, securely defended by its void shields and gunnery decks, there lay an empty, decorous hollow, like a hole in its heart. Floored with rockcrete flags, walled with glassaic windows, each one lit by a cunning strip of exterior biolume, this was the ship’s chapel, silent and chill. Neat lines of pews could seat almost a tenth of the Kyrus’ full crew; rows of faces, each man and woman looking up at the altar, and at the broad banner of the aquila that hung above.

			To one side of that central image hung the winged skull of the Imperial Navy, to the other, the twisting-fish symbol of the Kyrus herself.

			Flanked by the imagery, lit by the ever-shining glow of the electro-candles, stood the golden stone statue of the God-Emperor. Thirty feet at His Imperial shoulder and framed by the aquila’s wings, He stared out over the nave, His gaze clear, His expression stern.

			He demanded service. He accepted no compromise. He reminded every one of them of their faith, their courage, their sworn duty. And, from those rows of pews, the crew of the Kyrus could look upon Him, and leave this place uplifted, ready to carry His name out through the warp and to all corners of the Imperium.

			They would fight and die for Him, to the last man and woman.

			And they would do so gladly.

			Now, however, the pews were empty. Under the false vault of the rockcrete roof, the cherubim circled silently, their cold, augmetic gazes eyeing the space below.

			As the heavy hatchway clunked open, they blinked metal eyelids, recording every movement.

			A lone figure stepped through.

			It paused, silent. Bright in the chapel’s lume, its scarlet armour glittered, all ceramite and plasteel. Over this, it bore a black-and-white cloak, decorated with the symbol of the rose; the fabric billowed as it turned to close the hatch. A line of adamantine beads decorated its chaplet and, at its hips, there were slung a Godwyn De’az pattern bolter and a brutal, heavy-duty chainsword.

			Its – her – head was bare, revealing a stern bob of steel-grey hair and a distinctive tattoo.

			She said, though there were only the cherubim to hear, ‘In the name of Mina and the Golden Throne, I am the willing daughter of the God-Emperor. I come to listen, and to do His bidding.’

			Sister Superior Augusta Santorus touched the fleur-de-lys on the front of her armour, and bowed her head.

			The cherubim blinked again, their eyelids clicking.

			As if by their signal, servitors whirred from their resting places. Augusta lifted the bolter from her belt, unclipped the sword, and laid both in the offered brass trays. 

			The soldiers of the Imperial Navy had no requirement to lay down their sidearms, but she, as outlined in the Accords of Deacis VI, entered His presence with humility – bare of weapons, and with her head bared to His Light.

			Slowly, she walked up the aisle.

			But she did not look up.

			Since their departure from Lautis, Augusta had visited the chapel often. Not just offering the daily prayers of herself and her squad – and those soldiers of the Navy who’d wished to attend – but at other times, when the hollow was quiet, and she could focus her concentration.

			Augusta was the commander of her squad, a veteran ­warrior of twenty years’ experience. She had fought battles against xenos, daemon and heretic; she had pursued the foes of mankind to the very edges of space, and she had slain them all.

			But there was a darkness upon her heart that would not leave her, and that had brought her, once again, into His presence.

			It defied her comprehension – their previous mission had been a success. Upon Lautis, they had faced a greater daemon, and had banished it back to the warp. They had freed the jungle-planet from the daemon’s cultist followers, and had secured the ruined cathedral for their Order, the Order of the Bloody Rose. The Adeptus Mechanicus tech-priests and servitors arriving aboard the Tukril now held the building safely, and were beginning its reconstruction.

			The Kyrus had accompanied them, and had waited to assure their security. And now, the old frigate was taking the Sisters back home.

			Her boots loud in the chapel’s silence, Augusta reached the altar rail. The cherubim followed her movements, sharply watchful. 

			She knelt, her grey bob of hair falling forwards over her face.

			Though they had defeated it, the Lautis daemon had left her with nightmares. It had infected her thoughts, plagued her dreams with Chaos and Ruin, with images both fearful and bloody. For long Solar weeks after its expulsion, she and the other members of her squad had awoken sweating, and had knelt in midnight prayer…

			Fortitudo est certa clara meo.

			My strength must be unfailing, my sight clear.

			Augusta did not fear the spewed-forth creatures of the warp. Yet Lautis had seen the deaths of two members of her squad – Sister Kimura, in the battle against the orks, and Sister Jatoya, her second and right arm, smashed by the daemon’s axe. 

			Her lips moved in prayer: the Litany of Divine Guidance. 

			Domine deduc me mi Imperatoris.

			Guide me, my Emperor.

			In twenty long years of battle, Augusta had lost troops before. Her Sisters had been slain, but they had died with courage and honour and they stood now at His feet…

			Levis est mihi.

			Show me to the Light.

			…but her darkness did not diminish. She recalled the words of the cultist’s leader, Subul, the man who had summoned the daemon. 

			‘I can feel it in you, Sister! I can feel your anger. Let it go. Revel in it! Like your saint before you, like your whole blood-armoured Order, you revel in rage, in the pure fury of the battlefield. You belong here! Lose your foolish faith, and join the darkness!’

			For a moment, she dared raise her eyes to Him, framed by the light of the electro-candles…

			But it was too much. His expression was too austere, His judgement too stern. She was His daughter, her faith and weapons unquestioned, unquestionable; war was her craft and her study. Anger, grief – these were permitted, within proper confines. The loss of her discipline was not. 

			Shamed, she lowered her gaze, back to the gleam of her armour, blood-red against the rockcrete floor. 

			Whatever mission called them, it was His will, and they would praise His name, with hymn and blade and bolter, just as they had always done.

			We are strong, she told herself. We will not fail.

			Yet, as she completed her litany and came back to her feet, she wondered at the shadow that still lurked so deep, and at what it may mean for the future.

		


		
			Chapter two

			 


			The dull throb of the Kyrus’ engines rumbled like a vast heartbeat.

			It resounded through the metalwork, through the twisting guts and veins of the old ship; as the Sisters prowled forwards, suit-lights glimmering, they could feel it in their boots and their blood. They moved cautiously through the empty corridors, alert for any motion or threat.

			It was dark, down here, and the air was bitterly cold. 

			Over the vox, Sister Melia Kaliyan growled orders. ‘We will progress as far as the junction. Akemi, with me. Viola, Caia, standard skirmishing advance. Maintain your vigilance, Sisters, we do not know what lurks here.’

			Bolter in hand, the smallest of the red-armoured figures fell back to Melia’s position, bilgewater sloshing at her ankles. Melia paused to check the squad’s spacing, then used the preysight in her retinal lenses to search for signs of heat, for enemies hiding silently in conduit or crawlspace.

			But there was nothing. 

			‘Caia?’

			‘Auspex is clear, Sister,’ Caia said. ‘No motion, no life signs. Even the rats have cleared out.’

			Viola muttered, ‘There’ll be something.’

			Melia commented softly, ‘Quiet, Sisters. Focus. We have until Compline to complete this mission and return to the Sister Superior.’

			‘Aye.’

			The ship’s lumens flickered and fizzed; in front of them, one light sputtered and then died completely, leaving a pool of darkness upon the rippling water. Two of the red-armoured figures moved forwards through it, their skirmish tactics flawless – each one ran ten paces and then splashed down to one knee, covering her comrade as she ran forwards in her turn. 

			Melia watched them, assessing their movements. At the request of the Sister Superior, the captain had cleared his helots and servitors away from this lower deck, but Melia knew, just as Viola did, that there was something waiting for them.

			Something…

			She said, ‘Situation report.’

			‘Clear both ways, Sister.’ Viola, her thrice-blessed heavy bolter in both hands, had taken cover at the right-hand corner of the wall. ‘No motion, no hostiles.’

			‘Caia?’

			Covering the junction in the other direction, her auspex bathing her visor in a garish, green light, Caia said, ‘Not as much as a blip. We’re the only things down here.’

			‘Take a full five-second awareness check.’ Melia’s hand tightened on her flamer. ‘There are spaces behind these walls, Sisters, they could be concealing any number of threats – xenos, stowaways, saboteurs.’ Sub-vocal, she counted it down: three, two, one… ‘Very well, we’ll head onwards. Akemi, move up. I’ll take the rear.’

			In the vox, Akemi replied, ‘Aye.’ 

			Smoothly, the foremost Sisters moved out to secure the junction. Akemi splashed after them, then ducked back to a kneel as they continued to move. Melia walked at the rear, the filth-strewn water tugging at her feet, her flamer guarding the corridor behind them. She checked over their heads for ladders and walkways, for lurking creatures, for hatches left unsealed…

			Nothing.

			Her skin crawled – it couldn’t be this simple. She had to be missing something.

			But what?

			‘Objective sighted,’ Caia’s voice sounded in the vox. ‘Two hundred yards.’

			Melia barked, ‘Hold.’

			Glancing back over her shoulder, Sister Melia could see it clearly: the glimmer of the pict-screen at the corridor’s far end. 

			But she did not give the order to advance. She said, ‘Eyes open, Sisters.’

			More wary than ever, expecting the ambush at any moment, she checked the flickering lights, the overhang of the servitors’ walkway, the line of small, round airlocks that led out to the saviour pods…

			Still: nothing.

			What was she missing?

			The weight of Melia’s new responsibilities sat as unfamiliar to her as the flamer in her hand… Jatoya’s were big boots to fill.

			The Emperor has called you, she told herself firmly, for the hundredth time. You will offer only thanks for this opportunity to serve Him.

			Her tone in the vox was firm. ‘Full scan.’

			‘Nothing, Sister,’ Caia said, again. ‘The corridor’s clear.’

			Viola echoed her, ‘Nothing.’

			‘Very well,’ Melia said. ‘We proceed, but slowly. Follow the left-hand wall, Sisters, under line of sight from the walkway. I want every pod-hatch checked.’

			‘Aye.’

			Their movements polished, Caia and Viola took the left-hand turn. They headed onwards, and stopped by the first hatch. But Sister Akemi, the youngest of the squad and newly blooded upon Lautis, paused.

			‘Akemi?’ Melia’s voice was soft in the vox.

			Akemi said, ‘There’s something here.’

			Instantly Melia barked, ‘Hold!’ 

			Caia and Viola stopped dead. The auspex gleamed green, but its screen remained still.

			‘Still nothing,’ Caia said. ‘Not as much as a bilge-rat.’

			Viola, both hands on the heavy bolter, twitched a frost-edged pauldron in a shrug. 

			Slowly, Melia turned around, her feet sloshing, her skin crawling with tension. She searched the walls, the hatches, the walkway, the corridors both ahead and behind – the living, twisting guts of the frigate…

			What was it?

			What had she not seen?

			Then Akemi pointed, ‘There!’

			‘Throne!’ The exclamation was out before Melia could stop it. ‘Again?’

			And there it was, like a slap to an untrained novice: opposite the nearest hatch, hidden behind a conduit-cover, there was the empty case of a melta bomb. It was almost invisible, painted black, and mag-fastened to the wall.

			Upon it was inscribed, in Augusta’s stern, cursive hand…

			‘BOOM’.

			‘Dominica’s eyes!’ Melia cursed again, lost her combat stance and slammed the flamer back onto her hip. ‘How did we miss it that time?’

			‘We’re well within the blast radius,’ Akemi commented, ruefully. ‘Motion sensor, triggered as Viola passed – that would have killed all of us.’

			‘Scenario failed.’ Caia’s tone was annoyed, though her ire seemed aimed at herself. She shook the auspex, glaring.

			Melia let out her breath, frustrated. ‘All right, Sisters, exercise over. Regroup at my location. We’ll put together the report, and join the Sister Superior in the chapel.’

			Her armour creaking, Viola came back to her feet, turned around. ‘I went straight past it,’ she said, coming to look at the black metal case. ‘I didn’t even see the thing.’ She glanced at Akemi. ‘How did you know?’

			Akemi had plucked the case from the wall mounting and was turning it over. On the bottom, in the same hand, it carried the number four.

			It was the second one they’d missed.

			‘The Sister Superior,’ she said, ‘has a pattern. I don’t know if it’s deliberate, but she ambushes us in very similar locations, every time. It’s always at a tension-point, a place where we’re thinking about something else – concentrating on a junction, maybe, on an objective, or on hatches in the wall…’ She tailed off. ‘I think it’s deliberate, and I think it’s a part of her lesson – we’re not down here just to identify a threat.’

			‘Everything has a pattern,’ Caia agreed. ‘Every type of xenos and heretic adheres to its own rules – we just need to know them so we can anticipate. They taught it to us at the schola,’ she turned to Melia. ‘Do you remember? Old Garvia used to say–’

			‘“All things have an Operandus”,’ Melia finished. She took off her helmet, revealing dusky skin and a dark bob of hair, both now glittering with sweat. Her warm breath steamed. ‘“Know it, and your foe’s defeat is assured”.’ She held out her hand for the hollow bomb casing, then crushed it in her armoured fingers. ‘All right, Sisters, we’ll put together the analysis. What we got wrong, and how we can – yes, lieutenant?’

			Her tone was startled; the others turned around.

			Behind them, standing framed by the junction’s jittering lights, a young naval officer stood waiting for their attention. He looked out of place, all the way down here – his uniform was immaculate, and the sludge from the floor was starting to creep up his trouser legs. As Melia turned, however, he gave a perfect fist-to-chest salute. 

			‘Sisters. I apologise for interrupting your training, but the captain has requested your presence with the utmost urgency, and he does not wish to put this over the vox.’

			Surprise flickered through the squad. The others, too, had started to remove their helmets and gazes flashed from Sister to Sister, though they said nothing.

			‘For what purpose?’ Melia asked, her tone careful.

			Looking pained, the young man said, ‘The captain… is in receipt of new orders, Sisters. He needs to relay them personally.’

			Viola’s eyebrows shot upwards; Akemi frowned.

			Melia said, ‘Lieutenant, the captain’s orders came direct from the canoness of our Order, from Elvorix Ianthe herself. We’re to return to the Convent Sanctorum.’

			‘Yes, Sister, the captain is aware of this.’ The officer stood bolt-upright, but sounded increasingly apologetic. ‘But those orders have changed.’ He met Melia’s dark gaze, his eyes slightly wide. 

			‘You’re… wanted by the Inquisition.’

			‘We’re what?’ 

			Pulled from the chapel by a pale-faced aide, Sister Superior Augusta filled the captain’s office with scarlet shoulders and tightly controlled rage. Her expression a thundercloud, she said, ‘Captain Mulier, I trust you’re not accusing my squad…?’

			‘No, Sister, of course not.’ The captain was an older man, with a truly spectacular set of whiskers. Defended by his gold epaulettes and by the heavy weight of his desk, he leaned back, refusing to be intimidated. Beside him, his servo-skull ­hovered silently, its red gaze glittering. ‘A poor choice of words, perhaps.’ He held Augusta’s iron-grey gaze for a moment, then said, ‘Sister Superior. At seventeen hundred hours, Solar time, the Kyrus was in receipt of a ­communication. And that communication was a demand – for our mission parameters, our cargo, and for the full roster of the forces that we carry.’ 

			Augusta continued to glower. ‘That information is surely classified.’ 

			‘Of course,’ the captain said. ‘But the demand came with an Inquisition signature. And when your name was mentioned, the inquisitor immediately commandeered your presence. She has a mission that… necessitates your assistance.’

			‘Captain.’ Augusta’s voice held the faintest edge. ‘I am under orders from my canoness.’

			But the captain was not backing down. ‘Sister,’ he said. ‘We are – you are – under orders from the Inquisition.’

			Caught, she said nothing – an inquisitor had the rank to command any force or cooperation they required, including the obedience of a planetary governor, or of the Adeptus Astartes. And, captain or no, it would not be proper to show an emotional reaction to a member of the Imperial Navy. She allowed herself the luxury of rattling her gauntleted fingers on the butt of her bolter.

			‘Did she detail the mission, captain?’

			‘She did not.’ The man was still looking up at her, his whiskers bristling. ‘She merely issued the command. We’ve been given new coordinates, Sister – we’re adjusting our plasma drives now.’

			His words made her notice the change in the ship’s engines, the ever-present throb intensifying as the million-ton weight of the Kyrus turned with slow dignity, like some vast creature.

			Augusta said, ‘Our new destination?’

			‘Sister–’ 

			A sharp, metallic knock interrupted his answer. 

			He raised his voice. ‘Enter!’ 

			A young officer pushed the hatch open, and immediately stepped back to allow four more armoured figures into the room – Augusta’s squad, helmets off and weapons slung. 

			Melia caught her gaze, and gave her a brief nod – their training had been completed – then came to stand at her side, feet apart, hands behind her back, helmet mag-locked to her hip. The other three stopped a pace back, their stances identical.

			Their frost-rimed armour still radiated the chill of the lower decks; the small room was suddenly filled with the glitter of ceramite. Each purity seal caught the lumens and gleamed like a statement of faith, each merit-bead like one of accomplishment. And each face was perfectly schooled, both stern and proficient.

			Sister Melia Kaliyan, now second-in-command. Augusta had been unsure about Melia’s confidence in her new role, but Melia had faced the challenge with no visible doubt in either herself or her abilities.

			Sister Caia de Musa, Melia’s closest friend through the schola. Tall and bronze-haired, her auspex always to hand, her gaze was razor-sharp, and she missed little.

			Sister Viola Taenaris, freckled and red-haired, with a noted streak of wilfulness. Her insubordination upon Lautis had cost Viola her single merit-bead – only the extremity of the situation had prevented her from making the trip back in the Kyrus’ brig.

			And Sister Akemi Hirari, the squad’s newest and youngest, her skin pale and her hair shining black. Akemi had almost taken her vows to the Order of the Quill, and her lore surpassed that of all her Sisters combined. Upon their previous mission, it had been Akemi’s insight that had enabled them to banish the daemon. 

			Looking at them, Augusta felt her heart lift, felt it flush with faith and light. She gave them an approving nod and turned back to the desk, offering silent thanks to the Emperor Himself for her squad’s solidity. 

			Her darkness was nothing, and it shamed her.

			Shamed them.

			‘Sisters, thank you for attending.’ Respectfully, the captain came to his feet, his gaze travelling from one face to the next. ‘I understand that your training was not to be interrupted, but the situation is critical. Dismissed, lieutenant.’ The young officer saluted, then stepped back through the door and pulled it closed. 

			There was the metal rattle of the hatch seal.

			Augusta said, ‘We are close to Compline, captain. Please, proceed.’

			‘Sister Superior, Sisters Militant.’ He picked up his data-slate, waited as its glassy surface flowed with text. Then, with a sigh as though he were bracing himself, he said, ‘The orders I have received read as follows. “Effective immediately, Sister Superior Augusta Santorus of the Order of the Bloody Rose is to relinquish all prior mission instructions. She is to muster her squad, and to report to the following coordinates. A full deployment of weapons and battlegear will be expected. A full brief will be issued upon landing. Ave Imperator.”’ He turned the slate to show them. ‘It’s signed with Inquisitor Istrix’s personal seal.’

			Viola muttered; Augusta silenced her with a sharp look.

			Melia asked, her velvet voice cool, ‘What are these coordinates, captain? We should at least know where we’re bound.’

			The captain sat down and laid the slate back on the desk, giving himself time.

			After a moment, he said, ‘This is a quiet corner of the void, Sister – something of a rarity. And the Kyrus is an older ship, her armaments unsuitable for heavy combat. When the Tukril was deployed to Lautis, we were deemed… enough… to accompany her.’

			Augusta studied him, wondering where this was going.

			He said, ‘I would guess that we’re the only Imperial ship within reach.’

			Melia said, voice soft with danger, ‘Reach of what?’

			The captain turned to the pict-screen behind him, let its surface flow with an image – a single, reddening star, a single, ringed planet. He said, ‘There is a Class Four star three Solar days from here, Sister, that has a solitary, satellite world.’ The screen moved, closing its focus upon the planet itself. ‘It’s known to the ships of the region as a place to avoid. Some even call it notorious.’

			Melia frowned at the word; the other three shifted, their armour scraping. The captain continued, ‘My orders, however, do not include the luxury of either speculation or avoidance. These coordinates will take you to Imperial Munitorum depot eight-nine-zero-point-four-five, upon the surface of the planet Lycheate.’

			Augusta blinked – the name meant nothing to her.

			‘Permission to speak, Sister.’ The voice was Akemi’s.

			‘Granted.’

			She said, ‘Captain. “Lycheate” meaning… industrial waste?’

			‘That’s as good a description as any,’ the captain said. ‘Lycheate is local slang, a nickname – your map would name the world Vastum.’ The pict-screen shifted, closing focus upon the planet. ‘It was a forge world, founded during the Age of Redemption by the Adeptus Mechanicus. Its considerable output helped fuel the Macharian Conquest, among other things.’

			‘But no longer?’ Augusta said.

			She’d felt the others tense – they’d already had one experience with long-dead machinery, though it had come from a very different time. Melia indicated the planet’s encircling ellipsis.

			‘What is the ring, captain? Debris? Or defence?’

			‘Three hundred years ago,’ the captain said, ‘Lycheate had more than twenty moons, the largest of them barely two thousand miles across. They were finally stripped of all their resources when the Iron Duke Glevan stormed Bastoom.’ His smile was grim. ‘But you know the Mechanicus, they never waste anything. The moons were detonated at their cores to ensure that every last scrap of ore could be stripped for the war effort. The more valuable fragments were towed–’

			‘And the rest now orbit the planet,’ Melia said. ‘A ring of wreckage.’

			‘Just so, Sister.’ The screen closed in further, focusing on the fragments. Augusta could feel Akemi shifting, committing the images to memory.

			‘There’s something you’re omitting, captain,’ Augusta said. ‘Why is this world to be avoided, if it’s so long dead?’

			‘The world is far from dead, sadly,’ the captain said. ‘Only the spirits of the machines themselves.’ His smile was mirthless. ‘I regret to inform you, Sisters, that Lycheate is very much alive.

			‘And our first problem will be getting you to the surface.’

		


		
			Chapter three

			 


			In the back of the Aquila-class shuttle, the vox-grille crackled into life.

			‘…ist… zzz… assist… urg…’

			The five members of Augusta’s squad were seated in the old landing craft, each one fully armoured, and strapped into her chair. The shuttle was battered, its hangings and its dignitaries’ throne long since removed. It had tiny, double-layered glassaic windowpanes, and, above their heads, the observation dome was long since welded shut. Wherever this craft had been, it’d had more adventures than simply delivering persons of importance to critical locations.

			Melia, sitting beside Augusta in the front row, leaned forwards.

			‘Pilot? Can we investigate that signal?’

			The pilot’s voice came back over the vox-grille, her tone politely firm. ‘We’re about to enter the planet’s debris field, Sister,’ she said, ‘and our course is very tightly plotted. If we’re to make planetfall in time for your briefing, we can’t be making side trips.’

			Melia sat back, her expression closed. The squad’s new second was Hospitaller trained, had spent time with the Order of Serenity, and she had a unique streak of compassion that was both a blessing and a nuisance.

			Augusta understood her concerns, but the squad was under orders. 

			‘Sister,’ she said. ‘You have never encountered the Inquisition, but believe me, we will need to arrive promptly.’

			Melia glanced at her, her expression a question. Augusta said, raising her voice a little so the others could hear, ‘Only once, and only briefly – Inquisitor Tuccius and his storm troopers came to the planet Lyca, investigating the High Deacon. They wield fear like a weapon, authority like a banner – they answer to the Emperor alone. I know nothing of Istrix herself, but she is the holy servant of the Emperor, His will made manifest, and our service to her is an honour.’

			Melia said, ‘Aye, Sister,’ and sat back, murmuring a prayer.

			The vox-grille crackled again. ‘Approaching the debris field now. Be warned, Sisters, this could get rough.’ 

			The engines fired and slowed.

			Augusta touched a hand to the front of her armour, breathing the words of the Litany.

			 ‘By the Light!’ The awed whisper was Akemi.

			They all turned.

			Below them, the planet Lycheate lay waiting, the haze-blur of its atmosphere a dirty, reddish-brown. To their left, its star was sullen, red and swollen with vast age.

			But it was not the star, nor its satellite, that had caught the squad’s attention.

			Outside the shuttle, the first of the moon-pieces was now coming past them, a slow and silent tumble of shattered rock. It was oddly serene; a turning of glitter and angle, of dark, crystalline colours all frosted with cold. And soon, there were hundreds of them.

			Thousands. 

			The Sisters sat staring, their breaths taken away.

			As they passed, many of the fragments offered hints of their previous life – of the frozen edges of mine workings, of scaffold and steel, of vox-antennae and torn-open habitat. There was industry wreckage, like the shattered splinters of the great machine-spirit, all snapped and broken, its pieces still reaching out to the vacuum.

			Augusta could almost imagine the moons’ endings, that silent boom of slow motion detonations, one after another, the spiralling of the pieces forming the ring that now orbited this lost Mechanicus world.

			It was a reminder of the Emperor’s power, of His grace and strength, of His great might that spanned the vastness of space.

			The shuttle slowed. Its engines fired as it curved carefully from side to side. Still watching, Augusta offered her voice in a Requiem. Around her, the others lent their song to hers – Melia’s velvet contralto, Akemi’s pure, clear harmony. 

			‘Dies Irae, Dies Illa! Solvet saeclum in favilla!’

			The Day of Wrath! That day will dissolve the world in ashes!

			The Sister Superior shivered. Under her vambraces, the hair on her forearms was standing on end.

			The grille crackled again, shattering the moment.

			‘Pleazzz… assist… oxy… deplet… hours…’

			‘In the Emperor’s name,’ Melia said softly. ‘There can’t still be workers out there!’

			‘Ignore it, Sister.’ The voice was the pilot, her tone still firm. 

			Melia sat upright, her expression hardening. ‘Pilot–’

			‘Sister,’ Augusta said. A larger piece of moon loomed close to the window, a gleam of tram-lines clearly visible. ‘Let the pilot focus. We must attain the surface safely, and without delay.’

			The words were a warning, and Melia fell silent. 

			But the vox-grille still crackled, the voice now tightening with panic. It was offering coordinates, the numbers broken by the spit and fizzle of the star’s radiation, and by the spin of the passing rock.

			‘That’s close,’ Caia said, checking her auspex. ‘Those coordinates are–’

			‘It’s not a distress call.’ The pilot’s interruption was curt. 

			Melia stared at the vox-grille. ‘What?’

			Augusta was studying the silent dance outside, watching the edges of the rocks as they slowly sailed past. The one at the window had gone, revealing a longer view – and a silhouette of familiar shapes.

			A line of titanic gun-muzzles, now covering the debris field.

			They turned, tracking the Aquila as it passed.

			‘Hold on!’ The voice was the pilot’s, suddenly sharp.

			The old shuttle banked hard, into a turn; Augusta’s belly lurched. The engines whined and strained; their noise burrowed in her ears like a bloodworm. Outside the window, the moon-pieces pitched abruptly sideways and were gone.

			Gripping the arms of the chair, she leaned back, exhaling more of the hymn.

			‘Imperator majistatis,

			Qui salvandos salvas gratis,

			Salva nos, fons pietatis!’

			Emperor of majesty, 

			Who saves those who are to be saved,

			Save us, O fount of mercy!

			‘Keep holding!’ The pilot spoke again, her tone tight. With a rush, the vehicle banked further, turning right over; the fragments outside were suddenly way too close for comfort. 

			The Sister Superior tightened her grip, still praying. She had no fear of dying in battle – weapons in hands and praising Him – but this, this sudden threat of a cold and unmarked doom…

			This was not something she could control, and she disliked it intensely.

			The vox-grille spoke again. ‘The signal is an automation, Sisters, calculated to lure unwary transports. If the defences don’t kill us, then the collision probably will. And the pieces can be picked up by the pirates.’ The pilot’s voice spat and sputtered with electricity and tension. ‘With the Emperor’s blessing, we should clear the debris field in about four– And again.’

			The Aquila banked the other way, throwing Augusta sideways in the seat. She could feel the shuttle’s engines as the vehicle twisted and shuddered, hear them straining, higher and lighter than those of the frigate. They hummed in protest as it turned past another huge fragment of rock. Drawing in her breath, she murmured further lines of the Requiem, the sound blending harmoniously with the engines’ song.

			‘Confutatis maledictis,

			Fammis acribus addictis

			Voca me com benedictis!’

			Once the accursed have been silenced, 

			Sentenced to acrid flames, 

			Call me thus with the blessed!

			‘Four minutes,’ Viola said, her tone biting. ‘I thought Captain Mulier said the emplacements were abandoned?’

			‘Not all of them,’ Akemi answered her. ‘When the Mechanicus withdrew from Lycheate, they must have armed the debris ring to keep the planet secure. It seems their emplacements have been repurposed.’

			‘But there’s no gravity, no reactors, no nothing,’ Caia said, looking out at the pieces. ‘How can anything live out here?’

			‘They’re probably controlled from the surface,’ Akemi said. ‘They…’

			She stopped as one of the visible emplacements suddenly blossomed with globular flame. A red streak came hard across the darkness; the whole vessel shook as it banked for a fourth turn. The Sisters could almost feel the missile as it streaked beneath the agile lander’s belly, then detonated on the rock beyond.

			More fragments tumbled, tiny pieces newly broken.

			‘That one wasn’t automated,’ Caia said. ‘That targeted the engines.’ She raised her voice to speak into the grille, ‘Can we return fire, pilot?’

			‘I’d rather not, Sister,’ the pilot said, her tone sharp. ‘We’re not armed for a fight. Better we just get out of here, and into the atmosphere proper. Once we’re through the debris-ring, this should get easier.’

			‘Let them concentrate, Sister,’ Augusta said, again. Her tone was sharper than she’d meant it, and she made an effort to speak with proper control. ‘This is not our task. We will place our trust in the God-Emperor, in the spirit of this landing craft, and in its pilot, who does His work.’ She ended the Requiem and began to murmur the more familiar words of the Litany, and felt the others join her.

			Felt them steady.

			From the lightning and the tempest…

			As if it had heard them, the vehicle returned again to a level flight path, and Augusta felt her belly-tension ease. Beside her, Melia blew out her breath; the others sat back, began to relax. The last of the pieces of rock sailed slowly past the windows, and were gone.

			Beneath them now, the planet gleamed like rust.

			Engines firing, the Aquila picked up speed.

			Soon, they felt the bounce and judder as the shuttle penetrated the outer atmosphere.

			And slowly, a glittering arc of light to the eyes of the planet below, it began its descent.

			‘Sister. Superior. Augusta. Santorus.’ Inquisitor Istrix pronounced each word like a passing of her judgement, chill and merciless. ‘Your closeness to my location must be the Will of the Emperor Himself.’ Her faintly acerbic tone echoed in the empty metal shelving that surrounded them, in the corrosion of centuries that stretched upwards to an unseen ceiling. 

			With its loading bay doors now closed, the old Munitorum depot was large enough to have accommodated the ­Aquila’s landing, small enough to be secure, and secure enough to be guarded by whatever force Istrix had brought with her.

			Privately, Augusta complimented the inquisitor on her choice of briefing location – there was little that could reach them in here. 

			Aloud, however, the Sister Superior said nothing. She and her squad stood at parade ground attention: feet together, hands at their sides, their gazes clear and straight ahead. In her black armour and grey robes, Istrix barely came up to Augusta’s nose, yet the mantle of her authority was tangible.

			She eyed them critically, one after another. Her odd, pale green gaze took in the scars on their armour left by the Lautis daemons, the purity seals, the merit-beads, the elaborate filigree work on Viola’s thrice-blessed heavy bolter.

			She looked like she was ticking them off a list.

			‘The Order of the Bloody Rose,’ she continued, her words still heavily weighted. ‘Followers of Saint Mina. One of the younger militant orders, and founded by Deacis IV. Your Order have quite the martial reputation, Sister Superior, ferocious with both faith and blade. Is this true?’

			‘Emperor willing, inquisitor,’ Augusta said, still staring straight ahead. 

			Istrix nodded. ‘Good. Your courage becomes you.’

			At the inquisitor’s shoulder, there stood a tall young man, his gear Militarum issue, all green and beige, his skin rich and dark. His brassard bore two stripes, but scars and dirt had obscured his regimental insignia. From the state of his kit, he looked like he’d been here for some time.

			‘I know your canoness,’ Istrix said. She made no attempt to explain the comment, but went on, ‘Captain Mulier will convey to her my orders. Down here, securing off-planet communication can be… challenging.’ She gave a small, cold smile. ‘It is possible, but it requires either force, or coin. And until recently, my presence has been… necessarily discreet.’

			The corporal kept his eyes on his boots.

			‘Very well, Sisters,’ Istrix said. ‘At ease. And listen up.’

			The inquisitor’s briefing was curt.

			Lycheate, she told them, was a sewer; a filthy, seething sump-hive of a world. The planet’s surface was ninety-five per cent water, now heavily polluted with the effluvium of centuries. Over it had been built vast ferrocrete and flex­steel platforms, supporting the endless, methodical grids of Mechanicus machines – furnaces, regulators, incinerators. They stretched for thousands of miles, a planet-wide city of industry and labour, once teeming with servitors and tech-priests alike.

			But, the Mechanicus had gone. With the moons destroyed, they’d taken everything else of value, spoken the last rites of the Omnissiah, and they’d left Lycheate to die. 

			And yet, Istrix had said, no corner of the Imperium was ever free from the ingenuity of the determined heretic.

			Some two hundred years before, the cargo scow Egestes had proven itself too curious, and had skimmed just too close. Damaged by the debris field, it had crash-landed upon the planet’s surface.

			And so, Lycheate’s new life had begun.

			The scow had been carrying the Questor Heretek Vius, and his multiple servitors and helots. And Vius had been curious about what he’d discovered – he had determined to scour every last inch of this world for its lost machinery and data-ghosts. Under Vius’ relentless, methodical direction, his minions had spread out across the planet, exploring, seeking, repurposing. They’d breathed just enough new life into the last sparks of the fusion reactor; they’d found habitats still intact, infrastructure still usable. And the vox-antennae could be repaired, and repurposed.

			‘Come to me,’ Vius had said, his datastream reaching out across the void. ‘Come to me, and I will offer you a new beginning.’

			The Sisters had listened to Istrix’s clipped, meticulous tones, watched the shadows as they passed across the face of the corporal – he seemed barely more than a boy. 

			Augusta eyed his youth, and his battered kit, and wondered what he was doing here.

			Istrix said, ‘Have you ever encountered a renegade world, Sisters? A world where the Light of the Emperor has been not only lost, but wantonly abandoned?’ The question was rhetorical; she continued to speak. ‘You wonder why this world has not been purged, and I tell you – its day of reckoning will come. For now, however, its existence will be tolerated, as it conceals a greater prize.’

			The corporal’s expression flickered, though his stance did not falter.

			Glancing at him, Istrix said, ‘Corporal Mors is a young man of very great courage. He has seen his squad slain around him, screaming with fear, and he has stood fast. He has earned your respect, Sisters. And this world must do likewise. You will not walk out of here and open fire – you will run out of ammunition long before you run out of targets. Do I make myself clear? Any cleansing will come only when I speak the word.’

			The chill in her voice was cracking at the edges, though Augusta could not tell why. In the Sister Superior’s ear, her vox-bead fizzled as a channel opened, but whichever Sister had been going to speak thought better of it, and said nothing.

			‘Yes, ma’am,’ Augusta said. ‘Perfectly clear.’

			‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Istrix told her. Again, that touch of acerbity, of bleak, cold humour. ‘For now, we are secure – my shuttle is secured here, and this compound and its immediate surround are safe. But once we leave this location, my resources are few. Lycheate is a lawless world, Sisters – a world of pirate and trader and ganger, of human and xenos, of cultist and witch and psyker. There is no Ecclesiarchy here, no governor. No neat chimes to mark the hours.’ Her face was sharp, narrow as a hatchet. ‘Here, the order is one of power, of wit and money, of force and reputation. And much as I have tried to remain unremarkable, my life has already been attempted several times.’ Her eyes glittered. ‘Needless to say, those attempts have been thwarted. With you at my back, however, I can employ a somewhat more… forceful… approach.’

			She fell silent, almost as if she was thinking.

			Augusta said, ‘A question, inquisitor.’ Istrix nodded, and the Sister Superior said, ‘What is it that you pursue?’

			What is so important that you spare this world to find it?

			The inquisitor paused, her oddly pale eyes narrowing.

			‘You ask me why I permit this world its miserable life?’ Again, the same, cold smile. ‘Your reputation is not unearned, Sister Superior.’

			From somewhere, there came the whoosh of hydraulics, the sound of shouts and lasgun fire. Screaming. Viola twitched, put a hand to the heavy bolter, but the noises soon faded again.

			The inquisitor said, ‘How would you feel, Sister, if you were betrayed by one of your squad?’

			Augusta blinked – the question had caught her out. It was shocking, unthinkable, verging almost on blasphemous. And there was no answer that she could make that was not an outright refusal to accept the inquisitor’s words – and the breach of her orders would be severe.

			She said, ‘Ma’am?’ 

			Istrix tapped the bolter at her hip. ‘My target,’ she said, ‘is a man called Scafidis Zale. He is a witch, a heretic, and a reminder of my ultimate failure.’ Her skin flushed faintly, showing a latticework of recent scars – the marks both regular and deliberate. ‘He was my interrogator until his… ability… became manifest. And he refused the path that the Emperor had chosen for him.’ Something in her gaze glittered like the ice of the debris-field. ‘And in the name of Terra itself, I will end him personally.’

			The final word made an odd chill go down Augusta’s back.

			But this was the Inquisition – and it was not her place to disobey.

		


		
			Chapter four

			 


			In all the years of her service to the Emperor, Augusta had never seen a planet quite like Lycheate.

			This was not a place for her martial expertise, nor a place for skirmish tactics or strategic advances. This was a vast and creaking sprawl of corrosion and splotched rust, its polluted waters hissing as they tugged at the crumbling uprights.

			Looking down, she didn’t need an auspex to tell her if she fell from the platform, she’d be kneeling before the Golden Throne.

			The inquisitor, however, paid the filthy water no attention. She showed no fear – the only emotion that crossed her small, tight face was disdain. She’d given her troops a curt set of orders, and had requisitioned Sister Caia to be her personal lookout and bodyguard. And then, she’d walked out as if she owned the entire planet.

			Augusta had followed, watching the woman’s upright, grey-robed back. The Sister Superior’s thoughts were oddly uneasy – though she could not identify why.

			Perhaps it was just the air of the planet itself.

			Out in the open, Lycheate’s atmosphere was thick, brown and cold. As they moved away from the base and out onto the layers of walkways, the wind made the scaffolding creak and sing. Metallic dust clogged her visor, and she kept wiping it away.

			Istrix at their head, they walked silent and double file. The platforms groaned and scraped beneath their feet. Over the vox, Akemi warned them not to march in rhythm, as they would increase the stress on the already rotting metal, and tumble helpless into the waters below.

			At times, half-decomposed bodies floated under them like warnings.

			Augusta walked warily, bolter in hand. In her scarlet armour, she felt conspicuous, exposed to threats from every angle. A thousand ambush points surrounded them – layers of steps and catwalks, of pipes and gantries, of lifts and tracks and carts and rusting cargo-haulers. And, if she looked all the way up, she could see the narrow strip of the brown and twilight sky, and the sparkle of the debris field in the light of the dying sun.

			The whole place stank of rot, as if He had turned His face from the last of its corroding, fading life.

			A spiritu dominatus…

			Softly and over the vox, she sang the words of the Litany. The others joined her, their close harmonies rising like the wind in the pipework.

			He was here, as He always would be.

			Behind the Sisters, their big boots loud, walked Corporal Mors and the surviving three members of his squad – Rufus the medicae, a scar through his brown eyebrow, Lucio, small and blond and bright-eyed, and a rangy, dark woman, Adriene. They were all equally grubby and startlingly young, but they walked alert, weapons in hands.

			The inquisitor, however, did not bother to look back – she marched at their forefront with no flicker of doubt or compromise, marched like the demand of the Emperor Himself. At the briefing, she had offered them only a minimal set of orders; she had not as much as detailed an outline of her mission. They were here to locate the witch, and they were not to open fire without her direct command.

			That was all.

			The lack of information was both unusual and unsettling, but Istrix was the will of the Emperor, and she worked in His name – it was not Augusta’s place to question her.

			Domine, libra nos.

			The words of the Litany flowed like faith, pure across the umber air. 

			‘Be wary,’ Augusta told her Sisters, over the vox. ‘We track a psyker. Trickery may abound. Keep vigilant, and guard your souls and your minds.’

			‘Ave Imperator.’ The words of the others were steady, their Litany strong. Their voices continued to sing, soft and intricate.

			As they moved further, however, the Sisters began to hear different noises.

			Clanking. Shouting. Gunfire. Detonations. Running feet.

			The unmistakeable sounds of heavy, desperate splashing. 

			Caia said, ‘To our left, next platform over. They’re not bothered with us. They’re moving away.’

			The surrounding violence was rapidly becoming common-place.

			From the lightning and the tempest…

			Amid the song of the Litany, Augusta commented, ‘We are very visible – we will be a target, and soon.’

			Our Emperor, deliver us.

			‘Aye,’ Caia returned. ‘Scan continues.’

			They went onwards, the sounds around them becoming more frequent. They had seen no one close, not yet, but it was surely only a matter of time before the denizens of this place made themselves known.

			Renegades, cultists and witches; the lost and the godless. 

			Augusta’s hand tightened on her weapon, her skin prickled with tension. Somewhere in her memory, she heard Subul’s laughter, the boom and rumble of the Lautis daemon… 

			From plague, temptation and war…

			‘Sisters,’ Caia said. ‘We’ve got company.’

			‘Location?’ Augusta said.

			‘To the left. Half a dozen contacts running parallel. Whatever’s here, we’ve got its attention.’

			‘I hear you. Eyes open.’

			‘Aye.’

			Our Emperor, deliver us.

			‘You will remain on your guard, Sisters.’ Cutting across the vox’s open channel, Istrix’s tones were severe. ‘But I repeat – you will open fire only if I give you a direct order. Is that understood?’

			Augusta said, ‘Yes, inquisitor.’

			‘For now, we will veer right, and remain out of range.’

			Pulled by the inquisitor’s relentless forward march, they continued. Slowly, the platforms spread wider, became flat, open spaces that stretched between vat and tank and workshop, all of them engraved with the cog-and-skull of the absent Mechanicus. The brown sky slowly darkened, and the age-old lumens coughed into life. The centuries-old numerical denominations became cast in shadows; they, too, were caked in dust. 

			The contacts continued to run parallel.

			‘We’ve got more,’ Caia said. ‘Now both sides. They’re starting to close.’ 

			From the scourge of the Kraken…

			‘They’re herding us,’ Augusta commented. ‘We must halt, and take a defensible position–’

			‘Throne!’ Caia’s curse was vehement. ‘We’ve walked right into the middle of them!’

			Our Emperor, deliver us!

			Augusta’s heart thumped with sudden adrenaline. She blinked in her retinal lenses, scanned with her preysight for the blurs of warmth. Her mind was working – she needed to assess, to give commands, to formulate both offence and defence…

			Somewhere ahead of her, a voice said, ‘Nice to see you, ladies.’

			Istrix held up a hand. ‘Halt.’

			Immediately, Augusta said, ‘Defence pattern beta. Mors, pull your troops back behind our cover.’

			All four Sisters deployed to a compass defence, watching every direction. The Militarum soldiers pulled back into their centre, their lasrifles defended by the Sisters’ ­heavier armour.

			Scanning for enemies, Augusta said, ‘Caia?’

			Caia said, ‘Ahead and to both sides, close range. Multiple targets. Estimate more than forty individuals, though it’s hard to tell their armament.’

			‘Mechanicus?’

			‘I don’t think so,’ Caia said. ‘Mostly human. They’re confident, though. And they definitely knew we were coming.’

			Istrix, however, didn’t care. ‘Show yourself.’

			A snort answered her. Angled from somewhere below the platform, a single red light appeared on her chest. She looked at it as one might look at an insect.

			Bolter in hand, awaiting the order to fire, Augusta scanned further, assembling information.

			The platform they stood upon was open, and almost alone – the planet’s waters stretched around it, black and deadly and filled with garbage. Ahead of them, the area narrowed to a single walkway, a narrow steel alley caught between a rust-splotched tank at one side and a tall wall of storage crates on the other. At their top perched a huge servo-hauler crane. It was too obvious an ambush point – and if that crane came down, it would smash the entire platform into the filth below…

			From the blasphemy of the Fallen…

			The Sister Superior drew in her breath, still singing the Litany, the words as strong as the bolter in her hand. She held herself firmly in check, looking for the escape routes, the clear lines of fire, the tell-tale glimmers of warmth that were there, there and there.

			She could feel the eagerness that came from them; feel the seething corruption of this whole place.

			It crawled in her skin like an infection.

			Our Emperor, deliver us.

			Her anger, her need to fire, was strong. Her purpose was pure, clear, unquestioned; the thump of the blood in her veins was steady, insistent. She needed to draw her blade, to bring His wrath down upon every suffering, sneering occupant of this machine-dead pit…

			But she could not.

			Despite her need to loose both hymnal and bolter, however, she stayed in control. Twenty years’ experience had given the Sister Superior a solid core of practicality that enabled her to hold her position, and wait.

			She said, softly and over the vox, ‘Corporal, when the order is given to open fire, your squad will take the upper levels. Your primary targets will be atop the tank, and anything upon the crane. Everything close belongs to us.’

			Mors said, ‘Yes, Sister.’

			The voice came again, mocking. ‘Quite the army you’ve got there. Little thing like you.’

			‘I said, show yourself.’ Istrix’s tone was ice.

			‘Listen to you.’ The voice sniggered. ‘Thinking you can walk round here like you own the place.’

			Istrix snorted, the sound utterly scathing.

			‘What’s she doing?’ Viola said, over their private channel. ‘Can’t she just give him orders or some–?’

			‘Silence,’ Augusta told her shortly.

			Viola subsided, but the muzzle of the heavy bolter twitched as it covered the walkway ahead. Augusta heard the corporal growl softly, ‘Hold steady, eyes open. Keep pressure on the – shit!’

			Ahead of them, something big and metallic had rumbled into motion. The walkway creaked under its weight.

			‘Kataphron,’ Caia said shortly, her tone a curse. ‘Breacher, I think. It’s blocking the exit. Heavy rifle in its left arm. Looks like it’s been scratch-repaired.’

			‘Keep vigilant, Sisters,’ Augusta said. ‘There may be more.’

			The Sister Superior’s line of sight was blocked by Istrix’s armoured figure, but she could still make out the thing’s brutal, half-metal skull, its blank and open eyes, one of them gleaming red with an augmetic targeter. She heard the metal grumble of tracks as the thing rolled forwards.

			‘So, why don’t we give you a proper Lycheate welcome, ladies?’ The owner of the voice was somewhere below them, and Augusta couldn’t see him. ‘Weapons on the floor, hands in the sky. Unless you want my friend here to get tetchy.’

			Istrix gave a short, impatient sigh. ‘Sister Superior, rid us of this obstacle.’

			And then everything happened at once.

			They had little cover, and less time.

			As Istrix gave her order, the inquisitor vaulted clean over the railing and dropped from Augusta’s line of sight, her movements surprisingly lithe.

			Caia followed her.

			Dropping to a kneel, Augusta barked, ‘Viola! Take it down!’

			From the begetting of daemons!

			She heard the Litany hit a crescendo, heard a heavy bolter as it thundered into a full, directed burst. In the open channel of the vox, there was a faint, awed whistle from one of the Militarum soldiers.

			‘Shut it.’ The corporal growled the warning.

			‘Corp.’ The voice sounded like Lucio, the youngest of the four.

			 Viola, her hymn fully as furious as the bolter itself, loosed her full rage at the tracked servitor.

			But the thing was just too big. It was slow, clunky, poorly repaired – yet its chest armour was heavy, all clumsily re-welded pieces of flexsteel. Rounds struck and spanged, leaving dents.

			Snarling, Viola aimed at its head, but a heavy, spot-welded helmet defeated the directed burst. The thing’s torso rocked; detonations filled the air. Its shoulder grinding audibly, it raised the rifle.

			And the servitor was not alone.

			From behind Augusta came the cough and roar of Melia’s flamer. Sheltered from the Breacher by the curve of the tank, the rest of the gang were jumping down to the platform, a scruffy assortment of pirates and roughnecks, their armour scavenged, their weapons poor.

			Our Emperor, deliver us!

			The flamer spat death.

			Attackers ignited, weapons exploding as magazines overheated. Melia, too, called the words of the Litany, her anger seeming almost a blessing as she freed the nonbelievers from their cursed existence.

			‘By the Emperor,’ Lucio was still muttering, his tones awed. ‘I’ve never seen fighting like it!’

			Mors snapped, ‘I said, shut it.’

			Knowing they couldn’t see, Augusta let herself grin, tight and lethal.

			‘Go down, you cursed machine!’ Viola swore; the Breacher guttered and rocked, but the grinding continued. Any moment, it would hose the platform with rounds.

			‘Back!’ The Sister Superior barked orders. ‘Use the tank as cover! Viola, take out the tracks!’

			Shoving the soldiers behind her, she and the other two Sisters retreated back across the main platform. High-speed explosions chewed lines of holes in the metal of tank and walkway both, making them creak and screech. Viola followed the Sisters’ retreat, her bolter still battering the thing as it tried to roll forwards.

			From the curse of the mutant!

			With a sudden, livid cry that was more snarl than hymn, she aimed her full rate of fire at the joint where the walkway met the platform. A volley of rounds hit and detonated.

			The walkway juddered and cracked.

			As the monster servitor rolled onwards, its tracks found the weak point. There was a scrape and a jolt, and the whole thing pitched nose-down, the heavy rifle now aimed at the waters below.

			This time, even the corporal loosed a curse.

			But, even as metal creaking grew more urgent, the heavy bolter thumped and clattered as it ran out of ammunition. 

			‘Above you!’ Caia’s voice said. ‘Heads up!’

			A head and forearm were poking from the top of the tank, a long barrel just coming into view. The corporal hit the sniper cleanly, his single shot sizzling across the half-light. Augusta watched the figure’s head explode, the body teeter and plummet.

			Melia’s flamer whooshed again – a great spitting curve as she brought the weapon round in an arc. Screams followed, bodies tumbled, splashing as they hit the water.

			In an instant, fire roared across the water’s oily surface, lighting the entire platform to a ruddy-hued hellscape.

			The metal creaked again.

			Still at Augusta’s shoulder, the corporal barked, ‘There’s more of them! On top of the crane!’

			Lasguns sizzled at another layer of snipers. The air cracked with lines of heat. The attackers swore and fell back, holes seared in their vulnerable flesh. Another one tumbled loose, and hit the catwalk with a crash.

			The metal shook again.

			‘It’s going to collapse!’ Akemi said. Her bolter barked as she kept firing.

			‘Motion slowing.’ Caia’s voice came through the vox. ‘I’ve got fleeing contacts on all sides.’ Augusta heard the grin, heard the sharp crack of her weapon as she made sure. ‘Mercenaries!’ The word was a snort.

			‘Caia,’ Augusta said. ‘What’s your location?’

			‘Look down,’ Caia replied. ‘I’m still with the inquisitor. And she’s requesting… demanding… your presence.’

			Leaving the other three Sisters and the four Militarum soldiers under Melia’s command, Augusta saw immediately where Istrix had gone – the inquisitor had followed the angle of the earlier targeter, and had jumped from the walkway. She’d landed on a small lift platform, some four feet below.

			Sister Caia was still with her – and she had shoved her bolter, hard, under the chin of a small and grubby figure. Over the Sisters’ vox, she said, ‘Look, we’ve caught ourselves a rat.’

			As Augusta jumped down, the man’s dirty, lined face paled even further. ‘Hey, I’m just trying to make a living!’

			‘You’re a thief and a bully,’ Caia said curtly. ‘And your “living” is over.’

			‘Please, Sister, I was only–’ he stopped as the bolter pressed harder.

			The inquisitor said, her tone like steel, ‘You have made a very unwise mistake.’

			‘Please!’ The man was almost gibbering. ‘We just collect the tithes, that’s all. Y’know, try to survive, make a little profit–’

			‘Tithes?’ Istrix grabbed his shirt and shook him like a captured gretchin. ‘Are you some local baron, to make such demands?’

			‘I’m no one, not really.’ He was stammering, scared. ‘I just work here. But I do know things. I can help you.’ He gave a sickly, ingratiating grin. ‘If you’re heading to the city, I can get you in. I know the routes. The people. I can tell you who you need to find.’

			Augusta still flanking her like a bodyguard, Istrix stepped back and pulled a long votive chain from the neck of her grey robe. On its end, it bore the symbol of the Inquisition, glittering in the light from flame and lumens both.

			The man swallowed, going green.

			‘You know who I am?’ Her cold tones were layered with both authority and scorn.

			‘The…’ The man’s face changed. Glancing down, the Sister Superior could see the dark patch now flooding the front of his trousers. He gibbered, ‘I can tell you anything, everything you need to know. Please…’

			‘Maybe you can.’ Istrix gave a small, amused smile. ‘You listen to me, little man, and you listen well. I am the word of the Emperor and I am His law. I have the Sisters of Battle at my back, carrying His faith and His torch. And there is no force on this miserable planet, nothing Zale can array against me, nothing he can muster, that is enough to stop me, or to get in my way. Do you understand? Now – tell me where he’s gone.’

			‘Where who’s gone? I don’t know who you mean!’ The man was almost sobbing with fear. ‘I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know…’

			‘Whether he’s lying or not,’ Caia commented, over the vox, ‘he’ll betray us the moment we’ve gone.’

			‘Of course he will.’ Augusta stepped forwards, and bent the man back over the lift’s metal railing. The water sloshed and hissed. The last of the flames had flickered to nothing and the garbage on its surface was ash.

			‘Enough,’ Istrix said. ‘He lives. On one condition.’

			‘Anything.’ The man was snivelling, snot running down his face. ‘Anything. Just – please – don’t build me into a machine!’

			‘I would not bestow such a blessing upon you,’ she said, scathing. ‘Besides, I doubt you would have the stamina for it. I need you to do something for me.’ 

			He sniffled. ‘Whatever you want. Whoever you want.’

			Istrix said, ‘Do you know a woman called Rayos?’

			Augusta and Caia exchanged a glance, but said nothing.

			The inquisitor continued. ‘She’s a local, a seeker of knowledge, and she’s very… distinctive.’ Her tone seemed oddly amused. ‘She’s one of my few known contacts on this cesspit of a world. Do you know who she is?’

			Sniffling, the man nodded.

			‘You will take her a message.’

			He said, ‘Rayos doesn’t–’

			‘You were given an order, worm,’ Caia said, her bolter pressing harder.

			Istrix shot the Sister a sharp look for speaking out of line; let the look continue to Augusta, a raised eyebrow at her discipline of her troops.

			‘All right, all right!’ The man was sobbing now. ‘I’ll do anything!’

			On the platform above them, pairs of armoured legs were moving in methodical patterns as the squad despatched the last of their opponents, and threw the bodies over the side. The black boots of the corporal had appeared beside the heavy metal tracks of the doomed Breacher, and a single ­sizzle of light finally shut the thing down.

			‘If you lie to me…’ Istrix leaned in close, and spoke softly, ‘I won’t only kill you, little man. I will tear your soul into screaming pieces. And I’ll do it slowly.’

			The man had sunk to the floor. He was curling in on himself, almost numb with terror. Istrix planted her boot against his shoulder and made him look up.

			‘Well?’

			Slowly, still sniffing, he began to nod. ‘I know the woman you mean. She’s been here a long time. Gets a lot of work. Knows a lot of people. I’ll take her your message.’

			‘I thought so.’ The inquisitor was smiling, her scars creasing with the expression. ‘Tell her… tell her I’m here. Tell her to be in the Archeotech, this evening. Tell her… I have a deal to make. And that I can make it worth her while.’

			The man was still nodding, relief flooding the movement. ‘I promise, I promise. In the Emperor’s name.’

			‘Very well,’ Istrix said, moving her foot. ‘You can go.’

			‘With all due respect, inquisitor,’ Augusta said, ‘this creature surely cannot be trusted…’

			‘I gave you an order, Sister Superior.’ Istrix’s tone was cold. ‘Release him. He may betray us, but that also works to my advantage.’ She turned, her pale green eyes alight with an odd intensity. ‘I want Zale to know I’m coming. I want him to know that I have the Sisters of Battle at my back. And I want him afraid.’ Her tone was firm.

			Over the vox, Caia said, ‘Sister Superior–’

			‘Do not voice the thought, Sister,’ Augusta warned her. ‘To question the inquisitor is heresy.’ Both Sisters stepped back.

			Fast as a rat, the man was over the railing and gone.

			Istrix lifted her chin, her expression stony. Her fine latticework of scars glowed like inlaid wires. She said, ‘We are the chosen of the Emperor, Sisters, His children, and we fear nothing. What is there ahead of us that can defeat the will of the Inquisition, and the faith of the Sisters of Battle? This city holds no fears for such as we.’

			Augusta saluted, said, ‘Mea fides est, et ferrum armis.’

			My faith is my shield and my blade.

			‘Sister…’ Again, Caia’s voice over the Sisters’ private channel.

			‘Be silent.’ Augusta answered the unspoken doubt with no compromise in her tone. ‘She is the voice of the God-Emperor, and we will not discuss this again.’

		


		
			Chapter five

			 


			The Lycheate city was designated ‘City-05’, and the crush and the stench were incredible.

			The place was a cacophony of noise – metallic music, harsh and jangling; voices, raised in shouts and anger. Everywhere, there was the push and shove of filthy, reeking humanity, with orks and beastmen in the seething crowd. There was the flit of the thief, the bulge of the mutant, the bellow of the roustabout thug.

			Sister Melia had seen such things before – she and Caia had both been with Augusta on Hadria, on their mission to recapture the renegade rogue trader Samual – but still, the stink and the corruption of this place crawled under her skin like an infection. She hated it; she needed to offer it the cleansing it so richly craved. She could feel the Sister Superior’s rising impatience, and her restraint; could feel the sharp sense of wariness that came from Akemi and Viola both, ­neither of them long from the schola.

			Yet Melia, her Hospitaller training rising in her heart, contorted with something else. These people had lost their way, lost the Light. They should be purged; they should be granted the Emperor’s final peace…

			She walked with her hand on her flamer, itching to pull it free.

			Around them, much of the machinery had been prayed to new life. It rattled and clanked. New devotions had been embossed into its surfaces; its old Mechanicus ­symbols had been cleaned and polished, or defaced and carved over. Liquid rumbled through endless pipes; bursts of steam hissed free from louvered vents, and rose, ghost-pale, into the almost-dark sky. The hauler engines were running here, clattering loudly in their tracks. Screen linked to screen and silent information flowed almost palpably across the air. In places, there were figures tending to them, praying. Melia caught flashes of additional limbs, of extended augmetics and hood-covered faces…

			Of the twists of warp and ruin that crept from the Mechanicus’ remaining skin.

			She shuddered.

			This whole place was a hive, a living, breathing melting-pot of machinery, and every type of depravity clamoured in its suspended steel streets.

			Before her, Sister Akemi walked slowly, a prayer on her lips. Melia was about to intercede when Augusta stopped beside the youngest Sister and gripped her shoulder in one gauntleted hand.

			‘Have faith, Sister,’ she said. ‘He is with us, even here. Keep your thoughts on His light, and the despair of this place cannot touch you.’

			Akemi nodded, continuing to pray. Melia echoed her, the words both strength and comfort.

			Yet her hand remained on her flamer.

			They walked on, their red boots clanging loudly. Desperate figures huddled away from them, crippled or mutated or both. Others turned as they passed, gaping in awe or astonishment. Still more narrowed their gazes, as if weighing the opportunity – then thought better of it and turned away. There were even those who tried to trade, bundles over their shoulders that they spread out, laden with scavenged treasures – machine parts, pict-slates, ancient fragments of forgotten weaponry.

			More than once, they saw a figure overwhelmed in a corner, and beaten casually to death.

			Nowhere were there soldiers, or any icons of either faith or authority.

			‘By the Throne,’ Akemi said, her voice soft. ‘This place is a hell. It should be ended.’

			‘Why do they even come here?’ Viola asked.

			Istrix replied, her voice flat. ‘A place with no authority can be seen as an inviting prospect – somewhere that one can live without the restriction of rules. Outlaws and renegades, the lost, the unlucky, the mutant, the witch – all have rid themselves of the Emperor.’ Her voice curdled, sour with anger. ‘Here, they consider themselves free.’

			‘This is not freedom,’ Viola muttered, her tone edged with ferocity. She gestured with the bolter-muzzle, indicating their surroundings. ‘This is sacrilege.’

			 But Istrix turned sharply on her heel and faced them, making them stop.

			‘I suggest you control yourself, Sister,’ she said, her voice flat. ‘I remind you again – you will take action only by my command.’

			She held Viola’s gaze, stared her down. She turned to Augusta, making sure, then to Mors, one eyebrow raised.

			‘Ave Imperator.’ The young man offered a salute, but he let his fist drop as soon as she’d turned away. The expressions of his squad, Melia noted, were less than properly schooled. 

			They glanced at each other, silent stress shifting between them. Augusta was watching the inquisitor’s back. The Sister Superior’s expression was concealed by her helm, but her armoured shoulders seemed increasingly tense.

			It appeared, Melia thought, that there was more to Inquisitor Istrix than they’d realised.

			Staying close together, the group pushed onwards over the endless, groaning metal. It was fully dark, now, but the lumens were brighter and their light gleamed from the soldiers’ steaming breaths. The platforms were larger, better maintained, and many of the tanks and reactors had been repurposed as habitats or saloons. Smoke curled in the air – tabac sticks and kyxa weed. Coloured signs gleamed in darkened corners, ­making offers that made Lucio nudge his fellows and snicker.

			But Istrix did not care. She ignored the graffiti, scratched in mockery over the cogs and skulls of the original forge world; she ignored the sharp gazes of the curious opportunists, ignored the surrounding bodies, looted and rotting. She walked through all of it with her conviction blazing fearlessly, like an aura. The Sisters, in their scarlet armour, followed her, pushing through the grubby people like a wash of blood through rust.

			And the four soldiers walked with them, their eyes everywhere.

			At last, the inquisitor stopped. She indicated a large, cylindrical tank, standing alone at the platform’s outer edge – a smeltorium, perhaps, from the corroding pipes beneath. A sequence of binary code was carved into its outside.

			And below it, scratched into the metal, was the word, ‘Archeotech’.

			‘Sssss.’ The noise might have been laughter, but it was mechanical, and oddly flat.

			In the dim illumination of the tank’s interior, a hooded figure sat in a defended seat, its back to the curve of the wall. Before it, the place was packed, all shouting and fighting and the pounding of scratch-built metal tables; the air stank of piss and spirits. The figure, however, did not raise its hood to look.

			On the other side of the table, Istrix stood solid, arms folded. The five Sisters flanked her like icons.

			Ranged with them, the Militarum soldiers seemed somewhat distracted. Lucio was looking around, and casting a wistful gaze at the battered metal mugs.

			Melia left him to it. Her attention was on the figure itself, and its mantled, augmetic limbs.

			A tech-priest.

			A renegade. 

			Its cloak was black, shimmering with an oily glisten, and it bore a cog-symbol unfamiliar to the Sisters. Its limbs clicked and twitched; one claw pulled back its hood just enough to reveal a semi-human, female face, a single bright blue eye. Her other eye was an extending metal lens, glinting with a red, augmetic glare, and her mechadendrites rippled this way and that, scanning Istrix, the Sisters and the soldiers, and the bar in every direction.

			Satisfied with the data she had assembled, she sat back and hissed again, the noise like releasing steam.

			‘Rayos.’ The inquisitor picked up a mug, eyed the contents, and clanked it back down on the table.

			‘Inquisitor.’ The word was emotionless, emerging in ticks and whirs. ‘There has been an eighty-six point seven per cent chance that you would come, seeking my input.’

			‘Your information is excellent,’ Istrix said. It was statement, rather than question. ‘And I know about you, also – the heretek Vius was not alone in his desire to plunder the mysteries of Lycheate.’

			The hood cocked to one side, the movement precise. ‘Vius is gone, his data held only in memory.’

			The bar heaved and roared. From somewhere, there came singing, coarse and ragged like a shanty; the tables clattered in rhythm.

			Istrix said, ‘I wish to trade.’

			Rayos let out another hiss. ‘My trade is forty-two point two per cent information, twenty-one point three per cent machine parts, and eleven point four per cent ores and minerals. The remainder can be defined as “unusual”, where that definition is taken from–’

			‘I’m looking for a man called Scafidis Zale,’ Istrix said, with a thin smile. ‘You either know where he is, or you can tell me where he may be found.’

			The tech-priest sat back, her augmetic eye twisting as she focused upon Istrix’s face.

			‘I can access this data,’ she said, at last. ‘But its release requires a very specific exchange.’

			Istrix glanced pointedly at the Sisters that surrounded her, and leaned her knuckles on the table. The seemingly casual movement dropped her symbol from the front of her robes. It swayed there, glinting. ‘It’s not a request.’

			The priest hissed again, the noise thoughtful. All of her mechadendrites had swivelled upwards to focus on the leaning figure. ‘You have…’ she paused, ‘…no authority here. And you do not have sufficient force of arms. Releasing this information may place my life at risk, and I will not offer you this data without a suitable reciprocal exchange.’

			She turned away, as if the interview was closed. Melia found herself wondering if she’d try to throw them out.

			What binary messages were stealing out, even now, across the air?

			The Sister looked around for enforcers, but could see nothing obvious.

			‘Inquisitor, with your permission?’ Augusta took a half-step forwards.

			Istrix nodded and stood upright, her arms folded.

			Augusta said, ‘Answer me, Rayos, yes or no – do you know the location of the witch?’

			The priest turned back, raised her chin as if curious. ‘I can offer a ninety-seven point six per cent probability on where he may be found. These parameters are usually enough to assure accuracy.’

			The Sister Superior paused, then said, ‘But you will not offer the information. Why can you not just tell us, Rayos? Does the heretic have some hold on you?’

			‘Sssss.’ The priest’s limbs were moving now, closing about her body as if to defend herself against assault. ‘My programming is uncorrupted. The Adepta Sororitas have no cause to assail me.’

			Augusta paused, eyeing Rayos’ hood-shadowed, half-steel face. ‘We seek the witch,’ she said, ‘and we intend to find him.’ The Sister Superior’s hand was resting on her chainsword – whatever enforcers Rayos may have, she looked prepared to fight through all of them.

			Lucio had stopped looking around now, and the four Mili­tarum soldiers were paying tight attention.

			‘The Sister Superior is correct,’ the inquisitor said. ‘We will see this mission completed.’

			The roar of the bar clamoured round them; Melia laid her hand on her flamer, a prayer rising on her lips.

			But Rayos clicked and whirred, considering the pair of them. She leaned backwards in her chair, her limbs mantling higher. Then one claw pulled her black hood right off, revealing all of her once-human face, and the nest of augmetics that swarmed over it like a contagion.

			They stared.

			Rayos looked unclean, her flesh twisted and her metal corroding. As Melia suspected, she did not resemble any Mechanicus adept the Sisters had ever seen. In her remaining human cheek, her original cog-and-skull symbol had been obliterated by a long, red scar.

			‘Incaladion,’ Akemi commented, over the vox. ‘Must have been her home forge world.’

			‘What do you want?’ Istrix asked her. ‘In exchange for Zale’s location?’

			Rayos’ mechadendrites flicked from the inquisitor to the Sister Superior and back, considering their unity and determination. Melia could almost imagine her assessing the information, calculating the threat. She said, ‘One of the Sororitas will remain with me until you have secured Scafidis Zale.’

			‘What?’ Augusta stepped forwards, her hands tightening on her weapons. ‘To what purpose?’

			‘As bodyguard,’ Rayos said. ‘If I reveal Zale’s location, there is a ninety-nine point six per cent chance that he will seek retribution. The Adepta Sororitas are known for faith that can defy witchery. This is my trade. If you wish to locate the heretic, you will grant me security.’

			‘We will make the deal.’ Istrix made a decisive gesture. ‘Sister Superior, one of your squad will volunteer.’

			The words were an order.

			Augusta inhaled sharply, her armour creaking with the movement; Viola and Akemi exchanged a look.

			The priest wheezed again, a sound like straining bellows – she sounded almost like she was laughing. A clear space had spread out around the table and Melia could feel shadows lurking at its edges, bristling dark with threat.

			The Sister had no doubt that, if they turned on Rayos or tried to betray her, the resulting confrontation would be excessive.

			She heard herself say it: ‘I will stay.’

			‘Sister?’ Augusta turned, her face concerned.

			‘I will stay,’ Melia said, again. ‘Sister Caia must remain with the inquisitor, and you will need Viola’s strength and Akemi’s knowledge. The success of this mission is the will of the Emperor,’ she kept her tone neutral, ‘and if I can serve Him best by remaining here, then I will do so.’

			‘You have great courage, Sister Melia,’ Istrix said, her smile thin and cold.

			‘You have great courage,’ Augusta repeated. ‘To face this test alone is an act of both honour and bravery.’ She offered the sign of the aquila and a blessing. ‘Imperatoris vobiscum.’

			Emperor be with you.

			The blue eye of the priest had observed the exchange with interest; the red one swivelled to focus on Melia, scanning her from head to foot.

			‘The chances of successful retribution have lessened by a factor of three point three recurring – these parameters are acceptable. I must clarify accurate data. Inquisitor, Sister Superior, you will return here at 20:03:57, Solar time, when I will possess the information you require.’

			‘What guarantees do I have,’ Istrix said, ‘that you will not betray us?’

			The priest placed her hood over her face and sat back, hissing.

			‘You must calculate those odds,’ she said, ‘for yourself.’

			Outside the repurposed tank, Augusta was finding herself increasingly disconcerted. They had been given no clear orders. They had walked blindly into an ambush. They were forbidden to open fire.

			And now this.

			Leaving a member of her squad behind was unthinkable – her Sisters fought, moved, as a unit.

			They had no Kimura, no Jatoya…

			And without Melia, they had no medicae, and no second.

			Augusta wondered why her Sister had volunteered, but the thought was too much. The Sister Superior was becoming more unsettled with every passing moment, with every order given and decision made…

			But, erratic behaviour or not, Istrix was the Emperor’s ­chosen, and her word was law.

			Levis est mihi.

			A prayer in her heart, Augusta walked like an automaton, her boots clanging with every step. Viola and Akemi flanked her like guards. The three of them stayed in tight formation as they followed Istrix back out onto the platform, and over towards the city.

			Ahead, Caia still walked with the inquisitor, but the set of the Sister’s red shoulders was tense. Melia was her closest friend, and it was easy to see that Caia was angry.

			At the back, the four Militarum soldiers stayed silent, as if they dared not make a sound.

			At the city limits, however, and demarked by a chain-link metal fence, a crowd had gathered to watch.

			Eyes hungry and gleeful were observing their every movement.

			As if they were waiting for something.

			They didn’t wait long.

			Caia’s warning and the single shot came almost simultaneously; Augusta saw Istrix jolt, then slump sideways like a broken thing.

			Caia shouted, ‘Up there!’

			The corporal’s lasrifle streaked fire across the darkness. But, on the high walkway, the cloaked figure was already vanishing from sight.

			Viola’s weapon was drawn, covering the city; Augusta and Akemi both aimed their bolters at the tank’s entranceway. The Militarum bristled lasrifles at the higher gantries.

			Nothing moved.

			Stuck out in the open, the group was coverless, and alone. Gazes still watched them from the town, avid and curious. Augusta could almost feel them, mustering their courage, their hatred and their fear – they bulged with resentment like some mutated growth.

			But would they dare attack?

			Bolter still in hand, she drew the chainsword with the other.

			Daring them.

			Caia had dropped to one knee beside the inquisitor. ‘She’s alive,’ she said, bio-scanner in hand. ‘By the grace of the Emperor, she’s alive. We need Melia…’ She stopped, twisting her words to a halt.

			Rufus, one of the Militarum group, called, ‘Sister! I can help!’

			Augusta gave a curt nod.

			‘Go,’ the corporal told him, and the man ran forwards, pulling a medi-pack as he did so.

			Viola hadn’t moved; the muzzle of the heavy bolter still covered the crowd. Augusta could feel her fury; she was burning to pull the trigger.

			‘Rayos must have betrayed us.’ Her tone was vicious. ‘This whole place stinks of corruption. We should go back in there and–’

			‘That is not our priority.’ Augusta cut her off. ‘Akemi, speak to Melia and secure her report. Corporal Mors, we need a defensible location. If the inquisitor dies while under our guard…’ Purposely, she let the implication hang.

			‘Sister!’ Viola’s protest was angry. ‘Rayos–’

			‘Sister Viola!’ Augusta’s tone was a bark. ‘The inquisitor is alive. She is the word of the Emperor, and she must take precedence.’ She looked at her squad. ‘We will not abandon Sister Melia. But we need security – and now. Akemi, what’s the report from the Archeotech?’

			‘Nothing, Sister,’ Akemi said. ‘I can’t reach Melia on the vox – I’m getting static.’

			Throne! Augusta stopped herself cursing aloud. She was caught, thinking, praying, her whole body was alert with adrenaline – she could not abandon a member of her squad, but nor could she leave the injured inquisitor out in the open.

			A prayer curled in her heart; she needed guidance, under-standing…

			Levis est mihi…

			Show me to the Light!

			She had to make the decision.

			She said, ‘Keep trying. Mors – how well do you know the area? Can you find us a safe location?’

			‘I believe so, Sister,’ the corporal said. He had his rifle in hand, still scanning the upper catwalks. ‘The Mechanicus construct these platforms in repeating and regular patterns, and I know where one may be found.’

			‘Good man,’ Augusta said to him. ‘We will follow your lead. Can the inquisitor be moved?’

			‘The Emperor is with her, Sister Superior.’ Rufus was on his knees and holding a dressing to Istrix’s shoulder. ‘The wound is serious, but treatable. The hydrostatic shock has robbed her of consciousness. I can revive her–’

			‘Not here.’

			‘Yes, Sister.’

			The city’s crowd was getting larger now; they were starting to shift and seethe. Viola made a deliberate show of re-cocking the heavy bolter, the noise echoing from the tank like a challenge. Akemi kept her weapon trained on the tank’s hatch, though the bar had remained silent. Her voice in the vox continued, but there was no response to the call.

			Augusta checked her annoyance, and gave her orders.

			‘Corporal, take point. Sister Caia, with the corporal. I will carry the inquisitor myself. Viola, guard our backs – and if anything tries to attack us, shoot it.’

			Viola said, ‘Aye,’ and the word was like a promise of violence.

			They moved, low to the ground and at the double. Caia’s scanning enhanced the corporal’s local instincts and they made good speed, skirting the outer edges of the city and climbing down towards the lower platforms.

			It was darker down here, the lumens faltering, but it offered at least basic concealment.

			Suspended walkways creaked over the reeking water; the group moved as fast as it dared, all suit-lights turned off.

			The unconscious inquisitor hung in Augusta’s arms like a sacrifice, her scars glinting. She was heavy, but the Sister Superior’s power armour was enough to bear her easily.

			In the vox, Augusta offered a prayer – for Melia, for Istrix’s health and recovery. And for herself, for insight, for His wisdom to show her the way…

			Domine deduc me mi Imperatoris…

			This mission was not turning out how they had expected.

			Soon, they left the noise of the town behind them. They could clearly hear their own boots and breathing, the hiss and seethe of the hungry, polluted waters. And, as they walked, Augusta’s prayers focused her thoughts, and she began to understand something.

			The Sister Superior did not doubt Istrix’s authenticity, nor her dedication to her target, yet still, her choices of action seemed odd. She came across as arrogant, though perhaps that was not so unusual. And she had willingly walked them out from the Munitorum depot, and straight into the nearest ambush…

			For what?

			So she could locate Rayos?

			Rayos herself had seemed genuine enough – a local boss, manipulating the people and powers around her to her own best advantage. Augusta had encountered such creatures before. She–

			‘Here!’

			The corporal’s deep voice sounded in the vox.

			‘No movement,’ Caia confirmed, auspex back in her hand.

			‘That doesn’t mean it’s empty,’ Augusta commented. ‘Secure the area.’

			‘Aye.’

			Caia nodded at the corporal, and his heavy boot hammered the metal door. It spanked back against the side of the lift shaft, and Caia brought up her bolter to cover the space. Within was a cargo-lift, more than big enough to accommodate all of them, and with the added advantage of a second exit on the opposite side.

			Caia counted five and said, ‘Clear!’

			‘Very well, then,’ Augusta said. ‘We will regroup, and reload.’

			As they moved in, and laid the inquisitor down, Rufus moved forward with his kit, but Augusta held up a hand. ‘She’s stable, yes?’

			‘Yes, Sister.’

			‘Then why don’t we let her sleep for a moment?’ Her tone was grim. ‘Keep an eye on her. Corporal Mors, I’ll need your full report.’

			If this mission was to succeed, then the Sister Superior wanted to know everything.

		


		
			Chapter six

			 


			Sister Melia sat with her back to the old smeltorium’s wall, the rigid metal scraping against the edges of her armour. Beside her, Rayos paid her no further attention, hissing and clicking over the pile of trade-pieces and data-slates that had been left on her table. Some she passed to the little brass analyser beside her; others were carefully measured with callipers and claws. Her cogitator clicked away to itself, presumably keeping some sort of running tally.

			Melia watched, oddly fascinated, and wondered what information flowed between the two of them.

			In her heart, however, she offered the Litany of Divine Guidance; she prayed for strength, and for clarity.

			Domine deduc me mi Imperatoris.

			Guide me, my Emperor.

			And then, the bar went quiet.

			Melia looked up.

			A lone figure had pushed through the crowd, stilling fights and rowdy singing both. He was strong and tanned, gold-eyed and brown-haired. He wore no armour, no symbols; he carried no weapons. Yet he commanded his audience with a flourish like pure confidence.

			As he came closer, Melia could feel a pressure swelling in her mind, like creepers growing through her ears. 

			She continued to pray.

			As if he could hear her, the man met her gaze. He had a smile that gave him tan-lines, crinkles round his eyes that offered humour, warmth and mischief.

			‘Sister,’ he said, as he stopped at the table. ‘How charming.’

			She lifted her chin; the pressure in her mind was growing worse. Her skull spasmed with agony, aching like it would split.

			Somewhere, she could hear the hissing of the Lautis daemons, feel their flame and fear–

			The priest raised a claw. ‘Desist.’

			The man laughed, and the pressure was gone.

			Witch!

			Shuddering with revulsion, Melia was on her feet. She knew what had happened, knew exactly what – who – this man was. And she understood, in the very next instant, that Rayos had betrayed them, that she’d never had any intention of going through with the deal. Melia’s hand went for her flamer; she opened a channel in the vox but the signal was blocked. The bead in her ear crackled static.

			Weapon out, she pointed it at the newcomer. ‘Heretic!’

			‘Really, Sister.’ The man laughed. His tone was like his clothing, rich and warm. ‘The word is so crass, don’t you think? Please, call me Zale. And you will stand when I say, sit when I say, kneel when I say. Now put that away, and be quiet.’

			With each word, Melia’s body jerked in response; she obeyed him like a marionette, her strings in his hands. As he gave the final order, however, she spat a prayer and surged forwards. One hand turned the table clean over, mugs and data-slates clattering to the floor; the other shoved the flamer right in his face.

			At the noise, there was an instant of silence, then whoops and cheers erupted around the bar.

			The man’s eyes narrowed, as if she’d surprised him.

			But he made no attempt to defend himself, or back away.

			‘I wouldn’t,’ he told her softly, ‘if I were you.’

			His eyes glittered; she could see whole worlds held in them, the sparkle of stars, the vast streams of the empyrean. The screaming, bloody heave of the warp that she’d seen through the mirror in the Lautis cathedral…

			Worlds, dying at the touch of Chaos.

			Softly, he said, ‘I know you have no fear of death, Sister. I know you would lay down your life to slay me, and everything else in this establishment. But I also know how this ends.’ Moons exploded in her vision; his words stroked her, their truth enthralling. ‘Istrix is a lunatic, you must have realised that by now.’

			‘She is a child of the Emperor.’ Melia snarled the words; her flamer hadn’t moved. ‘You spin treachery and illusion to gain your own ends. I will not suffer your life–’

			‘Sister, please,’ he said. Smiling, he raised a hand and pushed the weapon down and out of the way. ‘That’s quite enough. If I told you to, you would strip off your armour and bathe in the waters of Lycheate like they were a font.’

			Melia reeled, staggering and silent. The words were a lance of pain in her forebrain, a white-hot flare going off behind her eyes. She fell back onto the bench.

			Beside her, Rayos had stood up, and a delicate, unfolding claw was picking up her fallen goods. Secreting some of the higher-value pieces in places under her cloak, she said to Zale, ‘Our trade is concluded. You have the item you require. I will depart. I will not return to this location, the percentage chance of retaliation is unacceptable. I will join you at the requested appointment. We will conclude our business.’

			‘Of course.’ Zale offered her a bow like a flourish, then turned back to Melia. He extended his arm as if he expected her to take it.

			And Melia found herself obeying the gesture, her body moving like a servitor’s, clumsy and painful. She fought to clear her thoughts. She wanted to demand: what appointment, what business? She wanted to pull her flamer, execute this smirking heretic, this betraying tech-priest. She wanted to howl the hymnal aloud, to purge this world of its faithless and its unbelievers…

			But she could not; her head hurt and her limbs ground like rust. She tried to pray, struggled to recall the words.

			‘Domine… libra…’

			They came forth in pieces, in shards of pain through her hard-clenched teeth.

			‘I feel your battle,’ Zale told her, smiling. Explosions were still going off in her head – the moons detonating, over and over again, their pieces spinning, spinning in the void. ‘But you’re weak, Melia, unsure of your own strength and position. You know this.’ He chuckled, the sound lush. ‘Please understand, Istrix and I go back a very long way, and I can usually… shall we say predict… her moves.’ His words were sharply amused, as if at some private joke. ‘But the Adepta Sororitas? Now, that’s a ploy I hadn’t expected. And one that’s interesting, a genuine challenge.’ He picked up one of the metal mugs, drained its contents, put it down again. ‘And so, I had to have you – my security, my coin, my Imperial scrip. The card up my sleeve, if you like.’ His smile grew. ‘And, close-up, I can learn how your mind, your foolish faith, really works, Sister – and understand how to better the rest of your squad.’

			Melia’s mind was fraying like old cloth. Her prayers were fading, her vision was full of detonations, and wonder, and beauty, and Ruin, and pain…

			She made herself speak, each word like a splinter of agony. ‘My life… will not save you. The Sisters of Battle… will not… be defeated. My squad… will shoot you.’

			‘Really?’ he said, and his brown eyes glittered like rusted manacles. ‘I think you’ll find… it’s just not that simple.’

			‘Sister Superior, I am under orders…’

			Inside the lift, the corporal tailed into an uneasy silence, eyeing the fallen inquisitor. ‘To disobey those orders would be heresy. I would be shot. Or confined to the life of a gun-servitor–’

			‘The question is not difficult,’ Augusta said. They were short of time, and she needed Mors’ full story, needed to try to understand why the inquisitor’s behaviour was so peculiar. ‘I asked for your report. Where do you come from, Mors? How do you come to be on Lycheate? And how long have you been with Istrix?’

			Leaving Caia and Viola on watch, Augusta and Akemi stood with their backs to the lift wall. Opposite them, on a long metal bench, the four members of the Militarum had stood down, and broken out their rations. They were sharing a canteen of water, and even Lucio had run out of banter.

			Rufus, the medicae and the oldest of the four, sat the closest to Istrix. He said, ‘Sister Superior, with all due respect…’ 

			‘Corporal,’ Augusta said, cutting straight across his words. ‘You will answer the question.’

			The corporal had removed his helmet; despite the cold air, his dark skin glittered with sweat. He muttered something that might have been a prayer, then let out his breath in a plume like surrender. Swiftly, he explained how they had met Istrix when she had been scouting the planet for her quarry. She had been unaccompanied, working alone, and assaulted at the outskirts of the city. They had gone to help her, and she had immediately commanded their assistance in locating Zale. Several days later, after a short battle during which their lieutenant had lost his life, they’d cornered, and successfully wounded, the psyker.

			But Zale’s wound had been an illusion, the corporal told them. The witch had lured them in, and the battle had cost the life of the sergeant and of the other members of the squad.

			‘Zale is extremely powerful,’ Mors said. ‘The illusions he creates are truly horrifying. Our squad… barely stood a chance.’ He trailed off into silence, frowning.

			‘She didn’t fire.’ Adriene, her legs stretched out across the lift floor, looked up from her ration pack. ‘She had him, at gunpoint, out on the gantry, and she didn’t shoot him. She–’

			‘Private!’ the corporal snapped at her, cutting her dead.

			Augusta turned back to Mors. ‘Corporal, you will give me your full report, everything you’ve seen while you’ve been with the inquisitor.’ Her gaze did not let him go. ‘The success of this mission may depend upon your information.’

			Mors paused for a moment, then he inhaled and straightened his shoulders. ‘Our squad died screaming,’ he said. ‘The inquisitor…’ His voice shook, he swiftly controlled himself. ‘Istrix hesitated, and the gantry collapsed. We lowered a line and pulled her free, but by then, Zale had already gone. Emperor forgive me, Sister, Adriene is correct – she had him at gunpoint, and she did not fire.’

			Augusta nodded, but said nothing more aloud. Over their private channel, she continued, ‘Sisters. What do you make of this?’

			‘He seems terrified,’ Akemi said. ‘They all do.’

			‘He’s not telling us everything,’ Caia commented.

			Viola suggested, ‘We can force it out of him.’

			Augusta replied, ‘We will do no such thing–’

			She stopped as feet raced past outside; they all turned, hands on weapons. The rasp of an engine sounded at the waterline.

			‘Very well,’ Augusta said. ‘We have not secured Sister Melia, and I fear we are out of time.’ She eyed Mors for a moment, then looked down at the unconscious inquisitor, her gaze exploring the careful latticework of scars. ‘One last question. You say she did not shoot Zale. So, why did Zale not end her life? He must have had the opportunity.’

			Adriene frowned at her rations, Lucio counted his ammo.

			‘He used to be her pupil,’ Mors said, and Augusta nodded. ‘And there still seems to be some… strange connection between them, Sister, some compulsion or madness that drives them both–’

			‘Corporal.’ Augusta’s voice was steel. ‘Has she fallen?’

			At the question, Mors drew in his breath, and the others stopped to stare, their gazes wide. Carefully, the corporal said, ‘I have seen nothing to prove so, Sister. Only her… singular devotion to securing her target.’

			Augusta exhaled, her prayer tangling round her exasperation. If the inquisitor had fallen to Ruin, then the Sisters’ path would have been clear, but still they had no explanation for Istrix’s peculiar behaviour.

			The Sister Superior had a need for guidance, for His light that had shown her Subul, and the way to the daemon…

			Domine deduc…

			But there was no clarity, here, no definite answer. Frustrated, she let her hand rest on her chainsword, solid and strong. More than anything, she wanted to hear the song of its rasp, to solve these endless questions with the glory of the Litany and the roar of pure combat…

			By the Throne!

			All her life, Augusta had trusted to two things – her faith, and her weapons. And, all her life, they had been the same – she raised her voice to the God-Emperor, and she slew His foes.

			But this!

			She was beginning to believe that Istrix did not intend the witch’s death – and everything in the Sister Superior’s training baulked at that knowledge. The witch should be purged. He needed to die. Yet Mors was right, there seemed to be some deeper game here, some twisted, emotional connection that she did not understand. 

			It made Istrix dangerous, unpredictable – and it brought the entire success of the mission into doubt.

			Had Istrix fallen to the darkness? She would not be the first inquisitor to have been consumed by the powers she pursued.

			But if Istrix was the presence of the God-Emperor, then her word was law, and to open fire upon her would be pure heresy. Augusta and her entire squad would offer their lives in Repentance.

			Somewhere, the Sister Superior could still feel the jagged edges of her darkness – see the stikk-bomb that had slain Kimura, the clang of the axe that had broken Jatoya like a doll.

			Melia, volunteering to stay with Rayos.

			Upon Ordination, the Sisters of her Order offered a prayer…

			‘Imperator illam possedit me precor. In omnibus meis actionibus et officiorum. Omnium cogitationes et opera. Et ego armis exceptus…’

			Emperor, I pray that you will utterly possess me. In all of my duties and actions. In all of my thoughts and deeds. I am your weapon and your vessel…

			Guide me, my Emperor, she prayed. I cannot get this wrong.

			With the words, she lifted her chin, and made her decision.

			Yes, she must follow the inquisitor’s orders…

			But she did not intend to do so blindly.

			‘Corporal,’ she said. ‘You withstood Zale’s mental assault, correct?’

			‘Yes, Sister.’

			‘You will run reconnaissance on the smeltorium, and locate Sister Melia. Your squad will stay with me. If you are right about this connection, then Zale will be closer than we think.’

			The corporal saluted. ‘Aye.’

			‘Remember, corporal, this is recon, not a combat mission. Do not call attention to yourself, and do not engage. Stick to the upper levels. Return to the smeltorium, and watch.’

			‘Aye.’

			She nodded, approving of this young man, his choices and his discipline. ‘Go with His grace, corporal. And return with His wisdom.’

			‘Ave Imperator.’ He offered her a salute.

			As he slipped out of the far door of the cargo lift, however, he turned back.

			‘Sister Superior,’ he said. ‘I do have… one last suspicion.’

			‘Go on.’

			‘It is my belief,’ he said, ‘that Zale is up to something. I think he’s here for a reason.’

			‘Then we will prevent that reason,’ Augusta told him flatly. ‘One way or another, the witch must die.’

			He was in her head.

			Like a burrower, like the stain of Chaos. Like the fear wielded by the Lautis daemons. Like a necron scarab, its claws scratch-scratching with the taint of steel and death.

			Stubbornly, Melia held to her chant, the Litany – like her novitiate childhood – both comfort and reflex. She had been taught this as a girl, kneeling beside her dormitorium bunk and praying to that tiny, carved effigy… she knew how to face fear, how to surpass witchery. And yet it still lingered, like an ache in the back of her skull.

			Images tumbled like the edges of rocks.

			She was in the belly of the Kyrus, in command of the squad. Kimura was there, and Jatoya; they described a perfect skirmish manoeuvre along the flickering-dark corridor.

			Domine, libra nos…

			Words lingered like hope, but she could not quite grasp them.

			The Sisters moved onwards, the font-waters of Lycheate sloshing at their feet. Bodies bobbed past them – Sister Felicity Albani, the missionary Tanichus, the tech-priest Jencir, his flayed skull all covered in blood. Phantoms rose from her past, and they laughed like Scafidis Zale, lush and rich and warm.

			You are to blame, Melia.

			Jatoya was twice the warrior you are.

			Look at your errors! 

			Look at them!

			In the Kyrus’ corridor, she saw the bomb. She went to cry out, but it was too late – the detonation was colossal, and the flame was livid and hungry for life. The impact of it threw her backwards. Debris creaked and screamed; her visor was smudged with smoke. There was a hole ripped in the side of the ship – it was injured and in pain, crying out. She tried to pray for it, but she was not the priest it needed, and Rayos laughed at her ignorance. The wind shrieked past her, wreckage and bodies all sucked out into the void. She caught a last look at Jatoya’s face as the Sister scrabbled madly at the wounded metal, and was gone.

			The woman’s still-armoured body spun outwards into nothing, and her voice cried the Requiem.

			Dies Irae, Dies Illa!

			+You did this,+ Zale told her. +You failed. You’re weak, inadequate. The Emperor does not want you, Melia. You do not deserve Him. And you know it!+

			She held to her hymn, angry, stubborn, refusing to give up. She filled her mind with the chapel on Ophelia VII, with His image, His Light. She cried denial, her defiance loud:

			‘Thou shalt not suffer the witch to live!’

			With a crack like the split in a window, the image splintered, and was gone.

			Startled, she blinked.

			Her head was pounding. She was still in the bar. Scafidis Zale was before her with his arms folded, and one elegant eyebrow raised.

			‘Impressive,’ he said, the word almost a compliment. ‘You’re going to take more of my concentration than I’d realised.’

			She faced him, continuing to recite the Litany. She repeated the words like a lifeline, over and over, wreathed in anger and defiance.

			‘Domine, libra nos.

			‘Domine, libra nos…’

			‘Makes a change to name, rank, and serial number, I suppose.’ He laughed at his own humour, then chewed the inside of his lip, thinking. 

			‘Domine, libra nos…’

			‘You listen to me, Sister Melia.’ He stepped forwards, cupping her cheek in his hand with a gesture that seemed almost affectionate. He bore several rings and his gold eyes shone like Sol itself. ‘We are going to take a little walk, and explore some of the glories that this planet has to offer. Not its people – you’ve already seen too many of those – but its secrets. Some of the things that the Mechanicus believed broken, and that the heretek Vius, in his cleverness and his determination, managed to discover. The things that Rayos has been… moving… for me.’ He stroked his thumb over her cheek. ‘You may fight me if you wish, Sister, but the outcome will be the same. Your Emperor cannot save you.’ His smile was pure charm. ‘Not from me.’

			‘Domine, libra nos.’

			Melia kept praying as the images broke over her again.

		


		
			Chapter seven

			 


			The stimm brought Istrix upright in a rush, her face pale, her green eyes briefly wild. She took in her surroundings with a single, blazing-cold glance, and came straight to her feet.

			She swayed, her hand going to her field-dressing, and her missing pauldron. Instinctively, Rufus offered her assistance but she refused. Outrage flared from her shoulders as she turned around.

			She snapped, ‘Where is Corporal Mors?’

			Augusta replied, ‘I sent him on reconnaissance.’

			‘What?’ The inquisitor spun back to her. ‘Are you deficient, Sister? I did not give you leave to take the initiative. To make my decisions for me. You disobey an order of mine again, and you will find yourself wielding a very different selection of weaponry.’ A flicker of spittle flew from her lips as she thundered, ‘Do I make myself clear?’

			‘Ma’am.’ Startled by her vehemence, Augusta offered her a curt salute, but Istrix had already turned away, scornfully dismissive, to retrieve her shoulder-armour. Her voice in the vox demanded the corporal’s immediate return, and on the double.

			The Sister Superior held herself still. Mors had given her new questions to consider, but as yet, she did not know the answers.

			Beside her, Akemi shifted uncomfortably, her armour creaking; the soldiers were exchanging uneasy glances, though they said nothing.

			But Istrix paid none of them the slightest attention. Instead, as she fastened her pauldron back into place, her gaze fell on the ration-crumbs, and narrowed.

			‘How long,’ she asked them, the words like cracking ice, ‘did you leave me unconscious?’

			‘Moments only.’ Augusta offered a penitent prayer to accompany the lie. ‘We roused you as soon–’

			‘But long enough to pause for a rest?’ Istrix’s tone was savage.

			‘Ma’am–’

			‘Enough!’ The inquisitor silenced the Sister Superior with a bark that was almost a bellow. Her face was flushed, now, showing the neat lines of scars. She looked like she would split along those lines, detonating into flying fragments of furious flesh.

			Augusta inhaled. She prayed for calm, and for clarity.

			For truth.

			‘We will hold this location until Mors returns,’ the inquisitor said, her sarcasm as bitter and lethal as a lake of acid. ‘And then we will move out for our meeting with Rayos.’

			‘Inquisitor, we do not know that Rayos can be trusted.’ Privately, Augusta thanked the Emperor Himself for her years of training, for the canoness’ strict discipline that enabled her to keep her voice controlled. ‘We cannot reach Sister Melia. And, dependent upon Mors’ intelligence, I suggest that an assault upon the tech-priest’s location would be the best option.’

			‘I have already told you, Sister.’ Istrix ground crumbs under her boot. ‘You will not open fire without my orders.’

			Viola tensed; Augusta could see the young woman’s gauntleted hands tighten on the heavy bolter, though she did not turn around.

			‘When this mission is over,’ Istrix continued, ‘I will be accompanying you back to Ophelia VII. I will be commanding an audience with your canoness, and I will be delivering my report on your performance and behaviour… in person.’

			Augusta was beginning to feel the same sharp, furious sense of helplessness that she’d felt in the shuttle, the same sense of being tumbled by forces outside her control.

			And, down here, she liked it even less.

			‘Corporal Mors, incoming.’ The man’s voice was accompanied by the impact of boots on the top of the lift. Weapons twitched; Istrix gave one of the soldiers a curt nod. Smoothly, Adriene stood on the bench to open the hatch, while Rufus and Lucio raised their rifles for cover.

			‘Clear,’ she said.

			Mors’ long figure dropped into the lift, his rifle over his shoulder.

			Istrix waited for him, arms folded. ‘Well?’

			‘Ma’am.’ He glanced from inquisitor to Sister, and offered a salute. ‘Your hunch was correct, Sister. Rayos has betrayed us, and Zale was at the smeltorium.’

			Istrix bridled, pulling herself up to her full height.

			‘Go on, corporal,’ Augusta said.

			‘We saw Zale speak to Rayos and leave, heading towards the other side of the city. He had back-up, two armed city thugs, and he had Sister Melia with him. She was unhurt, though she seemed to be dazed.’

			In the vox, Viola commented darkly, ‘Told you so.’

			‘Viola.’ Augusta’s disciplinary bark was sharp. ‘That’s enough.’

			The younger Sister shifted again, but said nothing.

			Another issue: Viola had a strong will, and stronger opinions. She’d disobeyed her orders once before. And with the increasing pressure that Istrix was placing upon the squad…

			This was all going to detonate, and soon.

			The Sister Superior said, ‘We should target them now, inquisitor. The heretic must die.’

			Mors glanced from face to face, as if trying to understand the tension. His expression was pained. Her orders had already killed his squadmates – presumably he was wondering if she would end up killing all of them.

			‘We’ve got another problem,’ Caia’s voice said. ‘Incoming cityside.’

			Outside the cargo-lift, the city’s shifting, curious crowd was closing on the Sisters’ location. A glut of filthy figures – many of them deformed or subhuman – were weapons-in-hands and loitering, their grins eager. Their leader looked orkish, big and green and tusked; its face was half metal and it wore a freebooter’s distinctive hat. There were soldiers, worn ragged, gangers in various muddy colours, knots of mutants with robes and appendages, and at least one of the shadowy Mechanicus renegades, all cloaked and clawed. Its visible flesh was stained and rotting, and it was flanked by the scuttle and rumble of clumsy servitors.

			The group looked ramshackle, but determined.

			‘They must have followed the corporal,’ Istrix said. The words were cutting, and pointedly aimed at Augusta.

			‘I fear, ma’am,’ Augusta returned, ‘that our force has been all too visible. They’re scavengers, they must be after our wargear.’

			Viola added, ‘And the reputation to go with it.’ 

			‘We should attack,’ Augusta said, again. ‘We must eliminate Zale before we lose him.’

			‘We will move out,’ Istrix told her shortly, ‘and we will follow Zale’s route. But we will not engage him – not yet. I want to know where he’s going.’

			When they moved, the crowd from the city followed them.

			Not close, but close enough.

			The people – if that’s what they were – carried anger and fear, a rising need to obliterate or control these icons of Imperial faith that had landed in their midst. The swell of them came on like a slow ripple of hunger, the freebooter ork at the centre.

			Augusta knew that they were no match for four fully-armed Sisters, backed by the lasrifles of the Militarum soldiers, but they seemed content to hang back, and they made good use of the local cover.

			It seemed like they were waiting for something – some signal to attack.

			Yet Istrix still didn’t care; still, she was focused only forwards. She kept moving, and she left the fully armed horde, loitering, at their backs.

			With every junction they passed, Augusta’s frustration grew stronger. Powerful priorities pulled the Sister Superior in opposite directions – to doubt the inquisitor was heresy, and yet those doubts grew with every moment. Augusta needed to stop and think and pray; to follow her faith, and her honour.

			To follow His Guidance.

			Yet it seemed even more lost here than it had been in the catacombs of the Lautis cathedral.

			Is she Your vessel?

			Or is she corrupt?

			Istrix’s forward motion remained utterly, obsessively relent-less.

			Behind Augusta, Sister Viola walked at the rear, her heavy bolter daring the crowd to come closer. Caia stayed in the lead, auspex and weapon both in hand; Akemi still flanked the Sister Superior. The youngest Sister’s fingers twitched, as though she missed her little silver fetish.

			To Augusta, this was looking more and more crazed – perhaps Mors had been right, and this was all some elaborate game…

			Everything has an Operandus.

			The lesson she had been teaching her Sisters – but if there was a pattern here, then she still could not see it. 

			Behind them, the horde hung back, mocking. They loosed the occasional shout, pieces of chants like the edges of some violent promise. They still kept their distance, but Augusta knew: if they saw the right opportunity, they would surge forwards and tear the inquisitor’s entire retinue to screaming, bloody pieces…

			Or – and the Sister Superior laid her hand on her chain­sword – they’d make the attempt.

			The group moved on.

			Soon, they passed a familiar bottleneck – walkway, tank and crane, all identical to the previous layout. It bore an embossed numerical sequence in exactly the same place, and the scored-out cog-symbol of Triplex Phall.

			Augusta said, her tone short, ‘We should hold this location, inquisitor. If we take a stand here–’

			‘We will keep moving.’ Istrix did not even bother to pause. ‘I have already said – I need to know where they’re going.’

			Under her breath, Augusta let herself curse.

			But the inquisitor’s boots did not stop. They clanged onwards, continuing with her inexorable, headlong march. It seemed as though some fierce, white flame pulled her, some need she would not stoop to explain.

			The Sister Superior was becoming more and more convinced that the inquisitor’s mission was not just the will of the Emperor. Like Viola, she felt rising frustration; she wanted to loose her rage at the dirty brown sky, to open fire at last, to sing until this entire ruined world knew the wrath of the Emperor Himself, and of His Adepta Sororitas…

			‘Inquisitor,’ she said. ‘A question.’

			Istrix answered her with a short laugh, a snort as cold as the frozen air. She said, her tone almost patronising, ‘You wish to know about Zale?’ She glanced back, her odd smile making her scars crease and wrinkle. ‘I have been chasing him a very long time. He knows he cannot overpower me, either physically or psychically. He is not strong enough to face me himself. So, I think he’s found himself another force.’

			Another force. 

			By the Throne!

			With an effort, the Sister Superior stopped herself swearing aloud.

			‘Something must be left here…’ The words were Akemi’s, though Istrix did not react to her outspokenness. ‘Something like the Breacher. Something that the Mechanicus forgot, or overlooked.’

			The inquisitor said nothing; she seemed too intent upon the realisation of her goal.

			‘Which explains,’ Augusta commented, ‘why he was dealing with Rayos. She must have found something, uncovered something…’

			The remainder of her sentence remained unspoken: And we have walked straight into this… you are walking us straight into this…

			‘So, we’re expecting an ambush?’ Viola echoed her thought, her voice edged with fervour.

			Augusta felt an urge to grin – the release of pure combat would be welcome – but she had to keep her head. This was insane. They were surrounded. They had enemies both ahead and behind. And if there was a force ahead of them, then they had no idea of its armament or capability.

			And yet, they would just walk straight into its centre?

			Was Istrix that fixated with Scafidis Zale?

			Augusta noticed the corporal frowning. He caught her looking and turned away, lifting his chin and flattening his expression.

			Her suspicion and annoyance peaked. In the Emperor’s name, this was idiocy.

			‘Inquisitor,’ she said, trying again. ‘We must remove the threat at our backs. If we are expecting battle–’

			‘Sister. Superior.’ The words were a nasty hiss and Istrix stopped dead, turning sharply on her heel and coming back to face Augusta, her expression incensed. ‘Your continued insubordination is intolerable. If you question my decisions one more time, I will execute you for heresy, right here and right now.’ Specks of froth flew from the corners of her mouth as she thundered, ‘Do you understand?’

			‘Ma’am.’ Augusta controlled her shock; she stayed still, held her ground. She felt her squad shift, tense and startled. She could see Akemi’s wide-eyed expression; feel Viola’s silent surge of outrage.

			See the corporal’s frown returning.

			‘Hold strong.’ Her voice in the vox was soft, but still an order. ‘Sisters, with me… It Imperator, docere patientia mea. Docete me observationis. Docete me de hostibus meis scientia.’

			Emperor, teach me patience. Teach me observation. Teach me the knowledge of my enemies.

			It was the Litany of Learning – one from the schola, and not usually something sung in the field. But, her mind aflare with the sudden idea, she continued to the correct stanza…

			‘Ut plene intelligere, quod de ratione tuum hostes Tuos, et adducere ut ut iustitia Tua.’

			That I may understand fully the nature of Your foes, and that I may bring them to Your justice.

			Under the visor, she saw Akemi’s face relax, saw the faintest flicker as the youngest Sister caught her meaning. Viola’s rage began to ease.

			They joined her in the hymn, Caia too.

			Their voices were soft, their harmonies perfect and pure.

			And it was enough.

			August felt herself relax – He was with them. And her suspicions had been conveyed, properly and discreetly; her squad would be wary, and would be alert for her orders.

			Much as her every military nerve told her to disobey the fanatical inquisitor, she still – absolutely – could not. Their suspicion and their unity would have to be enough.

			Until the Emperor chose to make His wishes clear.

			Melia clung to herself with the very edges of her strength and her faith, resisting the yawning chasm.

			In her mind, a single image: the great, stained glassaic window in the chapel of her Order.

			In her throat, a single Litany: From the blasphemy of the fallen…

			Zale had rounded up a couple of gangers and had taken her from the smeltorium, out past the back of the city and up, always up, along the higher levels and the platforms of the city’s outskirts. She’d stumbled after him, all her focus and energy going into keeping him from controlling her mind; nothing left to stop herself being propelled forwards by a rust-smelling oaf on either side.

			She could only repeat the thing that held her sanity, her lifeline, over and over again.

			Domine, libra nos.

			He had her in his mental grip like she were a bolt, gripped by a tech-priest, like she were a round, caught in the chamber of her own weapon. She held on, but only just.

			Around her, the landscape of Lycheate slowly changed. She was only dimly aware of it – an ongoing blur of dust and oxidation at the outsides of her vision – but the platforms were opening out now, becoming much larger and offering landing pads, turning tables, and huge, mecha-scaffolds. There were colossal lifts, rusted into their shafts, titanic cranes that stretched skywards, creaking in the cold night wind.

			Wherever they were going, it was going to be vast.

			+Curious, are you?+ His voice sounded in her head. It was the warmth of it that was the hardest thing – the soft coax that said trust me, I am here for you. 

			She did not respond.

			Only the Litany.

			Only the lifeline.

			In among Lycheate’s steelworks, she could see flickers of phantom-images. The death-green glow of the necrons on Psamitek; the clicking seethe of the tyranids that she and Caia had faced on their very first mission out of the schola. She saw Caia die, over and over, yet she knew that it had never happened. She saw the Lautis orks tear her Sister to pieces, saw the daemon’s flesh hounds bite into her limbs and worry at them, ripping them free from their sockets and gnawing on the bones. She saw that Caia was still alive as they did so, watching her own arms and legs being dragged, bloody, out through the nave of the ruined cathedral.

			Only the Litany.

			Only the lifeline.

			She saw the Convent Sanctorum on Ophelia VII; saw the canoness hit the floor as the first detonations rocked the building. She was running though the cloisters, her robes, red and black and white, flapping behind her. She was calling for her Sisters to do battle – but they refused her authority. They did not recognise her, and even as the dark blurs of warships robbed the light from the windows, she knew that the failure was her own.

			Only the Litany.

			Only the lifeline.

			‘Here.’ 

			It took her a moment to realise that Zale had spoken aloud. Her head was so full of the destruction of the convent that she had to blink to realise that she stood in bright, magnesium-white lumens, and that the space around her was colossal, draughty and absolutely ice-cold.

			Wherever they were, it was taking enough of Zale’s attention that she could grind her gaze into focus and look round.

			By His Holy Light!

			She barely had the wit to keep the exclamation to herself, to remain reciting the Litany so he had no suspicion. She was not a good dissembler – it was lying, dishonourable – but a pure mote of sense told her to keep her awareness concealed. 

			If she could.

			Only the Litany.

			Only the lifeline.

			They stood at the upper balcony of a huge, half-collapsed factorum.

			Below them, the floor stretched out into darkness. Its machines were silent, rows and rows of production lines, all dead and rusted into place. There were shrines and pict-screens at their ends, data towers that stretched towards the crumbling roof, fallen grav-pallets where products could be stacked and – presumably – taken to the hauler stations outside. This was where the life of the planet’s doomed moons had once been manifest upon its surface, the place where the tech-priests had rolled out their forces…

			And those forces were still here.

			Once lost.

			Now rediscovered.

			She could see them, lurking at the factorum’s edges, silent and rust-splotched, but looming huge in the shadows… the forgotten fighting machines of the departed Adeptus Mechanicus.

			Kataphrons – Destroyers and Breachers.

			Lines of kastelans.

			Waiting.

			This, she realised, was the place where Rayos would be meeting him. To offer her prayers to the Omnissiah – however a heretek would see Him…

			And to bring this force to life.

			A breath escaped her, a plume of white with which she gave herself away.

			‘Awake, are we?’ Zale turned like some now-benign conqueror, opening his hands to let her witness his triumph. ‘And for just long enough to see what I have found here, and what I can muster. When Istrix comes for me – because she will, she has no choice – when she comes for me, this will be the very last thing she sees.’

			+Finally!+

			She heard his words in her head.

			+And I want her to witness this, Sister. I want her to know just how badly she’s failed. I need her to see this force, and to understand what I will do with it…

			+I need her last thought to be despair.+

			His mental tones were gleeful, full of exultant celebration. And the images closed over her again with the rush of Lycheate’s filthy waters – and, this time, they came with the call of the moons’ distress signal, and the grind and batter that was pure, machine war.

			‘You want…’ drowning, she struggled to find the words, ‘…revenge on your mistress…’

			+Not just my mistress, Sister.+ His tone was deep, liquid-soft, and utterly lethal. +Like the heretek Vius before me, my call will reach out across the void.+ He smiled like the sun coming up. +I want all of them.+

			She didn’t understand him, not clearly; the confusion was too great. Even the Litany was fading now, as if he had rent it clean from her mind, thrown it down like some damaged convent tapestry, all torn to shreds.

			+Here we are,+ he said. +At last!+

		


		
			Chapter eight

			 


			The heights of the planet Lycheate were bitterly cold, and Augusta’s visor kept clogging with the icy dust.

			Up here, the great steelworks creaked and graunched; the walkways were thinner, and much more precarious. In places, they rounded the edges of the huge pipes like some poorly fenced steel precipice, and the wind made them shudder like they were still living, like the great strength of the Omnissiah had never forgotten His world.

			Somewhere in the back of her mind, Augusta was trying to picture the full industrial capability that this planet must once have offered – the noise, the motion, the heat, the stench, the steam and oil and fuel. The electric-lightning charges of the temples. The datastreams, alive in the air. The priests and the adepts, the helots, the bustling servitors, every­where, praying to their God and to the spirits of this vast production-world…

			All gone. 

			Now there was just the cold, and the rust, and, high above, the shattered moon-fragments, reflecting the last red light of the unseen sun.

			‘There,’ Istrix said, pointing with one ceramite arm. ‘That is our objective.’

			Ahead of them: the largest open space that Augusta had yet seen. It appeared to be some huge hauler station – long lines of parallel rails stretched away from it, glinting in the debris-light, and there was a turntable at the centre, rusted into place.

			And, across on the far side, there rose the metal walls and blackly silhouetted chimneys of a crumbling factorum.

			She heard the corporal let out his breath; he must know, as she did, that if Zale had come here to muster an ambush force, it could be considerable… 

			And there was still a seething, leering crowd of locals at their backs. Even now, the ork’s big boots were thumping up the final set of stairs.

			If that beast and its minions made it out onto the platform, there would be absolutely no cover.

			‘Caia,’ Augusta said softly. ‘Estimation of numbers, ahead and behind.’

			‘Ahead, almost nothing,’ Caia said. ‘Five contacts, all located within the factorum itself. Behind us, maybe thirty, forty.’ The Sister paused, as if thinking, then said, ‘Sister Superior, there is a very good chance that the force within the factorum may not yet be in motion–’

			‘Aye,’ Augusta agreed. ‘I hear you.’

			They were rapidly reaching the crisis point, the event horizon. Everything in Augusta’s military training told her to take the tactical decision and to remove the known threat, the one at their backs…

			…but to disobey the inquisitor was heresy.

			Domine deduc me mi Imperatoris!

			The ork reached the top of the steps.

			It wore a skull-and-bones hat and a long coat with gold frogging down the front. Seeing them, it grinned, its fangs broken and yellow – fully smart enough to realise its own advantage.

			Her voice tense, her tone dangerous, Augusta said, ‘Inquisitor…’

			The word came out sharper than she’d intended.

			Istrix almost snarled, ‘We will not demean ourselves, fighting this rabble. Now, move!’

			They broke into a run. Behind them, the ork roared and stamped; the whole platform shook. Leaving the thing made Augusta’s blood rage even higher – she’d never fled an enemy in her entire life. And an ork! It went against everything she believed, everything she’d learned, against thirty years of her novitiate training and battle-experience–

			In her heart, her prayer rose higher – she needed His guidance, His forgiveness. She needed to turn and shoot that cursed beast before it reached them.

			She recalled her own darkness and doubts, recalled the stern severity of His statue upon the Kyrus…

			He does not forgive.

			The ork bellowed again – outrage or laughter, she couldn’t tell, and she almost stopped. This was madness – the inquisitor was surely demented; she would kill them all.

			Yet they would die in His service, and was it not their greatest honour to do so?

			The ork stopped.

			At the sudden cessation of its banging feet, Augusta glanced back. It was holding up one huge mitt, pausing its accompanying rabble.

			As the Sisters reached the double doors of the factorum, it raised its weapon…

			…a flash-memory, the rocket that hit the front of the cathedral, Augusta pushing Tanichus to the floor…

			Caia was at the doors; she was shouting, shoving them open. Augusta did not pause to think; she was through the doorway, almost pushing Akemi and the four soldiers in front of her, turning to make sure that Viola was safe…

			The ork pulled the trigger.

			Viola flung herself through the doors.

			And Augusta slammed them, hard, right in the missile’s painted face.

			The doors were heavy, good steel. The rocket smashed into them, detonating. The heat and impact were enough to send Augusta over, a heavy clang of metal on top of her.

			Something cracked; sickening pain shot though her shoulder.

			Throne!

			It felt broken; she needed Melia to look at it…

			It would have to wait.

			Shoving the fallen doors sideways with her good hand, she got back to her feet.

			They were in.

			They lived, they survived.

			Despite the pain, she offered a breath of prayer, a thanks for their lives, but that was all she had the time for.

			Because, in the hard, white light of the factorum, something was waiting for them.

			‘And here you all are,’ said a voice. ‘You’ve caused quite the sensation.’

			It was deep and rich and warm. It spoke of welcome, of forgiveness, of wealth and luxury, and it came from the factorum floor.

			From their vantage on the high, metal balcony, Augusta could see…

			Down there, in among the long, hulking corpses of the production machines, a single, strong-shouldered figure. He had a rogue trader look about him, long boots and decorous jacket, its fringed epaulettes glinting. And though he was both unarmed and unarmoured, she registered his physical beauty as if it were a bolter, strapped to his hip.

			It was a weapon, and one he knew how to use.

			Her mind said the words:

			Thou shalt not suffer…

			But, flicking on her preysight, she was also looking for something else – Caia had said five contacts. There should be others here: Sister Melia, two thugs, and the last one must surely be Rayos. She could not see them, though there were many pitch-black shadows at the outer limits of the room – corners concealed by great, empty hoppers or by the collapsed sections of wall.

			Her roll call in the vox did not secure a response.

			Scafidis Zale, however, had given the Sisters only a cursory glance.

			Istrix had stalked to the balcony’s edge, Caia still with her. The tall Sister towered over the inquisitor, yet Istrix’s passion gave her an intensity of focus that was almost tangible.  She radiated…

			What? 

			Rage? Zeal?

			‘Interesting bodyguards, Issy,’ Zale said, his tone amused. ‘These ones have even survived. Smart game move, to secure the service of the Adepta Sororitas.’ He smiled, the expression wicked. ‘I confess – I hadn’t anticipated that one. You must have thought you’d beaten me.’

			Augusta felt herself react to the compliment, strangled the feeling like some irksome gretchin.

			Don’t you play me, witch…

			In the vox, Viola said, ‘Sisters, we’ve got another problem.’

			The Sister Superior glanced back. The bulging frame of the ork had appeared at the shattered doorway, though it had stopped, its weapon still in hand. A throng of smaller figures had clustered up to it, but none of them seemed to want to come closer.

			‘Oh, don’t worry about them,’ Zale said, with an offhand wave. ‘They’re all part of the game. They were just making sure you got here safely.’

			The words were out before Augusta could stop them: ‘You’re controlling them.’

			Istrix rounded on her. ‘Be silent, Sister.’ The inquisitor’s response was immediate, her usually cold tones thrumming with something deeper. It felt like eagerness, like some sense of need. ‘Do not interfere.’

			Interfere? The witch must die!

			Her fury rising like bile, Augusta closed her teeth on the retort. Her hand was on her bolter, craving to pull it free, to loose her rage at last.

			But Zale laughed aloud, the noise ringing in the emptiness like some perfect, chapel bell. ‘Still determined to end this yourself, my mistress. I should be flattered.’

			Istrix cursed him, leaning further over the balcony as if she would spit fire. ‘You! Witch! Traitor! You could have served the Emperor in the greatest of capacities, you could have seen the streams of the empyrean, been one with the vastness of space! You could have had ships at your call, raised your voice and mind to the stars! You could have had every­thing! We could have had…’

			‘We.’ Zale cut her dead, his tone icing over. ‘You, Istrix. You. You, and your ambition, and your selfishness, and your greed. When my talents manifested, you didn’t want me to serve the Emperor. You wanted to present me to Him, gain favour and status. It was never about my future. It was always about you.’

			‘Liar!’ Istrix was raging, leaning over the balcony. ‘I cared for you, trained you! I would have given you everything–’

			‘Warpshit!’ Zale was losing his elegant calm; his rage, too, was rising. ‘You offered me nothing! Slavery! What choice did I have? To be captive, to be Penitent, or to be fodder? Fed to the Emperor to keep His soul alight? You gave me my ambition, Istrix – you taught it to me! And you know me better than to think I would ever surrender.’ His anger peaked, and subsided; he mustered a laugh. ‘And when I surpass you on every level.’

			‘How dare you!’ Istrix was thundering vehemence. ‘You accursed, filthy heretic!’

			‘Ah, Issy. You’ve followed me all the way here. And now you’ve lost, and you don’t even know it.’

			Below them, somewhere in the black and hard-edged shadows, machines were grinding into motion.

			Augusta raised a prayer and it echoed from the metal roof like the call of a vox-coder trumpet.

			She thought she saw the flickering of an oil-black cloak, thought she heard the almost soundless tick-ticking of Rayos’ data-prayer.

			And then, in the outermost shadows of the factorum, joints and servos were moving, whining and scraping as they struggled through long years of rust. 

			Akemi said, with a sudden of rush of intensity, ‘Kastelans.’

			A second later, Caia added, ‘Two, nothing else is in motion.’

			‘Two is enough,’ Augusta commented, her tone flat.

			‘You will not fire, Sisters,’ Istrix said. ‘This is pure intimidation, nothing more.’

			‘Intimidation!’ Viola snorted the word, cocking the heavy bolter. ‘We’re surrounded!’

			Somewhere behind them, the big ork loosed a belch.

			Caught in a split-second of pure stillness, in the centre of the tornado of questions, between enemies before and behind, Augusta offered a final questioning prayer. 

			Guide me! Is this woman Your vessel?

			It is Your work that she does?

			Or is she tainted? Touched by Ruin?

			Her darkness loomed at her, Subul’s mockery, her own doubts.

			And then she remembered, again, the Kyrus’ chapel…

			I am His daughter, my faith and weapons unquestioned, unquestionable; war is my craft and my study.

			I am strong.

			I am enough.

			And, as the kastelans ground slowly up to full speed, as Zale raised his hands, laughing at the success of his crafted drama, as the ork scratched its belly and kicked its way over the fallen doors, Augusta did the unthinkable.

			She offered her prayer.

			She made her choice.

			And she defied her orders.

			‘Viola – fire!’

			The thrice-blessed heavy bolter snarled into life with a sound like pure relief. Even as Istrix howled over the vox, the ork went backwards in a spray of gore, its hat flying free. 

			The fallen doors clattered as it fell down on top of them.

			Viola shouted the words of the Litany, less a hymn than a celebration of pure, focused violence – it had been building in the younger Sister ever since they’d landed on this cesspit of a planet.

			And Augusta could feel the same thing, that rising need to let it go.

			But not yet.

			‘Cease fire!’ Istrix had turned on the Sisters, livid with incomprehension. ‘I gave you an order! Cease fire!’ 

			Something in the Sister Superior wondered why the inquisitor was still so maniacally intent upon stopping them shooting – but there was no time for that now.

			She had defied her superior. What happened next – victory or Repentance – was the will of the Emperor.

			Bolter in her good hand, her shoulder still spiking with pain, Augusta continued to bark commands. ‘Caia, Akemi, take down the kastelans. Corporal, target the heretek – stop her activating anything else. And don’t let her out of your sight!’

			She added her voice to Viola’s, felt the hearts of her squad rise – no more indecision, no more questions.

			Just the pure, clean rage of battle.

			From the fury…

			This was what she had been called for!

			Istrix was shrieking, spitting outraged fragments of words. She was hammering the heel of her free hand against the side of her skull – with a sudden, intuitive flash, Augusta understood something else, though she didn’t have time to realise it clearly.

			The roar of combat was already raging round her. With the big ork down, nothing else was tough enough to get past the bottleneck of the doorway. Yet they still came, shoving towards their own deaths as if they could not help it. Viola kept firing, and kept firing, short staccato bursts. She must know the truth as well as Augusta did – when she ran out of ammunition, they would be on her.

			And she had no Sister to cover her back.

			At the balcony’s edge, Caia and Akemi were shooting at the lumbering, grinding kastelans. The things were still slow, and they had no ranged weapons – thank the Emperor! – but they had fists the size of tanks and one thump would be enough to crush a slow-moving Sister to the floor.

			Beside the Sisters, the Militarum soldiers had switched targets. Under the corporal’s commands, they were firing at the kastelans’ joints and visors, though they were making little impact.

			Augusta could not see Rayos – the shadowy tech-priest had vanished.

			And she still could not see Melia.

			The Sister Superior aimed her bolter at the closest of the machines; saw its visor crack under the impact. She shot it again, and again. It jolted under the repeated rounds, but both machines were still moving, and faster with every step.

			They stood fourteen feet at their armoured shoulders and, if they reached the wall, Augusta realised, they could just pull the whole balcony clean onto the floor…

			Shards of pain still stabbed through her shoulder; she kept her injured arm to her chest and switched to shooting at the kastelans’ knee and elbow joints. Beside her, the corporal directed his squad to shoot at their fingers.

			He must have reached the same conclusion.

			Behind them, the heavy bolter clattered to a halt.

			Viola raised the hymnal with a rush of defiance – she was trying to reload, but the city’s thugs had been smart enough to use the bodies as cover. Now they were up and through the doorway; they were piling past the fallen ork, knowing that they had to stop her before she raised the weapon again.

			Augusta spun and bellowed, ‘Down!’

			Viola dropped to a kneel, still reloading the bolter. The Sister Superior turned her fire on the crowd. She levelled short, controlled bursts as more and more of them tried to shove through the doorway.

			She couldn’t stop them all – the doorway was too wide and the piles of bodies too high. And Viola was just too close. The crowd closed around the red-armoured Sister, and she fought them back with her fists and feet, and the butt of her weapon.

			The Sister Superior stopped; she couldn’t shoot without the risk of hitting Viola.

			But they had another problem.

			The first of the kastelans had reached the balcony.

			Its joints still grinding in protest, it gripped the edge and started to pull. Creaking and groaning, the ancient metalwork began to split, and to come away from the wall.

			In her head, the Sister Superior could hear laughter, ringing and joyous – it tangled round her recitation of the hymnal. She sang louder, defiant, shutting it out.

			The second kastelan reached the balcony’s edge, took hold.

			With a protesting, metallic screech, the entire platform started to come loose.

			Unaware of her danger, Viola was moving like a dancer, fluid despite her armour, punching and kicking with a relentlessness that was pure, loosed savagery. Augusta had another flicker of memory: Jatoya’s physical strength, and the training she had given to all of them.

			She offered a fragment of thanks in a prayer.

			Akemi and Caia were still shooting at the kastelans. They could hardly miss; the machines were right on top of them, their blank armour-eyes staring out of their helmets like dead things. The Sisters were doing damage – sparks flew as rounds hit, the Militarum troopers were still firing – but it was not enough, never enough.

			The platform shrieked and screamed and juddered.

			Augusta felt it lurch as it came away from the wall.

			And then crashed to the floor with a noise like the end of the world, dumping all of them at the crisply booted feet of Scafidis Zale.

		


		
			Chapter nine

			 


			In thick, slow motion, Sister Melia watched everything.

			She was concealed beneath the shadow of a vast and silent hopper – she couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. She was not restrained, but a heavy fog of lassitude had soaked into her limbs and her thoughts. It had robbed her of any energy, and left her listless and dull.

			And there was something she’d forgotten, something…

			Something like a light, maybe, but just beyond her field of vision.

			She watched the balcony as it fell, watched the creaking, groaning metal as it collapsed to the floor. She saw the four scarlet-armoured figures as they fell with it. One rolled straight back to its feet, two others got up more slowly. The last one landed with a huge, metal door smashing down on top of it, edge-first.

			It did not move again.

			A flicker of concern went through Melia’s soul, but it soon faded, lost to the grey. Her distress was too nebulous, like trying to grip smoke – she understood that the red figures were important, but she couldn’t remember why.

			Domine, libra nos…?

			The words lingered, like some echo of her past.

			To either side of her, the two gangers were grinning, watching the fight like it was some sort of gang battle. Whenever Zale spoke, they snickered obediently; he’d had no need to give them orders. As the kastelans moved towards the tumble of fallen figures, each ganger smacked his fist into his opposite palm, eager for more violence.

			They moved like servitors, mindless – but she could no more have drawn her flamer on them than she could have reached for her hidden fleur-de-lys blade…

			Her gauntleted hand twitched in her lap, as if it were missing something.

			Yet there was only the fog, only the grey. She was safe in the grey, it was like a blanket. Like strong, stone walls, the big machines couldn’t touch her, wouldn’t notice her. Here, she could rest. 

			Yet still, Sister Melia was sure that she’d forgotten something…

			On the factorum floor, Augusta rolled back to her feet, bolter still in hand. The nasty stab of pain in her shoulder kept her head clear and sharp; she took in the scenario with a glance. Akemi and Caia were both getting up, but the falling doors had smashed Viola to the ground, and she wasn’t moving. 

			A roll call in the vox did not get a response from the younger sister.

			Around Viola’s still form were the city’s tumbled thugs. Some were getting up, dazed, others groaned in pain or did not move at all. Several more were still in the doorway, hiding in cover, their weapons aimed at the scene below.

			They did not fire.

			Corporal Mors was upright, Rufus with him; their lasrifles were aimed at the thugs, making them keep their heads down. Adriene was moving, but more slowly; Lucio stared sightless at the roof, his helmet tumbled off and his young face etched with a final expression of shock.

			By the angle, his neck was broken.

			The Sister Superior had a split-second to take all this in – then her line of light was blocked by something small, armoured, and lividly angry.

			Istrix stood in front of her, her face etched in bright scarlet and white, cross-hatched scars. A nimbus of hair had stood up from its braid – it had given her a halo, gleaming shock-white in the lumens.

			‘I told you, I told you!’ Istrix’s words were a spittle-filled snarl. ‘I told you not to fire!’

			Augusta inhaled, closing her teeth on a flare of livid and absolute fury.

			She recited her Oath of Ordination, striving for calm.

			Fides est armis meus mihi telum erudiens.

			My faith is my armour, my training my weapon.

			Smirking as if at some glorious, private joke, Zale lifted a hand to halt his various minions.

			The looming kastelans ground to a halt.

			Between them, the witch stood back with his arms folded, his attitude curious, and his confidence tangible – whoever won, this was still his game, and he was still in control.

			But the Sister Superior spared all of this barely a glance. There was a bolter-muzzle right in her face, a small, round void of death.

			Istrix’s words were vicious. ‘You are a traitor, Sister, just as much as he is. You have undermined my authority at every turn. You have refused my orders, taken initiatives to which you were not entitled. I am His word, His blade, and His law.’ She thundered the last sentence. ‘And I expect to be obeyed!’

			Around them, the tableau had halted. Caia and Akemi flanked Augusta, weapons out, one to either shoulder; Viola, still, had not moved. Mors and Rufus were each dropped to one knee, covering the thugs, the kastelans and Zale himself. Adriene had joined them, though there was a trickle of scarlet down one side of her face.

			Nothing moved, nothing seemed to breathe. Everything held still, mesmerised by the confrontation between the tiny, furious Inquisitor and the calm, steel-cold solidity of the veteran Sister.

			Augusta said, her tone pure steel, ‘I follow my mandate, guided by His wisdom.’ She pointed her bolter at Zale. ‘This witch must die.’

			But Istrix was beyond hearing, beyond understanding. ‘Do you doubt my authority, Sister? My orders? Do you doubt His power? It is His voice I hear, His instructions I follow! He has brought us here! And He will tell me when to open fire!’ She trembled with intensity. ‘Heretics and betrayers, all of you! You are the denizens of Ruin! There is no faith! No loyalty! No trust! You are all fallen! All damned! I will kill you all! I will bring this whole planet to destruction with you still on it! You will blow to pieces like the moons–!’

			‘Then why don’t you?’ Zale spread his arms. His voice soft, he said, ‘Come on, my lovely. My Issy. My mistress. Do as He bids you. After all,’ and his smile was glorious, ‘you always have.’

			Her eyes wild, Istrix was gripping the bolter in both hands now, her shaking increasing. There was a nerve-spasm ticking under her eye; her teeth were gritted. She looked like she was fighting something.

			Augusta said, ‘Shoot him, inquisitor. Or I will.’

			The corporal’s voice interjected: ‘She won’t shoot him, Sister. She can’t.’

			Augusta said, ‘What?’

			‘It’s the thing I couldn’t tell you,’ he said. He wasn’t looking at her; he still had his lasrifle trained on the thugs. ‘Why she shot the lieutenant.’ Realisation broke over Augusta like an ice-cold tide. In that second, even as the corporal spoke, the final question was answered, and she understood the thing she’d missed, right from the beginning…

			‘He put it together,’ Mors said, ‘when he saw her cutting the scars into her own face. Zale’s been in her head all along – playing with her, torturing and tormenting her. She thinks she’s hearing the Emperor, doing His bidding. The lieutenant confronted her. And she shot him. Commanded the rest of us to say nothing, on our oath to Him.’

			Oh, of course…

			It explained why Istrix had walked them straight into the initial ambush, why she’d specifically sought out Rayos, why she had persistently refused to let them open fire…

			Explained what – and why – the Militarum soldiers could not tell them.

			Zale had been playing with them all, all along – he’d probably let Mors see him at the smeltorium.

			So that he could lead them all here.

			Just like he’d lured Mors’ squad into a confrontation, and then murdered them…

			Just like the signal from the broken moons…

			Wrecker.

			Playing them, reeling them in.

			Too late, Augusta realised the wisdom of her own teachings:

			Everything has its Operandus.

			Zale had played his game expertly…

			And, if the Sisters were not strong enough to withstand him, he might even have won.

			The Sister Superior found that she, too, was shaking. Not from fear, but from the sheer brutality of the realisation, and from the rise of anger it brought with it…

			They had failed.

			Istrix had been weak, and she had faltered in her faith…

			And Augusta had not challenged her, despite knowing full well that she should have done.

			Perhaps the Penitence should be hers…

			But not until the witch was dead.

			‘You betrayed us.’ Ice-calm, Augusta spoke to Istrix. ‘Led us into a trap. You have surrendered your soul, Istrix, your faith and your honour.’ Her squad continued to cover the witch; she turned her own bolter on the inquisitor. ‘You are a tool of Ruin, nothing more. You have turned your back upon Him, and opened your soul to the darkness.’

			Istrix had bitten her lip. She was spitting, blood and froth and outrage. ‘I have not failed! I will slay you all! You will feel His wrath! His strength! His Light!’

			‘She’s mad,’ said Akemi softly, her tone awed. 

			Augusta stepped forwards, placed her bolter beneath the woman’s chin, forcing her head back. ‘You are fallen, Istrix. Your life is forfeit. You–’

			A weapon barked.

			The inquisitor collapsed.

			Augusta rocked on her heels, startled, but the shot had not been hers. It had not even been a bolter – it had been a single streak of heat, a sizzling hole bored clean through the side of the woman’s skull.

			Istrix lay on the floor, her mouth open, her scars pale. Smoke rose from her eye sockets. Blood pooled round her head like a corona.

			Carefully, the corporal raised his hands, but he did not release his rifle. 

			Rufus and Adriene glanced at each other, then at the Sister Superior. They, too, raised their arms.

			But the group had a more immediate problem.

			Zale was swearing, savage and vicious and livid; his kastelans were moving again.

			‘No! What have you done? What have you done?!’

			And Augusta’s mind exploded.

			As the battle began, Sister Melia watched.

			She watched the kastelans as they lumbered into motion once more, felt the heavy stamping of their great feet. She heard the gangers chuckling, heard the continuous, monotone tick-ticking of Rayos’ heretek prayer. She was aware of the three red-armoured figures that stood against the remains of the city horde, and against the huge might of the looming machines.

			She watched it all as if through a mist, through a repeated blur of words that filled her head.

			You are nothing. You are abandoned. His Light has left you. You cannot fulfil your role. You have made too many errors, Melia…

			In the fog in her head, there were thin lines of light – the lasrifles of the Militarum. There were shouts and orders; they spoke to something deep in her soul, some reflexive reaction. She found her hand in her lap twitching with more insistence, looking for something – an answer that the fog did not give her. And she could still see the glow – not its source, but the illumination that came from it, like something she’d lost.

			Something important.

			More words came through the grey – words like a blessing.

			A spiritu dominatus…

			Her twitching increased, her hand seemed to move towards her hip.

			There was more fighting, now. The great machines were moving more swiftly, feet stamping, fists slamming and grabbing. The three remaining soldiers were keeping the rabble back – shooting at the doorway above and battering those closest with the butts of their weapons. Two of the red figures stood against the kastelans; one still lay motionless, crushed beneath the doors…

			The other one stood still, swaying slightly as if it had lost the will to move.

			Even as Melia watched, it went over with a crash, face down. It made no attempt to put out its arms or to save itself.

			Its black and white cloak fluttered and was still.

			Augusta.

			The name came through the fog like the strike of a tutor’s ruler – it was the first thing that had made sense.

			The Sister Superior had fallen.

		


		
			Chapter ten

			 


			With no warning, the factorum was gone.

			Augusta was young, and wide-eyed, and in the grey robes of a novitiate. She was walking into the font-waters of her Ordination, but they were black and filthy, and the bodies of lost Sisters bobbed past her. On the far side, there waited a brand new set of armour, glistening like blood – her first. She’d trained for it, worked for it, and it was finally, really hers – yet she couldn’t reach it. The waters about her were covered in oil, and even as she struggled through their viscosity, her Sisters’ hymns about her congealed into a sour, minor key.

			The font burst into flame.

			The water burned, hot and raw, biting at her robed flesh. It was the flame of Lycheate’s pollution, of the Lautis daemon; it was the exultation of her combat-rage, and the darkness in her heart.

			It was glorious, and brutal.

			But, amidst the whirl and the heat and the pain, the Sister Superior clung on. In her head, the image from the chapel on the Kyrus – His face, stern and unforgiving. She could not perish, not like this – He would not permit her failure.

			Her anger – the thing with which Subul had tormented her, the thing she’d seen reflected in the daemon – that anger was her ally.

			And it was not darkness. It was good.

			Augusta’s hand was burned through to the bone, but still, she closed it on the grip of her bolter. She raised her voice, trying to sing the Litany, coughing and tuneless in the midst of the smoking, suffocating heat:

			‘A spiritu dominatus…’

			As the Sister Superior fell, Melia’s thoughts spasmed with genuine fear.

			Around Augusta’s downed figure, the battle raged on. The kastelans were protecting Zale; one ground to a halt as a bolter took out its knee. It tried to take a further step and fell like a colossus, crushing friend and foe alike. 

			One of the Militarum soldiers gave a final, awful scream.

			From somewhere beside her, Melia heard the strange tick-ticking intensify…

			Rayos.

			But the Sister’s head was clearing and the memories were coming back fast now, flooding the fog with new light – the shattered moons, the rust-brown planet, the crazed inquisitor.

			A spiritu dominatus

			Domine, libra nos.

			Only the Litany…

			Only the lifeline…

			In her head, the fog was dissipating – stretching, thinning, fading. She shook herself, trying to clear her thoughts. The hand in her lap moved with more urgency. It was looking for a weapon.

			Jatoya’s flamer.

			Her flamer.

			Her flamer that she had earned, by virtue of her experience and wisdom; her flamer that she knew.

			Then she heard the ticking cease, heard Rayos say, ‘Sister Melia Kaliyan is seventy-eight point one per cent recovered. She will commence motion in two point two seconds.’

			Startled, the gangers moved.

			But they were too late.

			‘Domine, libra nos!’

			From somewhere, the Sisters’ hymn was answering Augusta’s half-croaked words with the twinned sounds of prayer and gunfire. She heard the crash as the second kastelan went over, shaking the floor.

			And then, another voice – weak, but singing with them.

			Contralto.

			Familiar.

			Sister Viola, too damned stubborn to lose her life to anything as foolish as a fallen door.

			The surprise of it was like an influx of strength, like the music of a waterfall, putting out the flames.

			‘I see you, Zale.’

			She couldn’t see him – her eyes had melted in her skull. But she knew he was there, wrecker and manipulator, traitor and betrayer. Player of games.

			He had lured Istrix here, lured all of them here…

			For what?

			The thought was sharp, like a sudden hook of faith and clarity. Caught, her mind began to focus.

			All of this, was it just some impassioned connection between mistress and pupil?

			Or was it something more?

			Somewhere above her, the corporal slammed a final thug in the face with the butt of his rifle. He was shouting, and he was standing at an angle that was somehow all wrong.

			‘Sister! Sister! Can you hear me? Sister!’

			She was on the floor.

			‘Sister!’

			How…?

			Domine, libra nos.

			The flames had gone. She was herself, and unhurt – except for her broken shoulder. If Zale had been trying to control her, as he had controlled Istrix, he had failed.

			Her bolter was still in her grip.

			Slowly, Sister Superior Augusta Santorus got back to her feet.

			The two gangers were local toughs – heavy and filthy.

			They were decent enough as Lycheate enforcers, but they were no match for a fully-armoured member of the Adepta Sororitas.

			Melia downed one with a gauntlet to the face, brought the elbow sharply back to break the nose of the other. He stumbled, cursing and spitting, then tried for a grapple.

			But her other hand had drawn her flamer and she cracked him sharply on the head with the butt.

			He went down like a sack of rocks.

			‘Ssss.’ Rayos had backed up, all her limbs mantling over her head. Her eyes – one red and one blue – were both fixed on Melia. Her mechadendrites rippled, tasting air and opportunity.

			There was a one hundred per cent chance that Melia was going to end her heretek existence.

			But there was data in the air, both prayer and plea; there were a hundred streams of information coming from somewhere beneath that oil-black cloak…

			What was down here? What was she trying to reach?

			Melia didn’t care.

			She pulled the trigger.

			Screaming in both human tongue and machine-code, the tech-priest became a torch.

			The city’s thugs were beaten, the kastelans ruined.

			Around Augusta, her Sisters were moving. Caia and Akemi were methodically executing the injured; Viola was shoving the door sideways with an angry curse – the red-haired Sister had not appreciated missing half the battle. Rufus had gone to help her. The corporal, the only other member of the squad surviving, had his lasrifle trained on the doorway above, though the last of the figures had gone.

			In the midst of destruction, Zale stood like an icon. He was losing his composure, now; he looked rattled and angry.

			Caia pulled the trigger on the final, protesting thug. It jerked, and was still. She turned to him, and said, ‘Where’s Melia?’

			He replied, almost petulant, ‘You spoiled my game. All that work, everything I’ve planned and plotted – and she died!’ Suddenly, he was shouting, his fists clenched at his sides. ‘I needed her to see this! To see what I have done!’

			‘And what have you done, Zale?’ Augusta’s adrenaline was fading, now, and the pain in her shoulder was making her nauseous. ‘What is this wonder that you brought us all here to behold?’

			‘No.’ He stepped forwards, still the performer; despite his tight and twisted rage, he had an air of a man wanting to deliver a masterstroke. ‘I am still winning. I know how you think. I can tear you open, all of you. Do you know what a powerful psyker can do to a human mind? I can hollow you out like an egg. I can play upon your fears. I can conjure xenos, terrors from the warp, a hundred tortures to deliver pain to the cores of your souls. I can make you die, over and over again. I can make you fail. I can take your faith. I can give you despair, disaster and depression–’

			‘You’re as mad as your mistress,’ Augusta told him.

			‘We are the servants of the God-Emperor,’ Caia said. ‘We can stand against your tricks, witch.’

			‘Can you?’ He rounded on the taller Sister. ‘I have already broken Sister Melia. She was weak, plagued by doubts. I know what you fear.’

			Caia gave a single, piercing scream, a sharp, high sound that split the air like a siren. She crashed over sideways, her body wracked by spasms. Viola swore. The red-haired Sister was not yet on her feet, but she brought the heavy bolter up anyway.

			‘I wouldn’t.’ Zale was trying to smile, but his expression had lost its elegance, and it was edged like a blade. ‘You want to know why I’m here?’ He laughed, brittle and crazed. ‘You think I just lured you, Sister Superior? I have Lycheate completely under my control. And I can lure all of them – every last member of the Inquisition can be called here, to their death! You think I just wanted revenge on Istrix?’ His laughter scaled upwards. ‘I will kill every one of them – every last one! – until they muster enough force to stop me.’

			‘That was what you wanted her to know,’ Augusta said. ‘That she had brought death upon her fellows. So that she would die, knowing exactly what she’d done.’

			‘She would have died in horror.’ Zale’s eyes shone like pyrite, the gold of a fool. ‘Knowing she was damned. Don’t try to stop me, Sister Augusta. Or I will torture your entire squad, rip out their minds. Rayos will tear Melia to pieces.’ His grin spread. ‘And then we will rebuild her.’

			‘Try it,’ Augusta said, ‘and I will shoot every one of them myself.’

			She raised her bolter.

			‘Hold!’

			The word came from a familiar, red-armoured figure, stepping from the shadows with her flamer in her hand. 

			Augusta almost laughed; she raised her voice in a prayer like a celebration. 

			But Sister Melia wasn’t finished.

			‘Rayos is dead.’ Walking forwards, her helmet off, her flamer in hand, she had every bit as much presence as the witch. 

			‘Tear us open, will you? Hollow us out like eggs? Conjure monsters, xenos, a hundred tortures? You cannot make me die, witch, or lose my faith, or fail. And the only doubts are yours.’

			‘No!’ Zale was screaming now, rage and denial. ‘This can’t happen! You can’t–!’

			There was a whoosh, and a flare.

			And the witch burned, just like Rayos had done.

			The factorum floor was covered in bodies.

			Sickened by the rich, thick smell of charred flesh, Augusta made sure that neither Melia nor Caia had been harmed, then she sent them to retrieve Rayos’ corpse. She wanted the heretek’s data – wanted to know what Rayos had been doing.

			What she’d found.

			What this ‘force’ really was that she had been assembling for Scafidis Zale.

			She put a round through the witch’s skull herself – just to make sure – and then turned to consider the fallen form of the inquisitor.

			Because, now that the mission was over, they had a very serious problem.

			‘Corporal Mors.’

			The corporal and Rufus had been paying what respects they could to their fallen comrades. At the order, Mors came to his feet and offered Augusta a salute.

			‘Sister Superior.’

			‘I asked you in the lift, corporal,’ Augusta said, ‘how you came to be upon Lycheate.’ Her words were considered, thoughtful. Melia had set her shoulder and offered her a painkilling injection, and the Sister Superior had removed her helm. The young man watched her expression, his face tense. ‘But you did not have time to answer.’

			It wasn’t a question, and Mors’ lifted his chin.

			She went on, ‘You have no insignia, corporal, none of you. No platoon, no company, no regiment. It has been scrubbed from your armour.’

			‘Sister, we–’

			‘You’re a good man, Mors.’ She turned from Istrix’s fallen form to look the young man in the face. ‘Your courage and swift thinking have been exceptional. But.’

			Mors straightened his shoulders, held Augusta’s gaze.

			‘You know the penalty for desertion.’

			Rufus, crouched by the fallen Lucio, looked up sharply.

			‘Yes, Sister. But…’ The corporal swallowed. ‘I request your permission to say one thing.’

			‘Granted.’

			He looked at the body at their feet. Its eyes were glassy, and it was already starting to bloat. ‘I’m Astra Militarum, Sister – my individual life is worth nothing. And I’m a deserter, a coward and a traitor. But you… all of you… you’re Sororitas. I’ve heard stories about the Sisters of Battle – about how you halt entire wars with just your presence. About how the God-Emperor Himself gifted you the arts of combat.’ He offered a flicker of a smile. ‘About how you bite men’s heads from their shoulders–’

			‘Only when I’m really hungry,’ Augusta told him, straight-faced.

			The corporal blinked, almost laughed. Then he sobered, and said, ‘I pulled the trigger, Sister, so that you wouldn’t have to.’

			Augusta eyed him thoughtfully. From anyone else, the words might have sounded like a lie, calculated to flatter, but she found that she believed him. ‘Sadly,’ she said, ‘I must still make answer for Istrix’s death. The responsibility is mine, whether I pulled the trigger or not.’ She watched him until he looked back up, met her gaze. ‘I believe you made the right choice, corporal. But the repercussions of this are out of my hands.’

			Rufus had stood up, and had come to stand at Mors’ shoulder.

			Akemi said to him, ‘You still haven’t told us where you came from.’

			‘Tallus VII,’ Mors said. ‘We were left behind when our regi­ment pulled out. They didn’t come back for us, left us for the tyranids. But the Emperor blessed us – we escaped with the planet’s refugees, and that’s how we came here. I’d kind of hoped that, if we worked for Istrix, she would take us home.’ He shrugged, philosophical. ‘But now, I guess you’re going to execute us after all.’

			Augusta tapped her boot.

			‘I cannot take that decision,’ she said. ‘I must speak with my canoness, and upload a full and detailed report. And we must – all – face whatever comes in its wake.’ The thought was not a comfortable one. ‘Mors, is there somewhere we can secure an off-planet signal?’

			Trying to hide his relief, the corporal said, ‘Back at the depot, Sister. Istrix’s shuttle is still there.’

			‘Good.’ She nodded. ‘We will return to the Kyrus, all of us, and await the canoness’ orders – and her punishment.’ The word was bitterly dark. ‘You will both be confined to quarters, and held under guard.’

			‘Yes, Sister,’ Mors said. ‘Thank you.’

			Augusta nodded, and turned as Caia and Melia came back to the factorum floor. They had weapons in their hands, and their expressions were concerned.

			‘Tell me you found Rayos,’ Augusta said.

			‘No, Sister,’ Caia told her. ‘We did not. We tracked her by the trail of blood and oil, but she must self-repair – it led only as far as the next hangar.’ Her tone was worried. ‘Sister, that hangar was full.’

			‘What?’

			Melia said, ‘You know the old saying – the Mechanicus never delete anything?’

			Augusta said, a statement of realisation, ‘There’s an army in there.’

			‘Aye.’ Melia said. ‘They all bear the mark of Incaladion, but they’re hundreds of years old. How the Mechanicus missed them, I cannot guess – but Rayos must have found them. Maybe the heretek Vius found them, on his original quest.’

			‘And they’re what Zale wanted,’ Augusta said. ‘An army of his own.’ Augusta shook her head, some part of her ­baffled by his and Istrix’s obsessive connection. ‘How strange, to be that consumed with another human.’ She dwelled on the oddity of it for a moment, then dismissed the whimsy. ‘We must assess this army.’

			‘We should destroy it,’ Viola muttered.

			‘That is not our call to make,’ Augusta said. ‘While I have had enough of Lycheate’s filth, the presence of this force must be reported. We will speak to the canoness. This situation has become larger than we can face alone.’ 

			‘Sister?’ Melia asked her.

			‘I suspect,’ Augusta said, ‘that the Mechanicus will request the data. They may come here themselves, and retrieve their forces.’

			‘And if they don’t?’ Akemi asked. 

			‘Then,’ the Sister Superior told her, ‘our situation may escalate. I suspect… if Rayos lives, our Order will call for war.’
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			Chapter 1

			The Way Out

			The galaxy was vast beyond mortal comprehension. It was common to visualise it as a great spiral of light, but this was an illusion. The stars were only tiny specks scattered across the endless night. To travel between them required risking a still greater darkness, the maddened hell that was the immaterium. The only light in that twisted nether-realm was the Astronomican, the soul-blaze guided by the Emperor Himself. Yet even the divine beacon had limits. In the far reaches it thinned and faded to nothing. 

			There, at the very edge of where the shadows reigned unchallenged, sat the Blackstone Fortress. It was older than human civilisation. Whatever hands had built it were no longer around to explain its opaque workings. Such a shadowed existence led, unsurprisingly, to superstition. It had borne many names through the slow creep of years. The Dark Star. Old Unfathomable. The Eater of the Dead. Thousands more across hundreds of languages.

			That last name was given for a particular oddity of the ancient station. Its gravity obeyed no known rules. Instead, it seemed almost hungry. It pulled in debris and ships, a train of wreckage and ruin that spiralled in from the stars to be consumed into the lightless hull. There in the belly of the beast everything was slowly absorbed. Perhaps that was how it repaired itself. Perhaps it was how it learned. Perhaps it was growing. There was no one to ask.

			This particular ship had been absorbed thousands of years ago. It was already half gone, great portions of it converted to the abstract shapes of the fortress. There was no telling what it had seen in that time. It might have known the passage of a thousand species, or been left all that time in darkness and dust. Few would risk coming to such a place, no matter the rewards. Nonetheless there are always the daring and the desperate who walk the twilight lines.

			A group of intrepid explorers had stumbled across the derelict. The tread of heavy boots echoed through the inner space of the ship. They worked their way across the outer shell. Then a deep voice called, ‘There’s a rent in the hull over here! I think we can use it to get inside.’

			Brakus Andradus dropped to the deck of the ship, kicking up a cloud of dust with the impact. He fell to one knee as he landed and swept the area with the stablight mounted on his rifle. He was a lean, dark-skinned man with a shaved pate and stubbled cheeks. The right side of his face was scarred with old acid burns, narrowly missing his eye. His right arm had not been so lucky: the hand was clearly augmetic where it extended from his sleeve. He was garbed in blacked flak armour that had the weathered look of long use, a bandolier of sizable shells around his torso.

			The stablight’s beam reflected off towers marked with crystalline surfaces. This place hadn’t been built by humans, that much was immediately clear. The flow of the lines was too organic. It was as if everything had been poured, or perhaps grown. Then the beam caught a humanoid shape slouched against a wall and Brakus froze. The warning died in his throat, however, as he took in what he was seeing. Whatever it was had been dead for a long time. It was withered away into unrecognisability.

			The hunter took a deep breath and finished his sweep. Once he was satisfied he called up, ‘It looks clear in here.’

			A woman’s voice called back. ‘All right, step aside. I’ll drop a rope down.’

			Brakus obliged and moved aside, though he stayed alert. You never knew what the fortress might try on you next. Assume you were safe, even for a moment, and it could be your last mistake. In all honesty, he loved it. There was no doubting he was alive while he struggled against the dangers of this forbidding place.

			The rope tumbled down from above. Before it could reach the ground, a dark shape ignored it entirely and plunged down to land with a heavy crunch. Brakus took an extra step back against his will. Assuming he had made the mistake of feeling secure, the sight of his ‘ally’ would have cured him of that in a heartbeat. The thing, which went by the designation Exactius-ζ94, stood easily a head taller than him, balanced on gaunt mechanical legs. The arms were also augmetic, inhumanly long and slender. Most of it was gunmetal grey, though flecks of red and black paint still clung to its torso and head. The head was a dome mounted with a dozen arcane sensory devices. The only concession to humanity was the great ventilator tube that connected its head to its chest, the steady rasp of its automated breathing as reliable as clockwork. It strode into the darkness without acknowledging him, and he released a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding. 

			A moment later the other two members of the expedition came roping down from above. The first was a woman with light hair and eyes, dressed in workman’s coveralls. She wore a heavy-duty backpack and was festooned with both weapons and jewellery of a dozen types. The last was a man dressed in finery befitting a member of the Imperial nobility. An ornate rapier was sheathed at one hip, and a pistol of curious make slung rakishly at the other. His black hair and moustache were immaculate as always, even in this forbidding place.

			‘Danira, Captain Draik,’ Brakus greeted them each in turn. ‘Allow me to welcome you to…’ He swept his gaze over the derelict. ‘A ruined ship full of dead people.’

			Danira clapped him on the arm as she slipped past him to survey the area. A light was clipped to her shoulder. ‘Don’t sound so down, Brakus. Dead people don’t argue when you take their belongings. It’s about time we got lucky on this trip.’

			The rogue trader Janus Draik was looking around as well, his hand resting on the hilt of his rapier with seeming casual calm. ‘This place is old. You can feel it. Who knows what secrets it might hold?’

			Brakus gave him a wry smile. ‘Not, I think, the key to the transit system. It’s not that old.’

			Draik returned the smile. ‘No, you’re very likely right. But perhaps enough to fund the next expedition. And who knows what that one will find? We must always be thinking of the future, Andradus.’

			They spread out through the ship, searching for easily portable items. Brakus found an old chalice in a far corner, rolled there perhaps in whatever cataclysm had killed this ship. It was dusty and the inside was marked with dark stains, but a little polish and it would pull a nice haul of tokens at the market. More if he could identify it and find the right buyer, but enough either way to make it worth bringing back.

			A rough series of coughs from nearby interrupted his thoughts. He set off in that direction, calling, ‘All right over there?’

			Danira was still hacking a bit, waving a hand to clear the cloud of dust surrounding her. ‘I’m fine,’ she managed to rasp out. At her feet were scattered bits from one of the bodies.

			Brakus grimaced. ‘Tell me you didn’t mess with one of the corpses.’

			The woman grinned as she got her coughs under control. ‘Gotta admit, I didn’t expect it to crumble like that the second I touched it.’ She held up a jewel-studded bracer. ‘Worth it.’

			Brakus shook his head. ‘Debatable.’ He saw Draik standing nearby, tracing a hand along the wall. The rogue trader’s face lacked its usual aplomb. He looked shaken, truth be told. ‘Are you well, Captain Draik?’

			The other man shook his head as if coming out of a dream. His expression smoothed and he inclined his head graciously. ‘Of course, Andradus. There’s merely something about this ship. It reminds me of…’ He looked around as his words trailed off. His hand was gripping the hilt of his rapier now, white-knuckled, the only sign of any distress. ‘We should not linger here.’

			‘As you say.’ Brakus didn’t mind accommodating him. Truthfully, this place didn’t hold his interest. Old ruins did not fascinate him, and treasures were only useful in what they could buy. ‘Exactius! Danira! It’s time to go.’

			The attenuated form of the cyborg loomed up out of the darkness. Its voice was a cold whisper. ‘Null hazards detected.’

			Danira chimed in. ‘Yeah, why are we in a rush? There are whole levels we haven’t explored yet.’

			‘Captain Draik suggests that we depart. I’m inclined to listen to him,’ Brakus said.

			Danira hesitated but nodded. ‘Fair enough. He’s survived more trips in than the rest of us put together. Gotta be a reason for that.’

			The cyborg offered no argument. ‘Additional egress located. Transport available.’ It turned and stalked off, on the apparent assumption they would follow.

			Brakus shrugged to the others. ‘I guess it has a way out. Let’s go.’

			They followed in the wake of the machine-thing into the dark recesses of the derelict. Sure enough, there was another rent in the hull there. Here it melded with the blackstone substrate of the fortress itself, opening out into a platform. At the far end a maglev transport was visible.

			Brakus paused as he neared the beginning of the walkway. Something felt off. ‘Anyone else feel that?’

			Danira and Janus were both already through the opening and looked back with curiosity. Exactius lingered nearby and slowly tilted its head. ‘Vibration,’ came that dead hiss before it walked off towards the transport.

			It was right, Brakus realised. There was a faint tremor travelling through the substance of the ship, as if some ancient system had come to life with their passing. He glanced the way they had come and could almost convince himself he saw the glitter of lights back there. He shook his head and followed the others to the transport.

			It was cramped in the maglev chamber once they’d all got in. Danira was eyeing the controls, with their bizarre array of symbols to select from. 

			‘Time to head back to the aperture, yeah? No reason to push our luck. I’ve got enough to justify this expedition.’

			‘Time to be gone,’ agreed Brakus. There was definitely something in the air now. A tension that he’d not felt before. He didn’t care to stay and find out what it meant.

			Danira punched in the code that would, hopefully, return them to their entry point. The transport silently blurred into motion. Then she turned her attention to Brakus with a sly grin. ‘You know, sooner or later you’re gonna have to tell me the story of that rifle of yours. What is that charming name you gave it, again?’

			Brakus glanced to the weapon in question. It had begun life as a sniper rifle like he might have found in any of a million military forces throughout the galaxy. At some point it had obviously been heavily customised, rebuilt to use the autocannon shells he wore on his bandolier. 

			‘Memoriam. It’s for carnifexes,’ he said quietly.

			‘For the killing thereof, I take it?’ she chuckled. ‘Given your penchant for dangerous game, I can only imagine a carnifex to be a formidable thing indeed.’

			‘Be glad if you never find out,’ was all Brakus said in response. Danira appeared willing to let it go at that.

			Everyone jumped a little when the cyborg spoke up. ‘Unsanctioned modifications to standard template. Forbidden.’ It lingered on the last word, the closest Brakus had come to hearing emotion from it.

			‘Needs must when the Great Devourer comes,’ Brakus replied. He eyed the enigmatic killer. It seemed to be an agent of the Machine-God. At this range he was certain it could kill him before he could react. ‘Is it going to be a problem?’

			The dome head turned down to him for several uncomfortable seconds of scrutiny. ‘Negative,’ it said at last and returned to looking straight ahead. Whatever Exactius was, it had not come to the fortress to catch hereteks. That would have been a lifelong task anyway.

			There was no time for further discussion, as the maglev pod slid to a halt and the doorway cycled open into a new chamber. The group filed out of the transport, and promptly spotted one major problem.

			‘This isn’t the aperture,’ said Danira.

			‘No. It is not,’ said Janus grimly. He drew his rapier and pistol with practised smoothness, a crackling blue field springing to life around the sword’s blade.

			That was when the first of the monsters came howling in out of the darkness with weapons brandished.

			Just as swiftly, Janus shot it in the throat with his pistol. The creature toppled to the ground, frothing as the toxin of the splinter went to work. More charged in to take its place. 

			This part of the fortress was dark as a moonless night. The only glimpses that Brakus got of the chamber they were in came by flashes of weapons fire and arcing electricity. Scattered impressions of walls that sloped upwards on all sides, as though they were in the centre of some great basin. And from all directions, the contorted, bestial faces of the monsters swarming in.

			Brakus unlimbered his rifle with a soldier’s familiarity. There was no need for precise targeting; his old instructors might have called this a ‘mass purging opportunity.’ The first shot boomed out like a thunderclap and kicked his shoulder like a grox. Luckily, the bionic replacement didn’t care. The bullet tore a fist-sized hole through the chest of one of the creatures and punched on through several more behind them with equal lethality. He cleared the case with a smooth working of the bolt and lined up another shot.

			The enemy was what the Imperium called ‘beastmen.’ An accursed breed at the best of times, this group took things to new depths. Their already savage mien was further befouled with vile trophies and blasphemous sigils, dedications to whatever dark gods they swore by. They were armed piecemeal with crude weapons, makeshift blades and old stubbers. At the same moment that Brakus took the second shot, counter-fire raked his position. One of the enemy stub shots hit home, slamming into his side with a jackhammer impact. He staggered, coughing, and prayed that the flak protection had held. 

			A goat-faced brute lunged at him with a rusty sabre and he was forced to continue his off-balance stumbling to avoid the strike. It only pushed harder at the sight of his weakness. At last his feet got entangled and he toppled. The abhuman reared over him, stabbing furiously. He rolled in desperation. One strike cut his thigh, a blazing line of pain. Another turned from the plates of his armour. 

			Then the beast froze. A thin, sizzling blade protruded through its stomach, then sliced effortlessly through its midsection, spilling its guts in a stomach-turning flood.

			It was Draik. The rogue trader offered Brakus a quick hand up, shouting, ‘On your feet, master huntsman! There is dirty work to be done!’ Then Draik whirled to meet another pair of foes rushing towards them. With dazzling blade work he scattered hissing bits of torn flesh in all directions. An explosion roared in the background, sending half a dozen enemies tumbling at a stroke. One of Danira’s curios brought to bear, no doubt.

			Brakus slung the rifle across his back again. He was no expert swordsman, but he had survived the close press of battle before. He drew the razor-edged machete from the sheath at his side and his autopistol as well. It would have been a lie to say this did not thrill him. These were the moments of truly living. There was no room for doubt or fear. Only kill or be killed. 

			Brakus fired a controlled burst into the nearest of the creatures. It spun away in a spray of blood. In the distance he caught a glimpse of Exactius. The cyborg was a blur, moving among the mutants like death incarnate. It wielded a pronged blade and with every solid strike, lightning boiled out to ravage nearby foes. Then another one was charging Brakus with a spear held low, aimed to gut him. He dodged to the side and swung his blade in an arc. It lodged in the creature’s face with a wet thunk. He kicked it in the chest to knock it loose from his weapon and it toppled backwards, gurgling. The beastman hit the ground with a splash.

			‘Wait…’ Brakus looked down. Dark liquid was pooling around the soles of his boots. ‘What in the name of the Throne?’ It was clearly rising. Even as he watched it lapped over the toe of his boots, now at the level of his ankle.

			Danira was nearby. One of the abhumans rushed her and she pointed a ring on her hand at it. In the blink of an eye a stream of flame roared from the jewellery and engulfed her foe. It stumbled off screaming and thrashing. She noticed his scrutiny and grinned at him. ‘Jokaero make! Nothing like it!’

			‘I think we have a problem!’ Brakus shouted back, gesturing down urgently. She followed the gesture and her eyes widened, but there was no time for further discussion as another wave of the bestial cultists swarmed over them. A particularly sizeable brute with bull horns and a great axe snarled as it stormed towards Brakus. He fired a burst into it, the impacts gouging bloody holes in the creature’s hide, but it didn’t seem to notice in its battle fury. 

			It came on with a sweep of its axe. Brakus hurried to interpose his machete in an attempt to save himself. The impact was hard, and sent him stumbling and sloshing. The next attack was right behind it, and then another. Each ringing hit gouged a new divot from Brakus’ weapon. There was no way to get in and counter-attack. The creature had him outreached by a lethal margin. On the fourth hit the machete’s blade snapped, and the monster followed up immediately with a powerful kick, which caught Brakus in the chest and sent him over onto his back. 

			For a moment his head went under the dark fluid. He came up gasping and cursing. The monster was right over him, axe held high. He threw the broken machete at its snouted face and it jerked away. Only a fleeting opportunity, but he didn’t waste it. He still had the autopistol, by the grace of the Emperor. He pointed it right at the beast’s knee and held the trigger down. A spray of bullets chewed the joint apart in grisly fashion. The abhuman toppled with a scream of rage and pain. He rolled out of the way of its fall.

			Brakus didn’t give it a chance to recover. He lunged at it and drew a knife from his boot. In the blink of an eye he was on its back and stabbing furiously. The creature beat at him with the haft of the axe and its elbow, concussive strikes that rattled his teeth and set stars flashing in his eyes. He didn’t let up until the knife caught and was yanked from his grip. With a surge of furious strength the creature slung him to the side and hurled him away, rolling, kicking up waves as he went.

			He was under again, his head hitting the floor. The world blurred. The old nightmares rose. The tiny gnashing mouths boiling through the trenches. Men screaming and falling, lost in the swarms as flesh was flensed from their bones.

			Brakus scrambled to his feet howling in a mixture of fear and defiance. The pistol was gone. His knife and machete, gone. His rifle, soaked. He’d go down clawing and biting if that was how it went. Yet the bull-monster was still, face down in the liquid. He looked to and fro to spot his next foe, but the nearest were running into the darkness. A hand caught his sleeve and he whirled, fist raised.

			He was staring into the alloy chest of Exactius.

			‘Departing immediately,’ rasped the cyborg. ‘Transport located. Ambient conditions deteriorating.’ It pointed its crackling goad off into the distance.

			The other two were already wading in that direction, through fluid up around their thighs. Danira shouted, ‘Come on, you two!’

			Whatever the dark substance was, it luckily wasn’t terribly thick. Maybe it was just water, he tried to tell himself. They were able to splash on through it. Brakus was practically swimming by the time they reached the transport pod. The maglev was set just a bit lower than the floor, perhaps out of cosmic spite. Exactius vanished under the surface, too heavy to float. The controls weren’t visible, either.

			‘Emperor’s bones,’ cursed Brakus. Then he dove under. Some of the fluid got into his mouth, despite his best efforts. It was brackish and warm, more reminiscent of blood than water. He tried not to think about it as he flailed around, searching for the control console. There was no hope of spotting specific controls, but he had no idea what to put in anyway. So he just pounded at it until he felt the vibration of the pod setting off.

			He surfaced with a gasp and spat out as much as he could. There was only room for their three heads, and they stared at each other with hollow eyes. The dark liquid kept rising even as the pod sped along. It topped his chin. Brakus gave a bitter laugh. ‘This place hates us.’ Then it was over his mouth and up over his nose. He pressed up against the top, eking in what last desperate breaths he could.

			That was when a metal hand grabbed his leg and yanked him down.

			He was immediately lost in the darkness. Caught off guard, he was choking and thrashing immediately. He kicked violently at that cruel claw, trying to dislodge it. It was useless; the grip was as unrelenting as iron. It just kept yanking him further down. Another one joined it and shoved him down ever further. He lashed out with blind fists, the flesh one connecting with unfeeling machine carapace. Pain spiked through his hand on impact.

			Then he broke through the bottom of the liquid and dropped, choking, to the floor.

			He lay there sputtering and wheezing, coughing up dribbles of black liquid. Exactius’ metal talon-feet were in front of him. A moment later Danira erupted from the black layer above and hit the ground next to him, with Janus following right behind.

			The rogue trader lay there wheezing for a time, before ­opining, ‘What?’

			The ceiling of dark liquid, hovering there impossibly, was rising. They could see Exactius’ backward-facing knees now. 

			‘It’s draining up,’ Brakus managed. His hand was throbbing. He’d probably broken something in it. He started laughing.

			The others stared at him like he was insane. He did his best to force the laughter down, but it just kept bubbling up. Eventually Danira couldn’t help but join him. Even Janus broke a lopsided smile. Within a few minutes they were able to stand up. The cyborg stood there like a statue the whole time, staring into the distance as the fluid slowly unveiled it.

			Once it was uncovered completely, Brakus looked up into one sensor. ‘Thanks for saving us.’

			The dome head slanted down towards him. ‘Allowances must be made for organic fragility.’

			He gave another laugh, weary this time. ‘I’ll take that as a joke.’

			The hatch spiralled open, revealing the aperture and their shuttles waiting beyond. 

			‘Oh, praise the Emperor.’

			‘The Emperor protects,’ agreed Janus with a wry smile as they stepped out. Each of the human members of the team was a mess. Bleeding, battered, bruised and bedraggled. They staggered towards the ships and paused in front of the ramps. Exactius didn’t even slow down. It just continued to its own shuttle and disappeared inside, the hatch closing behind it.

			‘Those beastmen,’ Janus said. His eyes were serious now. ‘There are more of them all the time. And worse. The Archenemy is growing stronger on the fortress.’

			‘Plenty of foes to test our mettle against,’ offered Brakus.

			Danira shook her head. ‘You’re both insane. I’m not here to fight a war. I have buyers with specific taste in weaponry, and I am here to–’ she coughed suddenly, a rattling sound that ended in a wheeze, and tapped herself on the chest. ‘I’m here to supply them.’

			Brakus snorted. ‘Speaking of, I may need to peruse your wares. I lost everything but my rifle in there.’

			Danira gave a mocking bow. ‘At your service, master hunts-man.’

			Janus seemed lost in thought. He shook it off for the time being to look to Brakus. ‘Come, sir. I brought you hence and I shall see you returned to Precipice as promised.’

			Brakus nodded. ‘Thank you, captain.’ He gave Danira a smile. ‘I’ll see you on Precipice.’

			She nodded and walked off with a hand raised in farewell, another rough cough shaking her as she went.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Precipice

			The Dromeplatz was the beating, crimson heart of Precipice. Lit by the lurid red glow of the trio of great furnaces built into it, it was simultaneously the crossroads and the great bazaar of the station. As markets go, it went beyond bustling and plunged right into anarchy. It was constantly sweltering and thronged with humans, abhumans and xenos of all types. Some were merely passing through, others were haggling and hawking at the top of their lungs. The wares themselves were no less varied and bizarre than the occupants. They ran the gamut from the sacred to the profane, with one undeniable commonality: everything had a price.

			Brakus was in the midst of arguing with what appeared to be a metal box. A multitude of eyes gleamed at him through a tinted window on the front of it. A horn was connected to the box and he had to hold it to his ear to hear the thing’s guttural voice. He had no idea what it looked like in there, or how many of them were in there for that matter. What he did know was that it was trying to swindle him.

			‘Sixty tokens? It’s worth at least twice that, and you know it!’ Brakus shouted into the horn.

			‘Seventy,’ it growled. ‘Is best this one can do. It wants this one’s family to starve?’

			‘I don’t give a damn about your family, assuming you even have one,’ Brakus snapped. He took a deep breath and rubbed his temples. ‘One hundred. You can do one hundred. Work with me here.’

			Three of the eight shining eyes he could currently see narrowed at him. ‘Eighty. Is final offer.’

			Brakus gritted his teeth. ‘Fine. Done.’

			A slot opened in the top of the crate and a musty smell rolled out. Brakus struggled to keep the revulsion off his face as he placed the chalice near the opening. A trifecta of tiny, scabrous claws darted out and snatched it into the dark. Two more emerged and threw a purse at him that jingled with tokens. He caught it with one hand. It stank just as badly as the insides of the crate.

			Brakus counted the coins quickly and walked away, shouldering a path through the crowds. ‘Damnable xenos,’ he grumbled to himself. There was no getting away from them here. Sly, treacherous aeldari. Barbaric bird-men. Mercenaries and bounty hunters and smugglers, the scum of a thousand worlds. Those were the ones with purposes you could even understand. They were worse than the abhumans. At least most of those thought like a human.

			The dullness was already eating at him, if he was honest. Precipice had its dangers, to be sure, but it was nothing like the fortress. There was nothing here to test him. No way to keep himself sharp. His non-augmetic hand shook a little and he flexed his fingers irritably. Just stay busy. He would have to go down to the next level to find Danira’s shop and resupply for the next expedition.

			He strode past stalls, bombarded constantly with screeches and cries encouraging him to peruse their wares. A creature with a bifurcated torso and two heads called twin sing-song sales pitches to him while waving a giant rainbow tusk. Perhaps that was meant to entice him. There was no telling. He waded through a cluster of ratlings, careful to keep a hand on his money as he did so. They heckled him in barely comprehensible slang and he studiously made no eye contact. One hint of weakness and they’d harass you as far as they could follow you.

			He finally found his way to Danira’s shop. It was inside some kind of abandoned cistern. Half a dozen ventilators struggled to keep it from becoming an oven, with only middling success. Laid out on tables and racks were tools of warfare from a dozen cultures. Some he recognised. Stub guns and frag grenades were laid out next to far stranger implements. Here a jawbone studded with black glass teeth. There an elegant pistol of some white substance, marked with smooth jewels and no seams.

			Danira sat behind a table off to the side of the shop. She was leaning back with her eyes closed, damp strands of hair laid across her sweaty face. It was no surprise considering the heat of the place, but the pallor of her skin and her wheezing breaths did concern him. He cleared his throat and she jerked upright. That immediately set Danira coughing, one hand clamped to her mouth as the spasms wracked her.

			Brakus looked around and saw a water pitcher on her desk next to some battered tin cups. He poured her a cup and set it in front of her. ‘Are you all right?’

			Danira accepted the water gratefully and gulped it down. It seemed to clear the cough for now. ‘Fine, fine. Surprised you actually made your way over.’

			Brakus shrugged. ‘I wasn’t lying to you. I need new weapons. Something for close quarters and a sidearm.’

			She brightened and stood, though he noticed her wobble a little and catch herself on her table. ‘I’ve got a selection available for both requests! Got these nasty little beauties in just recently called glass knives. Made by a people called the Fra’al, apparen–’

			His held-up hand cut her off. ‘Human make, Danira. You may not care about your immortal soul, but I do.’

			She chuckled good-naturedly. ‘The Emperor and I have a good arrangement. I don’t bother Him and He doesn’t bother me.’

			Brakus glanced over his shoulder involuntarily. It was hard to get used to the casual blasphemy a place like this enabled. ‘Just don’t let that mad priest or his wild-eyed sycophant hear you.’

			‘Taddeus?’ Danira snorted. ‘He spends more time restricted to his ship than he does free to walk around. Not exactly a favourite of the proctors.’ She was laying out a few options as she spoke, retrieving them from nearby crates. ‘Now, even with your silly restrictions, I have some good possibilities here. For your up-close problem, are you married to the blade?’ She patted a brutal-looking black metal mace. ‘Because I think this would suit you.’ 

			He studied it with interest. ‘I’m nobody’s blademaster. What’s special about this one?’

			Danira paused and coughed painfully into her arm for a moment. Then she mustered a grin and turned the mace over, revealing a button above the grip. ‘Electrified head. Delivers a powerful shock on impact when activated. Just in case the wham doesn’t get them, the zap probably will.’

			He tilted his head. ‘Reminds me of something an arbitrator would carry. Where did you get it?’

			She raised an eloquent eyebrow. ‘Do you want me to answer that?’

			He sighed. ‘No, I suppose not. I’ll take it. What about the sidearm?’

			She pointed to a heavy pistol next to the mace. ‘They call it “the Carnodon”. Stopping power like you wouldn’t believe. Only six rounds a magazine, but you won’t need more with this one.’

			Brakus picked it up, admiring the solid weight of it. He aimed it off to the side and sighted along it before nodding. ‘That will do. What do I owe you?’

			Danira contemplated. ‘Call it thirty. Mind you, that’s with the friend discount.’

			It was less than he had figured, though it still hurt to carve up his coin like this. He dumped her payment on the table in return for his new weapons. ‘Thanks, Danira.’ He turned to walk out but paused at the doorway. ‘Consider seeing a medicae, would you? You look rough.’

			She’d settled into her chair once more but just waved him off. ‘Oh, you flatterer, you. I’ll be fine. Catch you around, huntsman.’ Of all things, her own eyes looked concerned as she gazed at him. ‘Take care of yourself, all right?’

			The journey back to the Skeins was a relief in some ways. The crowds died away as you left the busy thoroughfares of the market. Once you were down in the derelict passages, everything was quiet. Nobody came here looking to be noticed. It was the last retreat of the desperate of Precipice, the stragglers of lost crews. Few would choose to live here who had the resources to live elsewhere, but Brakus didn’t mind. The uncomfortable truth was he’d have welcomed a little trouble on the way. Get the heart pumping. Sadly, no one obliged him.

			He reached the abandoned cargo container and tapped the code into the door. A few message capsules were laid by the entrance and he collected them as it creaked open. He slipped inside, hitting a control so that it closed and sealed behind him again. Holes had been punched in the roof so that he could breathe in here, making it into a crude but effective living space. He hadn’t come to Blackstone looking for luxury, fortunately.

			What he had come for was made clear by one glance around his quarters. Skulls and trophies from more than two dozen kills lined the walls. Giant beaks and ravening mouths full of serrated teeth gaped all around. On the makeshift desk by the bed there was a recent project that he was still cleaning and polishing. It was a pity he hadn’t been able to get the skull off that bull-horned brute on the last trip.

			He set his new weapon acquisitions on the desk next to the skull and sat down, opening the message capsules one by one. ‘Full group’, ‘no current plans’, ‘still in recovery.’ He gritted his teeth and shoved them aside. No one he knew was ready to hire him. There was no way to get back into the thick of things for now. He glared into the empty ­sockets of the skull in front of him. Nothing but time to himself to look forward to. 

			His left hand was shaking.

			It was a hot one. The sun was doing its level best to boil them, as far as Sergeant Brakus Andradus could tell. He was slumped against the wall next to the window, which looked out on the edges of a dying city. The city perimeter was blocked off by crude barricades assembled of collapsed masonry and piled debris. He could see the line infantry down below manning those walls, but he couldn’t hear them.

			There was a crunch in the rubble-strewn room behind him and he whirled, rifle at his shoulder. He lowered it immediately upon seeing Raskin, his spotter. ‘Dammit, Ras. I could’ve shot you. You’re supposed to call up when you’re coming.’

			Ras waved it off. ‘Sorry, sorry. You’re right. I’ll be more careful next time.’ He sat down on a rotted bed across from Brakus, taking a second to wipe sweat off his brow with his sleeve. Then he tossed a canteen over. ‘I brought water.’

			Brakus caught it out of the air. ‘It’s filtered, right?’ 

			The enemy had got into the groundwater a few months ago. Ever since, it had been a struggle just to stay hydrated. Boiling did no good, as killing the tiny beasts made them dissolve into toxins. All you could do was try and filter them out and hope for the best. The alternative was a grisly death of being eaten from the inside.

			Ras shrugged with an insouciant grin. ‘It’s the same stuff the officer’s mess has. So, if we die, at least we’ll die like highborn.’

			Brakus contemplated the canteen. ‘Might let you drink fir–’ 

			A klaxon tore through the air and the water fell from his hand, forgotten, as both of them lunged to the window. 

			‘They’re coming again. Emperor damn them,’ cursed Brakus.

			Ras was peering through the magnoculars. ‘Pretty sure He already has. We’re supposed to send them to face His Judgment.’ A pause. ‘I can see them. ’Gaunts. A lot of them. There’s a warrior at sector two-delta.’

			Brakus could see them through the scope now too. Endless dark waves of the little hooved monsters coming on in a mass of chittering limbs. There was no way to kill them all. You had to find the big ones and kill them, break the charge. He found the one Ras had indicated, a towering monster surrounded by its smaller kin. ‘Warrior’s in my scope. Syncing targeters.’ The auguries displayed on his scope interfaced with the information from Ras’ magnoculars, confirming the aim.

			‘Prepare to fire,’ Ras said. 

			Brakus lined up his first shot and breathed out; slowly squeezed the trigger. 

			‘Wind left point-five,’ Ras called.

			The thunderclap rang out.

			‘Got it,’ said Ras tersely as the giant creature staggered with a spray of ichor. ‘Prepare to fire… wind left point-six.’ The second shot put the beast down and sent a ripple of confusion through the smaller bioforms.

			Brakus became lost in the rhythm of it. Topple one warrior. On to the next. And the next. In the background the chorus of lasgun whip-cracks rose as the flood of enemies entered engagement range of the line. They could do this. If they worked together, they could–

			‘Carnifex, sector one-alpha!’ hissed Ras, and Brakus’ concentration shattered.

			Desperately he searched along the lines, spotting it quickly. It was like a living siege tower, roaring in towards their barricades. Las-blasts were already glancing off its thick carapace. ‘No, no, no,’ he muttered to himself and sighted in on it. ‘Got it! Syncing!’

			He could hear the strain in Ras’ voice, the struggle to remain calm. ‘Prepare to fire. Wind right point-two.’

			The first shot glanced off the beast’s back. ‘No effect. Steady. Prepare to fire. Wind right point-three,’ said Ras.

			The second impacted with a spray of slime. It was still coming, unphased. 

			‘Minimal effect. Prepare to fire. Wind right point-two-five.’

			The third shot hit it in the head, erupting through its cranium with a shower of gore. 

			‘Yes!’ barked Ras. Surely it was dead now. It had to be dead.

			Yet driven on by madness, rage or some dark will, the creature did not falter. It hit the barricades like a battering ram, smashing aside debris and sandbags with meteoric impact. It tore on for ten more feet, shredding the troopers on the far side. Then, finally, it fell as mortality caught up with it.

			It was too late.

			The barricades were broken and the ’gaunts poured through in a nightmarish wave. Screams and explosions echoed up from the street below. Ras grabbed him by the sleeve. ‘C’mon! We have to fall b–’

			The window shattered inwards as a dark shape smashed into it. Ras tumbled away as the thing slammed into him. Brakus tried to raise his rifle, but it was too late. The thing fired its weapon and something hit him in the meat of his right arm. It burrowed in, digging and tearing through flesh like a fish through water, and detonated in a blast of caustic chemicals, and all Brakus could do was scream and scream as he fell backwards, clutching the ruin of his arm…

			Brakus jerked awake in the darkness of his container-quarters. He was soaked with sweat and his raw throat told him he’d been screaming in his sleep. ‘Ras,’ he said. Even the quiet word seemed loud in the stillness of the room. He shook his head and scrubbed his left hand over his face. He needed something to drink.

			The first bottle he picked up was empty. The same for the second and third. The fourth had about three drops in it and he hurled it against the wall with a snarl. How many days had it been since he’d returned from the last expedition? Five? Seven? Brakus couldn’t remember. A coughing spell wracked his body and left him dizzy. A glance out the door revealed no new message cylinders. No work. No chance to get back to it.

			There was nothing for it but to go buy another bottle. Soon he was staggering through the corridors headed to the Helmsman. Precipice seemed oddly sedated. Figures huddled and shivered in corners. Whoops and hacks echoed down hallways and sounded dulled through the doors of homes. Brakus was forced to the side of one passage as the massive forms of bullgryns in the livery of the proctors stomped through. He frowned after them and rubbed an arm over his mouth. Unusual to see them just roaming the station looking for trouble.

			Even the Helmsman seemed strangely subdued. Gatto was screaming imprecations and obscenities as usual – some things never changed. All the same, there was something off. The bloodbirds weren’t flapping around like they normally did. Instead they were roosted up in the rafters, brooding down on the bar-goers below. Brakus stumbled up to the obsidian slab in the middle of the bar. It was festooned with images of the lost, those who had disappeared in the bowels of the fortress. A melange of faces, all blurring together, human and nonhuman alike. Equal in death.

			He recognised one, Raedrus. An old salt as far as this place went, savvier than most. Even he’d run out of time finally, it seemed. Brakus shook his head and continued on his wavy path to the bar itself. He pounded the metal surface. ‘Bottle.’ His voice was raspy with disuse. His tongue felt thick in his dry mouth.

			Gatto wheeled over to him with his perpetual sneer on display. You could see the cyborg’s organs, pickling in whatever alchemical concoctions kept him from his rightful death, right through his transparent torso. ‘Bottle of what?’ he snarled.

			Brakus tried to focus blurry eyes on the wall behind the bar. He pointed to the first one he could read. ‘Roxxul.’

			Gatto rubbed thumb and forefinger of one of his augmetic hands together. ‘Tokens!’

			Brakus reached into his pocket and his heart immediately sank. He hadn’t brought any money. Touched his brow with a shaking head. ‘Look, Gatto, spot me this once, I’ll pay you doub–’

			‘Spot you? Spot you!’ Gatto’s voice rose quickly to a scream, pounding against Brakus’ aching head. ‘Do you think this is a charity? Is the Helmsman a safehouse for pity cases? Get the frag out!’

			‘Wait–’ 

			Gatto was already wheeling away. 

			Brakus slumped against the bar with a wheeze and a cough. There was someone standing at his elbow and he turned to them with a growl. ‘What?’

			It was some arthropoid thing, with bulbous multifaceted eyes and a mouth of twitching mandibles. Somehow that assemblage produced clicking Gothic. ‘Maybe you better get back to your kind,’ it said, and pointed.

			‘What?’ Brakus wasn’t faking his confusion. He turned bewildered eyes on the rest of the bar and saw it, finally. The humans were all clustered together, crowded to one side of the bar. The rest belonged to xenos and abhumans. A reversal of the proper order. ‘What in the warp…’

			‘Nobody over here wants to smell your stink or catch whatever your filth has spawned,’ the xenos clicked out.

			Brakus turned towards it again, unconsciously reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there. Just as well. No guns were allowed. He eyeballed the thing. He could imagine his augmetic fist bursting it like a smashed gourd. ‘If you think you can make me, why don’t you try?’

			He could feel the tension in the room spiking as the creature’s mandibles clicked faster. Others were rising throughout the room. Some humans, more xenos. Brakus knew he was grinning like a madman and didn’t care. Finally. A reason to live.

			Then it was all gone in an instant, like air out of a punctured balloon. The xenos was looking past him and he followed its gaze. A bullgryn loomed in the doorway, a silent threat staring at them with piggish eyes.

			‘You get lucky this time, human,’ the bug chattered at him. ‘Maybe you not get so lucky next time.’ It went off to its table.

			Brakus laid his face in his trembling hand. There was only the long walk to his cargo container now, empty-handed. Another cough shook him, made his chest ache. ‘Yeah. Lucky.’

			The days had blurred together again. The work had dried up completely. No one even wanted to talk to a ‘human carrier’, much less work with them.

			The thud against his doorway yanked him from his reverie. He pushed himself to his feet with a wheeze. Someone looking to hire him? Someone looking to kill him? He wasn’t sure which one he was hoping for when he hit the hatch release without even checking. What he hadn’t expected was the person to collapse into him immediately, obviously only propped up by the door the moment before.

			It was Danira. She was coughing uncontrollably, and he saw red spatter his shoulder where she was slumped.

			‘Danira, what happened?’ He carried her over to the cot to be laid out. She was hot to the touch, feverish, and the darkness under her eyes stood out like bruises in the pallor of her face. She looked dead already.

			She coughed again, her attempts to reply unintelligible even after he brought her water. Finally she wearily pointed to the entrance.

			That was when the noise coming in through the open door sank in for him. He stumbled over to the entry and looked out. People were drifting in helpless crowds. Some were weeping, some shouting angrily. Many looked dreadfully ill, and the chorus of coughing was non-stop. A glance towards the nearest passage down into the Skeins confirmed it: bullgryns forcing more groups of humans along, driving them down into the depths of the station.

			Quarantine had come to Precipice.

		


		
			Chapter 3

			Quarantine

			It was sirens that tore Brakus from his sleep this time. He lunged to his feet, looking around wildly. Danira had woken as well, eyes wide and frightened from the makeshift cot he’d assembled for her.

			‘I’ll find out what’s happening,’ he said. Uncertain how much good it would do him, he grabbed his handgun and the shock maul and opened the door to step outside.

			Already a crowd was gathering, people milling around through the Skeins. They clustered at various portholes and pict screens, talking animatedly with each other and pointing at whatever they were watching. The siren still blared throughout, cycling endlessly from deafening to quiet.

			Brakus strode along the walkways trying to find a good vantage point. At last, he stepped up to a couple of people clustered under a makeshift skylight. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

			A woman with spiked hair and gang markings glanced at him. ‘Buncha folks got together, stole some shuttles. They’re making a run for the outside.’

			Brakus blinked. ‘They broke quarantine?’ He joined them in staring at the opening. He could just see what was happening. Three points of light were racing for the debris forever swirling around the fortress. It was the primary obstacle to coming or going.

			Even as they watched, one of the lights, then another, broke up into a scattering of sparks. Catastrophic explosions if you were there, no doubt. Each time there was an outcry from those gathered. Brakus could see the bullgryns moving in around the edges of the crowd. One way or another, he thought, this was likely to dissolve into madness.

			Then the third shuttle was through the debris. He could hear the intake of breath all around. Someone nearby whispered, ‘They made it. They’re going t–’

			The light disappeared in a brilliant flash.

			Everyone froze. A nearby man shook his head slowly. ‘That wasn’t a warp rift. They were destroyed. I’ve served on enough ships to know.’

			That was when a holographic image sprang to life over the group, projected by a hovering servo-skull. It spoke in an amplified voice that echoed throughout the Skeins.

			‘People of Precipice, hear me well.’

			Brakus immediately recognised the man portrayed.

			‘I am Captain Janus Draik, rogue trader of the Imperium.’ The normally dapper man looked rough. His eyes were hollow and his cheeks pale. He coughed into a silk handkerchief before continuing.

			‘I am also the commander of a grand cruiser called the Draikstar. You have just seen her carry out her current orders. Let me be crystal clear. No one will be allowed to leave Precipice. Whatever plague scourges us, we will confine it here. My ship, and others allied with me, will be patrolling beyond the debris clouds. Any who attempt to violate the quarantine and risk bringing this doom upon the worlds beyond will be summarily destroyed.’ He coughed again, staining the handkerchief with blood as he did so. ‘We will solve this problem here together, or we will die here together.

			‘That is all.’ The hologram projection dissolved into static and vanished.

			Brakus just felt weary. He had seen a world die. He was no stranger to the hard choices one had to make in the face of terrible threats. At times, to save billions, thousands had to die. That was the way of life in the galaxy.

			Others were not so calm. Screams and shoving broke out before the echoes of the announcement had even died away. For some it may have been the panicked realisation that they were going to die down here. For others, pure opportunism. Either way, the situation degraded, the crowd morphing from curious onlookers to full-scale rioting within seconds. For now it was purely fists and thrown debris. A ganger rushed at Brakus with a knife and a snarl. He caught the man in the temple with a swing of the shock maul and the thug’s skull caved in with a squelch.

			That bought him a chance to process. Part of him longed to lunge into the fray. The only thing that stopped him was the thought of Danira. She was far sicker than he was. For a moment, the sound of old screams in his head merged with the current ones all around. Too many lost that he’d been unable to protect. With a curse he set off at a run towards the cargo container. There was a way to go before he could reach his home.

			The situation was worsening all around him. Gunshots and las-blasts had joined the choir of violence. Now, too, the bullgryns had been unleashed. They waded in, swinging mauls and smashing with shields. There was nothing non-lethal about their approach: bodies were broken left and right. Some, further to the rear, arced canisters of riot gas into the thickest parts of the crowd. Of course, not everything went as the enforcers wished: he watched as a woman ran up to one and hurled a makeshift firebomb into its face, dousing it in liquid flame. The giant brute screeched, a surprisingly shrill sound, and staggered on in a living inferno that spread the blaze to others.

			A bullet striped his cheek without warning, a hot line of pain that sent him instinctively diving for cover. A glance out showed a panicky man standing there with wide eyes, firing into the crowds. ‘Stop!’ shouted Brakus. All it got him was another round sent his way, spanging off the rockcrete block he’d crouched behind.

			He was safe enough behind cover for the moment, but Danira might not be so lucky. There was nothing for it. He leaned around and sighted in with the Carnodon and fired. A crater blew open in the man’s chest and he crumpled backwards. Brakus was already up and sprinting by the time the shooter hit the ground. The man was still holding the rifle. Brakus drove his head into the ground with the mace. No risk of a bullet in the back.

			That was when he looked up and saw the bullgryn watching him. It was breathing hard, bodies strewn behind it, and glaring at him. Guns were forbidden in many parts of Preci­pice, Brakus knew. The Skeins were often more lawless, but it scarcely mattered now. He was almost certain this was a fight he would lose. His thumb set the maul to crackling and he braced himself.

			Then the massive abhuman began to cough. Great gurgling whoops that soon drove it to one knee, all thought of scattering Brakus’ brains across the Skeins apparently forgotten. There was no time now to contemplate the implications. Instead he took this as a gift from the God-Emperor and ran on past. The cargo container was within reach now.

			It was blessedly unbreached and he ducked inside and shut the door behind him with haste. Turning around, Brakus found himself face to face with a humming plasma pistol, the blue glow casting shadows that made the whole container eerie. He instantly dropped his weapons and held up his hands.

			Immediately the plasma pistol began to shake uncontrollably. Danira’s arm was growing gaunt. It was like the sickness was eating her alive, and the weight of the pistol was clearly too much to hold for any longer. She slumped back onto the bed and deactivated it with a wheeze. ‘You idiot,’ she rasped out. ‘I could have blown you away.’ She contemplated the plasma weapon again. ‘Maybe blown both of us away.’

			Brakus took a deep breath. ‘Sorry. We’ll have to figure out some knock to let you know it’s me.’ He collected his weapons and put the mace on its rack, keeping the pistol with him for now.

			‘What’s going on out there?’ she asked.

			Brakus shook his head. ‘People are realising we’re all going to die here, and that nobody cares.’ He looked over his shoulder, mind working as his heart finally began to slow. ‘And I think the plague has spread to the ogryns.’

			She stared at him and wrapped blankets around herself. ‘This whole station is going to tear itself apart.’

			He nodded. ‘It’s just a matter of time now.’

			Brakus strode up the corridor towards the cargo container. He went armed everywhere now; it paid to be careful. What passed for law and order on Precipice had always been tenuous and was fraying by the day. No one was spared the plague any more. It had come for the ratlings and ogryns as assuredly as the humans. Then, in defiance of all logic, it had spread to the xenos as well. It was as if the Emperor’s judgment had come down on this pernicious place.

			He settled the pack on his back and climbed up to the container’s entrance. As the door opened to the code punch, he spoke, ‘I got us some rations, but that was with the last of the tokens. Things are liable to get rough fro–’

			Brakus froze. Two cloaked figures stood in the cargo container, with Danira watching them warily. One of them was bulky by human standards, the other lithe and sinuous. Brakus went for the Carnodon but the larger figure held up a hand and said in an oddly harmonised double voice, ‘Please do not do anything you will regret, Master Andradus. We are not here to harm you.’

			Brakus thought he recognised that distinctive voice, yet plenty of mysteries remained. He kept his hand on the pistol and hoped they couldn’t see it shaking. ‘How about I see both of your faces, then?’

			The bulky one complied immediately. The face revealed confirmed Brakus’ surmise. Its skin was milky translucent, the pink of raw meat underneath. It was surrounded by a fringe of dark eyes on tendrils. Two vertical mouths extended the length of it; they spoke as if slightly off from each other, which had given the being its name on the station: the Echo. It was known to be a major-domo for the proctors, handling business for them throughout the station.

			The other didn’t move until the Echo turned to them and cajoled, ‘Please, Lady Amallyn. We are all friends here.’

			That earned a soft, contemptuous laugh. Nevertheless the second figure relented and lowered her hood as well. 

			The face revealed might have been carved to perfection from alabaster. The almond eyes were a vivid, impossible green, the lower face still hidden behind a mask. The ears were long and sharp, stretching back past silver-white hair. Brakus took a step away. An aeldari. Safer to be in close quarters with a swarm of rippers. At least he’d know what they were after.

			Amallyn turned to the Echo. ‘You are convinced this one is necessary?’ Her voice was musical and lilting. She glanced scornfully at Brakus. ‘It is not an impressive specimen.’

			The Echo spread its hands. ‘There is only one way to find out, no?’

			Brakus cleared his throat. It was intended to get their attention but it quickly turned into a real cough. Once it had passed he managed to rasp out, ‘I am standing right here.’

			Amallyn sighed expressively. She reached into her cloak and produced a jewelled chalice he recognised immediately. It was the one from the dead ship, the last time he’d gone into the fortress. She must have seen it on his face, as her eyes narrowed. ‘You know this item, then.’

			There was no reason to deny it. ‘I do. I sold it in the Dromeplatz a couple of weeks ago. Why?’

			She answered with another question. ‘Where did you find it?’

			Brakus furrowed his brow. ‘A ship. It was an old one, getting absorbed by the Blackstone. Withered bodies, smooth lines. We looted a few things and left because one of us was getting a bad feeling about the whole thing.’

			Danira spoke up, nodding, ‘I was there with him.’

			Amallyn cradled the chalice in both hands. There was a sudden deep sorrow in her voice. ‘Isha’s Lament.’

			The Echo hummed softly to itself before asking, ‘You became ill how long after this expedition?’

			Danira frowned in recollection. ‘I suppose I started coughing not long after. Didn’t realise I was getting proper sick until later, though.’

			Brakus thought it over. ‘It must have been a few days after for me.’ He glanced between the two xenos. ‘Does this have something to do with the plague?’

			‘It’s not a plague.’ It was an accomplishment to convey a sneer with one’s mouth completely hidden. Amallyn managed it with aplomb. ‘It’s a foryníomhú.’ She paused and looked irritated. ‘This barbaric tongue fails. It’s a scourge. A contagious psychic weapon.’ She looked down at the chalice again. ‘It will not stop until we are all dead, or it is deactivated.’ She turned to the Echo. ‘We must do as I said. Return the artefacts. It is our only chance.’

			‘How do you know all this?’ Brakus asked.

			She dismissively flicked a hand at him. ‘I did not come here to answer to you, mon-keigh.’

			The Echo clucked with something disorientingly like maternal disapproval. ‘Your suppositions do seem to have been confirmed, Lady Amallyn. The proctors will assist in the logistical concerns, as promised.’

			‘That is something, at least.’ The aeldari pulled up her hood again. ‘You may contact me when it’s time.’ Then she departed with fluid grace.

			The Echo remained. It awkwardly shuffled its feet. ‘She is a proud individual. It does not mean she is wrong.’

			Danira laughed but it turned into a paroxysm of coughing. Once it had died down she managed to say weakly, ‘She could have three heads, the table manners of an ambull, and smell like the south side of a northbound grox. If she can stop this… scourge, I’m all for it.’

			Brakus understood why Danira felt as she did. She was a vibrant person, clinging to life. He admired that. ‘Anything we can do to help…’ He noticed the Echo was staring at him expectantly as he spoke. Realisation dawned. ‘You didn’t come here to see if I had sold that cup. You already knew. You need me.’

			The Echo smiled, both mouths bending outwards. ‘The confirmation was useful, but your further assistance would not be unwelcome.’ The smiles widened. There were no teeth, just hard ridges and swarms of tiny waving cilia. ‘Nor would it go unrewarded. The proctors can be very kind to those who are helpful.’

			‘What do you need?’ Brakus asked.

			‘A guide. The fortress is ever-changing, of course, but someone familiar with the locale could be beneficial.’ The Echo gestured to Danira. ‘Your compatriot here does not seem to be in any state to aid us, sadly.’

			Danira frowned as if she wanted to argue, but it was hard to do when standing might exhaust her. ‘What of Janus or Exactius? They went in with us.’

			The Echo nodded. ‘We are aware. Captain Draik is in no better condition than yourself. Exactius-ζ94 has agreed to take part, however it is something of an unknown quantity. To also have someone with clearer motivations would not be disadvantageous.’

			Brakus nodded slowly. ‘I see. And what will happen with Danira? She’s quite ill, as you yourself have noted.’

			The gunrunner looked affronted. ‘I might not be ready for an expedition, but I am fully capable of–’ Her protest immediately dissolved into new agonised spasms of bloody coughs.

			The Echo smiled again. ‘She will be moved to a clinic we have already established, where the most privileged of the station’s inhabitants are being treated.’

			Brakus ran a shaking hand along his scalp. ‘Very well. I’m in.’

			‘We can of course discuss the particulars of your payment…’ The Echo paused, seemed confused. ‘Ah. You have already agreed.’

			Brakus smiled wryly. ‘I’m already dying, right? So let’s stop wasting time.’ He crossed his arms over his chest. ‘Might as well end it doing what I do best.’

			It was only a matter of days before the call came. They had already taken Danira to the clinic, so there was nothing left to do but gather his gear. The flak armour, patched from the battering of the last mission. The pistol on one hip, the shock maul on the other. Memoriam was slung over his shoulder. The assorted climbing tools, rope and lights that were necessary for any expedition. He was as ready as he was going to be.

			The rendezvous point was up on Celsumgate, one of the three great mooring spires that rose from Precipice’s silhouette. There was no quarantine to worry about any more. It had collapsed once the futility became clear. There was no stopping the spread of the scourge. Most kept to themselves now. It was a strange feeling to pass through Dromeplatz and find the great market still. A few stubborn souls manned stalls here and there, but their wares were sparse. A handful of travellers made their way through to other parts of the station, but they kept their heads down and moved quickly.

			Then he was through to Celsumgate itself. The docks, too, were quiet. What people he saw kept their hands on their weapons until he was past. General looting for supplies hadn’t broken out yet, but nobody wanted to be the first victim. He climbed several ladders and walked the ramps until he reached the given dock. There it was: the Steed of Mathurir. It was clearly not of human construction. The lines were too sleek, and no human vessel would have used that great star-sail. The deep green colouring reminded him of the eyes of the ship’s pilot and master.

			No sooner had he thought of the aeldari than he spotted her. She was standing in the shadow of her shuttle, an elegant long rifle resting across her arms. A curved blade was sheathed at her back. She wore form-fitting white armour of some alien design, a shimmering cloak whose colours shifted to match her surroundings draped about her shoulders. It was like something out of a painting until she shifted her cold gaze to him on his approach. 

			‘I see you managed to make it, finally.’

			She was not alone. The Echo stood nearby in its dark cloak and robes. Exactius was here as well, the rust-touched bionic warrior standing at the end of the dock and gazing at the stars beyond the field.

			Amallyn turned to the Echo. ‘I believe that completes the circus. We should be on our way.’

			The Echo shook its head. ‘There is another coming.’

			Amallyn frowned. ‘Another? I was not informed…’

			‘As I have explained, the proctors believe in the value of a certain redundancy. The fortress is a dangerous place, after all. One never knows who might be lost.’

			One of Amallyn’s ears flickered and she turned her head, eyes widening. ‘Drukhari? Shea ctutheach.’

			The Echo turned its head a bit and hummed contentedly to itself. ‘Ah, yes indeed. Here she is now.’

			The figure strolling up the ramp was an aeldari woman, but there the similarities with Amallyn came to a swift halt. One half of her body was protected by glossy black layers of armour tinged with a toxic green, each edge serrated and sharp as a knife. The other was wrapped in skin-tight black, marked by artistically placed gaps. They revealed pallid flesh corded with ropes of muscle. Gauntlets of obsidian covered her forearms, razor spines jutting out with gleaming lethality. Her eyes were dark as night. It was her hair that brought the shock of colour: blood red and neatly pinned back.

			The newcomer inclined her head to Amallyn as she approached. Her voice was vibrant and smoky. ‘Cho fhairyakh thainn, Biel-tani.’ Then she smiled, displaying sharp teeth. ‘Ah, but we are among outsiders, let us be courteous and speak such that they will understand.’ She gave a sweeping bow. ‘Greetings. I am Hekatrix Maugra Vaskadeen. I understand you are to be my stalwart comrades, so you may call me simply Maugra.’

			Amallyn radiated cold fury and ignored the greeting to glare at the Echo. ‘I would not have agreed to this, had you shown the wisdom to consult me.’

			Looking between them, Brakus was struck by an observation. If there was one thing he knew in all the galaxy, it was an apex predator. Both of these women were exactly that. Killer instincts were written in every move they made. He glanced to the cyborg, knowing the cold death Exactius represented. In this group, trained soldier and expert hunter that he was, he was both outmatched and sick. Not the company he might have chosen to take into the depths of darkness. However, the journey had to be made.

			The Echo spread its hands helplessly. ‘You will need all the help you can get, Lady Amallyn. Hekatrix Maugra is a formidable combatant.’

			Amallyn snorted eloquently. ‘Of that I have no doubt.’ She shook her head and glanced over the assembled group. ‘Come. We must go.’ She began to enter her shuttle, pausing to glance over her shoulder. ‘None of you will touch anything aboard my ship.’ Then she continued inside.

			Maugra clapped her hands with every evidence of glee. ‘This will be a fun journey, I can tell already.’ She smiled broadly again at Exactius and Brakus. ‘Come, mon-keigh. Adventure awaits.’

			The lanky form of the deadly cyborg followed Maugra aboard. Brakus glanced to the Echo.

			‘Best of luck to you, Master Andradus. What is it you humans always say? Ah, yes. The Emperor protects!’ It gave him a jaunty wave.

			With a quiet sigh, Brakus resettled his rifle on his shoulder and headed aboard.

			The sweep of the ancient battle station rose before them, a swath cut out of the stars. Brakus realised he was focusing on that as a comforting familiarity in the alien surroundings of the aeldari ship. He had been raised, as most humans were, never to trust in the works of the xenos. Yet here he was on the deck of a ship built by nonhuman hands. The very materials it was crafted from were unknown to him: strange shimmering jewels and prismatic bone. Odd pictographs decorated many surfaces and he wasn’t sure if they were controls or labels. He found it very easy to abide by the ranger’s abjuration that he not touch anything.

			Exactius, on the other hand, had never appeared more intrigued. Previously unknown chambers on its head had opened and released additional sensor probes. Its claw-like fingers twitched constantly as if longing to begin collecting samples. Maugra prowled around as restlessly as a great beast in a cage. As for their prideful pilot, she didn’t appear to be piloting at all. She had stridden to the middle of the bridge and now gazed upon the viewscreen attentively. She took no other obvious action. Either the ship was flying itself or she was connected to it on some arcane level. Either possibility made his skin crawl.

			He was shaken from his examination by Amallyn calling. ‘Mon-keigh. Come here.’

			Brakus looked around uncertainly but the others were staring at him. He walked forwards to stand next to the cloaked aeldari. 

			She pointed at the viewscreen. ‘Perhaps you could tell me what we are looking at.’

			Brakus surveyed the image. All it showed was the slate surface of the fortress itself, slightly glossy in the lights of the ship. ‘The hull of the fortress?’ he ventured.

			‘Correct.’ She crossed her arms over her chest. ‘Now what do you not see?’

			The huntsman shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t under-stand.’

			Amallyn glowered. ‘How surprising. We are at the coordinates you provided. Does that help?’

			Brakus looked again and felt his stomach twist. ‘There’s no aperture.’

			‘Ah, he catches on.’ She glanced back to the others. ‘Either this is the wrong place, or the fortress has changed.’

			It wasn’t unheard of. Many of the smaller apertures were notably unstable.

			Exactius stepped forwards unbidden and examined the screen as well. ‘Coordinate accuracy confirmed via astrographic mapping.’

			‘That is worse,’ Amallyn said. ‘I would have preferred our situation to be a result of this one’s failure.’ She touched a hand to the crimson stone set in her chestplate. ‘We will have to find another way in.’

			‘I wouldn’t know where to start,’ offered Brakus reluctantly. His body ached and the situation was not improving with lost time.

			‘Fortunately for us, we need not rely upon you for this.’ Amallyn ran a curiously affectionate hand across the bone-like substance of a nearby column. ‘My beautiful Steed has a certain mapping capability. It is not perfect, but it may be able to get us back onto the right track.’

			Exactius swivelled its head to face her. ‘How do you do this?’

			The ranger glanced at the cyborg with narrowed eyes. ‘It’s begun. Just a matter of time.’

			As they waited, Exactius pointed a claw-finger at Brakus’ right arm. ‘You are blessed by the Omnissiah.’ It seemed a statement, not a question.

			The huntsman glanced at the bionic appendage. ‘I suppose?’

			‘Why?’ enquired the cyborg.

			‘I was… wounded. Badly. I lost my arm.’ He shrugged. ‘A one-armed sniper is useless, so they arranged for the replacement. A Red Priest who was on my home world did the work.’ He smiled wryly. ‘He gave me my rifle, too. Spent the whole time I was recovering listening to me complain about how my gun wasn’t up to the job. At the end, he told me he could modify it. Make it better. But that it could cost both of us our heads.’

			The cyborg absorbed this and stood in silence briefly. Then it probed, ‘Yet modifications are applied.’

			‘Yeah.’ Brakus could only laugh slightly at the memory. ‘He reiterated that it could be the death of both of us, and then he handed me the modified gun. I asked him why, and he told me that his brethren might kill him, but that the tyranids definitely would if we couldn’t stop them.’

			‘You were a soldier,’ the cyborg said.

			‘Yeah,’ Brakus said, surprised that was the takeaway.

			‘This unit was also a soldier,’ Exactius said hesitantly. It was the first time Brakus had heard it be unsure. ‘Skitarius. Alpha. Until...’

			‘Does a soldier really ever stop being one?’ asked Brakus philosophically. ‘What are you now?’ 

			There was an extended pause, and he felt certain it wasn’t going to answer. Then all it said was, ‘Unknown.’ It turned away.

			Amallyn broke the silence next. ‘The search is complete. There is another aperture nearby. It seems to connect to structures remaining under this point.’ The ship slid into motion, heading for this new entry point.

			‘There’s no telling what that path will involve. We’ll know if it brings us back to the right place, but there could be anything between us and the derelict ship,’ Brakus noted.

			Amallyn nodded. For once, there was no contempt in her voice as she said, ‘That is truth. Prepare yourself however you must, mon-keigh. Vaul’s mad designs await us.’

			Maugra finally looked over, perking up. ‘Does that mean that we are almost done with the interminable boredom of this jaunt?’

			‘Yeah,’ Brakus said. On some level his feelings matched those of the Hekatrix, as disturbing as that was. He was eager, even now, to come to grips with the deadly depths of the fortress. He glanced down at his hand. It had stopped shaking. ‘Let’s get down to business.’

		


		
			Chapter 4

			All the Peculiar Ways

			They exited the Steed of Mathurir and set foot along the dark pathways of Old Unfathomable once more. The chamber was massive and shaped as the inside of an octahedron. They’d landed ‘up’ into one of the faces and now gazed about the semi-darkness of the place. The face they were on was a great triangle laid out all around them, with others sloping up from the edges. None of the surfaces were smooth: each was corrugated with levels and low walls, their placement oddly artistic, leaving the impression of some intentional message that could not be deciphered.

			One thing was definitely missing. ‘That’s strange,’ muttered Brakus. Realising that he’d drawn the attention of the others, he motioned around. ‘Normally at an aperture there are maglev transports available. Sometimes one, sometimes several. But that’s what lets you get into the deeper parts of the fortress. I don’t see any here.’

			‘This aperture read as connected to the rest of the fortress. Unless it’s actively rearranging as we speak, then you must be missing something,’ Amallyn said.

			‘What is that?’ Maugra asked. The Hekatrix was looking straight upwards, her dark eyes narrowed.

			Brakus tried to follow her gaze, squinting as he did. He had been selected for sniper training on his home world, in part for his sharp eyes. He still couldn’t make out what she was looking at thanks to the darkness and the distance. There might have been a smudge on the ceiling far above.

			Amallyn merely glanced. ‘There is an opening. That may well be what we have to reach. The only question is… how?’

			Exactius interjected, ‘Gravimetric readings anomalous nearby. Investigation required.’ 

			It strode off without waiting for anyone to agree. With no better options the group followed. Once they reached the vertex where four plates conjoined, the cyborg stopped and seemed to be contemplating it.

			‘So, what, the gravity is going to shift when we walk across the line?’ Brakus looked over the juncture between the faces. It would be an unpleasant angle to walk up, but this part should be manageable even if it didn’t change over to be the new ‘down’. He went to cross the border.

			‘Direct personal experimen–’ the cyborg was hissing.

			It was too late.

			The next thing he knew he was falling. It was as if the whole chamber had turned around him, and now there was nothing to do but tumble into the sky. He gave a strangled cry that was cut off as the iron grip of a claw seized him by the leg right above his boot. He was dangling at the top of a new octahedron that dropped away beneath him, a fall of hundreds of feet or more. ‘Damn!’ he said, flailing, but there was nothing to grab. There was only the arm of the cyborg keeping him from plunging up – down – whatever it was. It would have been nice if that alloy limb didn’t seem so hauntingly spindly in this moment.

			Brakus was brought back over the line and the world reconfigured around him once more. He fell to his feet and toppled down to his knees. Deep breaths dissolved into coughs and he just slumped there for now, trying to let his heart slow.

			‘Personal experimentation contraindicated,’ finished the cyborg.

			‘Right. Thanks. Noted,’ Brakus gasped out. ‘What in the warp was that?’

			‘Entertaining?’ offered Maugra.

			‘Further data collection encouraged,’ said Exactius and indicated another one of the adjoining plates. It reached down and snagged a shell from Brakus’ bandolier, and he didn’t resist. Tossed to the other side, it thudded to the ground and simply rested facing them at an impossible angle. At that, the cyborg stepped across. ‘Ah,’ it commented.

			The xenos followed immediately. It took Brakus longer to gather his courage. Once he did he was immediately forced to fight a surge of nausea. It wasn’t what he’d expected. There was no sense of a shift in gravity this time. Instead it felt as though he’d simply stepped forwards on the same plane – and in the process everything else had shifted around him. 

			Maugra laughed as she looked around. ‘Not the sort of trickery you normally encounter in this realm.’

			‘Icositetrachoron,’ rasped Exactius.

			Brakus shook his head, trying not to vomit. His body certainly hadn’t appreciated the terror followed by this shift. ‘What? I don’t understand.’

			The cyborg motioned around. ‘Four-dimensional construct.’

			The huntsman sighed and scrubbed a palm over his scalp. His skin was hot even to his own touch, the fever eating at him now. He could feel his hand shaking as well. The strangeness of this place only disturbed and frustrated him. ‘Does this help us reach our goal?’

			Exactius inclined its head. ‘Application of polyhedral net allows mapping into three-dimensional terms.’

			Amallyn gestured ahead. ‘Lead the way, taibh-meirj.’ It was said with a certain sardonic tone, but the delivery lacked the raw contempt of the earlier epithet. Perhaps the cyborg had distinguished itself in her eyes. Brakus apparently had not, for she followed it up with, ‘Come, mon-keigh. Try to keep up.’

			They continued on a path set by Exactius. It seemed oddly wandering, moving from edge to edge with no apparent sense that Brakus could discern. The approach also seemed to be working, however. Each time they crossed a juncture they might as well have remained on a flat plane. Only the attitude and details of the chamber transfigured around them. It was as if each ‘new’ octahedron were a ghost and entirely real at the same time. It made Brakus’ head ache, but he couldn’t argue with results.

			That was until Exactius stepped across and immediately lost its balance.

			‘Miscalculation,’ it announced flatly, then toppled and began to tumble. It hurt the eyes to look at, but the cyborg appeared to be falling down an upward slope. Brakus lunged to try and grab it but missed by scant inches – a blessing, on reflection, as in his weakened state he’d probably just have been dragged down too. He had to hope that Exactius could save itself. As he watched, it dug the blade-digits on its hands and feet into the material of the slope.

			This did the work of slowing Exactius down and finally stopping it. It also kicked up sparks and dug great gouts into the strange material. Brakus took a deep breath of relief and reached for the rope on his belt, but before he could get it loose a terrible keening cut through the air.

			Amallyn clapped her hands to her sharp ears. ‘What is that ghastly sound?’

			Maugra was visibly in pain as well, but it seemed to drive her to new heights of alertness. She whirled this way and that, then stabbed the razor finger of her gauntlet off to the left. ‘There!’

			Brakus followed her direction and couldn’t help but stare. The stone surface was flowing like liquid, pulling back to reveal a tunnel of some kind. A quartet of metallic figures stepped with insectile grace through the opening. They had a curiously aquatic body balanced on thin tripod legs, an amethyst orb shining on their front like a single great eye.

			Brakus felt his blood chill. He had not encountered this threat himself, but he had heard of them: spindle drones. The keepers of the fortress and, at times, its cold guardians. Their appearance was seemingly arbitrary – far worse damage than Exactius had inflicted had not drawn them in the past. On other occasions, they would appear to accost intruders simply for setting foot in a place.

			‘Are they hostile?’ Amallyn asked warily, forced to endure the continued screech of the alarm to grab her weapon.

			She received her answer in the form of a blazing purple bolt of energy. One of the drones had opened fire and that seemed the signal for the others to join. The trio of explorers scattered for cover under the fire. The preternatural speed and grace of the aeldari served them well in avoiding the blasts on the way to protection. Brakus was not so fortunate. One of the shots struck him in the leg with a flash of pain. He was knocked off kilter and tumbled to the ground, crawling as fast as he could to get behind a nearby low wall.

			He’d been lucky; it had only been a glancing hit that scorched his shin. Brakus looked over to see Amallyn leaning from behind cover and lining up a shot. ‘Wait!’ he called.

			‘We can’t afford to!’ she shouted. ‘We must cover for the construct!’

			 A glance backwards showed him the truth of what she said. The odd geometry of this place meant Exactius was completely exposed as it dragged itself ‘down’ towards the edge. Amallyn hadn’t tarried for the sake of his agreement. The blast from her long rifle caught the drone right in its eye-orb and shattered it in a small explosion of purple fire. It collapsed, streaming smoke and sparks. In response, however, the keening rose in pitch and volume and the glow of the remaining three brightened.

			It was as he’d been told, then. The drones would only grow stronger the more of them were destroyed. Indeed, the pulse blasts were more energetic now. Brakus could hear the thudding impacts as they smashed into the wall he was behind. Then they stopped, and he risked a glance out. Maugra was drawing their fire, sprinting so fast she seemed a black-and-red blur. The pulses kicked up clouds of lavender sparks in her wake as she curved in a great arc.

			This was his chance. Brakus rose to one knee and braced his rifle on the wall in front of him, then lowered an eye to the scope. He carefully guided the reticle over the body of one of the drones and began to exhale as his finger squeezed the trigger. The moment stretched to eternity. Then the weapon roared and slammed into his shoulder, rocking his whole body. The drone burst in a spray of alien machinery. It fell to the side, legs kicking uncontrollably, then went still.

			Amallyn had not wasted the chance either. Another of the orbs exploded with the perfect accuracy that seemed her hallmark. They had invited attention back to themselves, however, and Brakus dropped behind his cover hastily. It wasn’t enough. The shot fired at him smashed clean through the low wall to his right and sprayed him with chunks of blackstone. He rolled away as quickly as he could. The remaining drone was tracking him along the wall and gaining fast, each blast punching through with that same explosive force. This one wasn’t going to just scorch him. He realised he was laughing as he scrambled along.

			Right as he ran out of time he heard a distinct impact from the direction of the drone. Maugra had closed as it focused on him and leapt right onto it. She punched down with the bladed gauntlets she wore, and those razor edges cared nothing for whatever strange alloy the machine was crafted from. The metal skin was carved away as if it weren’t there under lightning-fast strikes, coming apart in shards of metal and sizzles of purple energy.

			They’d neutralised the current threat, but the alarm hadn’t stopped. Brakus limped as fast as he could to the edge of the plate, where Exactius was just dragging itself over again. 

			The huntsman helped the cyborg up. ‘We need to hurry. It’s only a matter of time before more of those things are despatched, and they’re angry now.’

			‘Affirmative,’ acknowledged Exactius and set off with purpose.

			They reached the edge and crossed over. Once again everything shifted except for them. Only this time it was a return to the ‘first’ octahedron-chamber in which they had landed. The Steed of Mathurir was visible overhead, as though glued to the ceiling. Ahead of them was the ­opening that the aeldari had spotted, a triangular chute down into the floor.

			Amallyn was already heading towards it, but Brakus caught her by the arm, ‘Wait.’ She looked at his hand as though it were made out of sewage and he quickly retracted it, but said firmly, ‘I don’t know anything about extra dimensions or impossible shapes. But I learn my lessons.’ His words were broken up by a painful cough. He pointed at the chute as he struggled to finish the thought, finally managing, ‘And that’s too obvious. It’s a trap.’

			Exactius paused, perhaps conducting a scan. ‘Assessment accurate. Gravimetric anomaly detected.’

			Brakus nodded. ‘The moment you decide you’re safe in the fortress is the moment you die.’

			The cyborg crouched next to the opening and then crawled forwards, the alloy claws of its powerful hands digging into the blackstone itself. You could see the altered gravity take effect, as its legs stretched straight upwards from their point of view. Then it ‘climbed down’ out of sight. The others followed one by one; Brakus used the climbing tools from his kit. Such artifice was unnecessary for the aeldari. They were able to balance themselves with preternatural grace, bounding from one side of the chute to the other to propel themselves into the room beyond.

			The howling of the alarm faded behind them. The end of the chute led into a maglev transport, and Brakus felt himself relax just the slightest bit. At least this form of incomprehensibility he was used to. He stepped to the console with its array of bizarre controls. ‘I can try to take us towards where the derelict was located. Breathe while you can. There’s no telling what is along the way.’ The doorway sealed behind them as he set the mechanism into motion.

			The weariness of the journey to reach this point was already hitting Brakus more than he wanted to admit. Even this exertion had his chest burning and legs trembling. His vitality was far from its usual condition. Conversation seemed a welcome distraction, even if he had to try to make it with xenos and machines.

			‘So why did you all agree to this mission?’

			No one answered.

			He focused on Exactius with a sigh. ‘Come now. You know why I’m here. I’m going to die if we don’t do something about this scourge. You don’t even seem sick, though. So what’s in it for you?’

			‘Knowledge,’ was all the cyborg whispered. Brakus wasn’t sure if that was an admonishment not to pry or the answer. He glanced to Amallyn but she didn’t even look at him, all her attention seemingly focused on tweaking her elegant rifle.

			Maugra merely grinned her sharp-toothed grin at him. ‘I’m here for the same reason you are, mon-keigh.’

			‘You’re sick?’ the huntsman asked dubiously. Unhealthy wasn’t the word he’d have applied to her. Disturbingly vital, perhaps.

			The Hekatrix clucked her tongue disapprovingly. ‘No, no, not that pitiful pretence. I mean what really drives you.’ She stepped closer, and he felt the deep urge to retreat. There was nowhere to go in the close confines of the transport.

			Brakus couldn’t bring himself to look away. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

			‘Yes you do. You’re a primitive little beast, but I’ll give you credit. You haven’t made self-denial an artform like these two. I heard you laughing in the face of death back there.’ She reached forwards with the claw of the gauntlet and almost touched his forehead. ‘You’re lying to yourself here.’ The finger dropped to hover over his chest. ‘Not here.’

			Brakus tried to ignore the bleak certainty that the razor-edge of that claw could go right through him if she stepped forwards. ‘So what drives me – us, then, xenos? Enlighten me.’ He tried to sound scornful.

			She chuckled. ‘Living and dying. We want to live, to feel alive, and the only way we know to do that is to end the life of ­others.’ Maugra’s finger darted up in the blink of an eye and he cursed at a flash of pain. He clapped a hand to his chin. There was a single drop of his blood on the tip of the claw. ‘Blood, mon-keigh. Pumping or spilling. That’s the only truth.’

			 That was when the hatch cycled open to reveal a new chamber. His hand came away with only drips of red. A shallow cut at worst, and she’d already stepped away towards the exit. Exactius followed her with no evidence of interest in the exchange. Amallyn, however, had a strange emotion in her eyes. Something like sorrow, Brakus thought. Perhaps mourning. Not for him, but for the Hekatrix.

			The passage beyond was caught in an evening half-light. It ended in a T-junction, but that wasn’t what immediately captured the eye. Instead, it was the makeup of the walls, floor and ceiling. On one level they were very familiar, still composed of the smooth black stone that gave the fortress its name. Here, however, it had been polished to a mirror sheen.

			As they filed out of the deactivated transport, they could see their reflections all around them. The images were darkened and distorted into near-unrecognisability. Brakus stepped up to the wall and peered at his own warped image. It was like looking at his own ghost, he mused, then blew out a sigh at the morbid thought.

			With no other choices the group made their way to the junction, whereupon their plight became far clearer. Both choices of direction could be seen branching further as you looked down their extent. One choice became a dozen, and that was assuming there weren’t further deviations beyond what they could see.

			‘A labyrinth,’ Amallyn observed. ‘Odd.’

			‘It does seem surprisingly straightforward,’ Brakus noted warily. ‘One hand on the left wall and we’ll figure it out.’

			The aeldari ranger nodded. ‘If we could navigate the hyper-diamond, how would a mere maze stop us?’

			Brakus gave a weary chuckle and suppressed a cough. ‘You speak as though the fortress is actively trying to stop us. As if it thinks.’

			She glanced to him. ‘Are you so confident that it doesn’t?’

			The huntsman shook his head. ‘I am confident of nothing in this place, aeldari. What can we do but stay alert? The danger will present itself, and we must overcome it.’

			Amallyn motioned to the left. ‘Onwards, then.’

			They proceeded down the indicated passage. The only sound was the click of their tread against the polished floors. The key was always to stay to the left, Brakus told himself. Down this path to a dead end and back again, but always to the left. Don’t let this place unnerve and distract you. Even so, he couldn’t help a certain growing uneasiness creeping up between his shoulder blades. It was the feeling of being watched. He threw a hasty glance over his shoulder, but there was nothing there but his compatriots.

			Maugra whispered something to the right of him.

			‘What did you say?’ asked Brakus.

			The Hekatrix shot him an annoyed look. ‘I said nothing.’ Nevertheless she seemed uneasy too, her armoured hands flexing and relaxing rhythmically.

			They followed the left branch of another T-junction, but it ended. Yet when they turned around Brakus found himself looking at an L shape that went off to the left.

			‘Wait,’ the huntsman said with a frown. ‘Am I confused?’

			‘Negative,’ Exactius hissed coldly. ‘Configuration altered.’

			‘How are we to solve a changing maze?’ Amallyn asked.

			Maugra laughed, though there was little humour in the sound. ‘It seems this place knows the oldest rule of all – if you cannot win honestly, then cheat.’

			The ranger looked around but shook her head. ‘All we can do is press ahead. Come.’

			They moved up the passage and took the only option presented to them. Here it branched again, and again. ­Brakus heard the whispering again, this time behind him, but merely gritted his teeth. There was nothing there. The strangeness of the fortress did not end on the physical level. It was ­capable of twisting your mind and turning it against itself. What could he trust when he could not rely on his own senses?

			Caught up in his thoughts, Brakus had trailed to the rear of the group. Now, however, a new sound made itself known. He couldn’t place it at first. It was as if there were more of them walking than there should be. There, among the sound of their footsteps. Another set, just behind them. He tried not to focus on it, but now that he’d heard it he couldn’t ignore it. It seemed to be speeding up now. Closing in on them. His hand dropped to the pistol at his hip.

			‘Stop.’ It wasn’t him that spoke. It was Maugra. Her eyes were narrowed, fists clenched.

			‘You heard it too,’ he said softly. The Hekatrix nodded.

			Their pursuer had stopped with them. Brakus started to look back but Maugra stopped him with a gesture.

			‘Turn only if you don’t value your life,’ she whispered. The huntsman swallowed hard. He could have sworn he heard soft, mocking laughter.

			‘We have to keep going,’ Amallyn was at his side and staring back too. ‘Staying here won’t help.’

			Brakus nodded and followed along. The instant they continued, the footsteps returned. The whispers came with them. Just at the edge of hearing. Their tone mocking, barely perceptible. The footsteps accelerated. They couldn’t be more than a dozen feet behind now. He could feel the sweat on his back, the itch. Waiting for the strike.

			He couldn’t take it any more.

			Whirling, Brakus pulled his pistol and fired without even waiting. The roar of the pistol pounded at him in this confined space, left his ears ringing. There was only the input of his eyes, and he had trouble understanding what he was seeing.

			There was a reflection of him standing there, one of the distorted and ghostly darkling echoes that had surrounded them this whole time. A hole had been punched neatly through its midsection, cracks spidering out from the impact point as though the thing were made of glass. As he watched, it shivered apart and hit the ground like a falling pane, shattering into a cascade of shards. They immediately began to melt into the floor like chips of ice in warm water.

			More began to step from the walls. The masquerade was broken, it seemed, and now they were coming in earnest. They slid from the substance of the hall like living shadows, leaving no gaps or openings. They didn’t move like living things. Instead the impression was that of marionettes jerking and twitching their way forwards with alarming speed.

			Brakus didn’t dare look away to see what the others were doing. He tried to speak but it came out a dry rasp the first time. ‘Out.’ The second time was clearer. ‘Watch out! To arms! They’re coming!’

			‘They come from this side as well!’ called Amallyn. ‘Back to back! Stand together, and Khaine còmahlae rynn!’

			Seven of the translucent horrors were heading towards Brakus. Exactius stepped up beside him and drew its taser goad, the baroque weapon sizzling to life with blue arcs. The huntsman dropped to one knee and sighted in with his pistol. It spoke a thunderous cadence. Two shots caught the closest one and scattered it into a hundred pieces. The third bullet caught one in the head and broke it away completely, but the body lunged on uncaring of its decapitation. The fourth shot to the leg did the task, however. It fell forwards and broke into chunks that skittered across the floor.

			The fifth round blew an arm to bits, but the shadow-thing merely stopped and shoved the stump to the wall. When it drew back the limb was restored as though the damage had never happened. Now the Carnodon clicked empty and there was no time to reload, for the enemy was upon them. The closest came on lashing with its extremities. Then Exactius was there, the taser goad blocking each strike at inhuman speeds. The cyborg’s riposte caught the thing squarely and lightning leapt forth, staggering the other nearby foes while the main target shivered apart.

			Exactius had bought enough time for Brakus to draw his maul and lunge into the fray. He bowled right into one of the horrors with a sweeping arc, scattering its fragments in a glittering rain. Another was on him before he could recover. He twisted away from its grasp but wasn’t quite quick enough. The threat they posed became clear as its wicked talons carved through his shoulder plate and the flesh beneath as easily as air. He snarled through the pain and caught it a glancing blow with a hasty backhand swing that sent it staggering.

			Unfortunately their foe was incapable of fear or pain. It recouped in an instant and struck at Brakus’ face. He jerked his head out of the way enough that a line of fire on his cheek was the only cost. Without thinking he swiped with his free hand to try and knock the offending limb away. Instead of batting it aside, he caught it on the edge and it cut right through armour and into the meat of his forearm. Gritting his teeth he kicked the flat of its leg and it splintered satisfyingly. He stepped back as it toppled, to avoid any counter-attacks, then seized his chance as it hit the ground. An overhead strike finished it off to the musical tinkling of broken glass.

			Exactius had handled the last one in the meantime, but notches in the cyborg’s plated hide showed the enemy had not gone quietly. They whirled to assist the aeldari, but even as they turned Maugra was smashing the last one into slivers with an artful backfist. Amallyn stood with her power blade crackling in her hand. Both women were bleeding from cuts, but all of the mirror-fiends were destroyed.

			The quartet stared at each other with wild eyes, then Maugra laughed. ‘Is that all they’ve got?’

			Brakus winced. ‘Don’t you xenos know better than to tempt fate?’

			‘Some of us do. Too few, it seems.’ Amallyn’s voice was dark and she pointed off to the side. There in the murky reflection they could see a shadow-shape re-forming itself. ‘Run,’ she said.

			They set off as fast as they could, sprinting through the shining corridors. Brakus reloaded his pistol as he ran, even as blood ran down over his fingers from his sliced arm. One of the vitreous things stepped out of the wall ahead of them and he fired without slowing. It was a wild shot that only disintegrated the thing’s shoulder and made it stumble. The deadly arc of Amallyn’s power blade finished the job as they passed, however, neatly bisecting it. It fell apart as they ran on.

			Their escape came to a swift end only moments later. The hallway was sealed off before them. Brakus slumped against the wall as they pulled up to a halt, coughing uncontrollably as the exertion caught up with him. The others stared about futilely – no easy escape presented itself. If this was a trap, they were well and truly snared.

			‘Hostiles inbound,’ rasped Exactius, and assumed a combat stance. Sure enough, the mirror-things could be seen closing in down the hallway with their puppets’ gait. Amallyn gave a low hiss of rage and stowed her blade fin favour of her long rifle. A deadeye shot took one of the creatures apart. Yet if what they’d seen held true, it would re-form and return. Brakus looked around as his coughing finally came under control. There had to be something.

			That was when he noticed the hole in the wall next to him. He frowned at it and craned around to look. It must have been from that running shot. To his surprise, a hallway was visible through the gap. The wall itself was thinner than he’d imagined.

			‘Look,’ Brakus called to the others.

			Amallyn took a shot to topple another foe before risking a look. She seemed to assess the situation in a heartbeat. ‘Can we use it?’

			Maugra clapped her gauntlets together with a crunch. ‘Perhaps we could punch through to the hall beyond, stay ahead of them.’

			‘Perhaps,’ Brakus agreed. He shook his head frustratedly. ‘Still, there’s no guarantee there’s a way out at all. If only we could…’

			‘Could what, mon-keigh?’ Amallyn asked.

			Brakus looked up. What if the trick went even deeper? What if the entire maze was as insubstantial as that wall? He grinned fiercely. ‘What was that oldest rule, Maugra? I think it’s time we stopped playing by the rules ourselves.’ He raised his gun and emptied the magazine into the ceiling. The glassy surface shattered under the impacts, raining fragments down and revealing a pitch-black void beyond. The others stared at the opening and then looked to him. ‘Enough labyrinth. Up and out,’ he said.

			Maugra snickered. Then she leapt to the wall and sprang away lithely, landing on the roof. Amallyn followed suit just behind.

			Brakus stared. ‘I don’t think I can–’ 

			He was cut off as Exactius grabbed hold of him and leapt up with a single spring of its powerful legs.

			The labyrinth was laid out before them. From this perspective it was a great plane of blackstone, translucent enough to allow dim light from within. All around them there appeared to be nothing else but a great darkness, as though they stood under a starless night sky.

			‘Navigation simplified,’ conceded Exactius.

			‘Hopefully now we can find the exit more easily, and stay ahead of those damnable things.’ 

			Brakus took one step.

			Then gravity inverted and he was snatched from his feet upwards into the fathomless dark.

		


		
			Chapter 5

			Old Scars

			Brakus fell through darkness.

			There was no way to know how long he’d been falling. He had screamed in the first eternal second, but that basic fear was unsustainable. There was no frame of reference. No ground rushing up to meet him. No walls hurtling past. After that first heartbeat it was not the fall that terrified him.

			It was the helplessness.

			That was the thing that explorers couldn’t afford to understand. To survive here, it was necessary to conceptualise the fortress as a series of challenges. Overcome them one by one, and leave here rich. A maze or a monster, mythological in their underpinnings. Here, the truth was laid bare. In a moment of triumph the fortress had snatched him away and hurled him into oblivion. There was no way to overcome the Unfathomable, not really. In the end, his survival depended solely on the sufferance of powers beyond his comprehension.

			Brakus had known this terrible truth once before. In the face of the Devourer his people had done everything they could. They had fought tooth and nail. Confronted with the face of annihilation they had spat blood in its eye. Raw defiance. It hadn’t mattered. They had been washed away as surely as grains of sand upon the beach, and his home had died in flame.

			He landed hard, slamming into some dark surface.

			It drove the air from his lungs and left him wheezing helplessly as he tumbled down a midnight slope. All thought was driven from his head as he rolled to the bottom and landed in a painful jumble. Brakus lay gasping for air. Everything around was pitch-black and silent. The only sign that he hadn’t gone blind was the fact that he could see himself perfectly clearly. It was as if light fell upon him and him alone. 

			Slowly, painstakingly, he picked himself up. His limbs responded, and though he felt bruised and sore nothing seemed broken. The very fact of his survival seemed like mockery. He couldn’t have survived that fall by virtue of anything but artifice. Would his life ever really belong to him, after this? Or was he nothing but the fortress’ creature from this day forward? He shook the thoughts away furiously.

			He had lost the Carnodon and his maul in the fall, but both lay conveniently nearby. He collected them and took advantage of a chance to bind his various wounds. He felt a bit dizzy already, whether from illness or blood loss he couldn’t be sure. Eventually there was nothing left to do but limp into the darkness. 

			‘Exactius?’ he called into the dark. ‘Amallyn?’ He hesitated on the last name. Was this really the environment to be trapped with such a thing? Yet he found himself calling all the same, more afraid of the solitude. ‘Maugra?’

			No one answered. There wasn’t so much as a breath of air against his face to break the stillness. He staggered on for a time, calling and coughing in alternate turns. Surely he hadn’t been spared merely to die of the scourge on this pitch-dark plane? At last he fell to his knees in weariness and got out his canteen. He took a few gulps of precious water as he thought. There had to be something he could do.

			That was when Brakus saw it out of the corner of his eye. The glimmer of light in the distance. He turned that way and frowned, blinking. It didn’t vanish. There was something there; perhaps one of his comrades, similarly lost in this place. He gathered himself up again with a wince and set off. Just to be safe he drew his pistol and reloaded it. He never knew what form danger would take in this place.

			The distant spark resolved itself into a glow as he approached. He couldn’t stifle an incredulous laugh as he got close enough to make out what it actually was: a maglev transport. It sat incongruously in the darkness all by itself. He leaned against it and glanced inside. Sure enough, it was the same console he’d always seen, with its assortment of mysterious symbology.

			This presented a complication. The transports operated according to a scheme no one quite understood. They didn’t activate without passenger input, but you could never be sure where they would take you. Further, once used they deactivated for an indeterminate time. If he used it, he might never meet the others again. Worse, if they were somewhere in the dark too, he might be stranding them here.

			‘Anyone!’ he called out. ‘It’s Brakus! I have a way out!’ There wasn’t even an echo. His voice might as well have stopped a hand-breadth from his face. Perhaps it had. The fortress rarely felt the need to play by the rules. He snorted at himself. He had become one of those who treated this place like it was alive, apparently. If it was, it was the greatest predator of them all. How did one slay such a thing?

			Coughing overtook him again. Blood sprayed the stony floor with each agonising spasm. It wrung him out and left him panting and slumped against the side of the transport. Was there really any choice? He could not afford to wait here. He would only get weaker. He looked around one last time, but there was nothing save the darkness. If he was to go on, he would do it alone.

			Brakus stepped once more into the glow of the transport and programmed the console as best he could. The hatchway closed and he slid to the floor. His chest hurt. Truthfully, every inch of him hurt, but he could feel each breath like a flicker of flame in his lungs. Like breathing hot smoke. It reminded him of that last day. The last day of Nadeshda, his home.

			They’d been steadily driven back. Every defence had crumbled. Every hope had failed. Guard regiments from throughout the sector had poured in. A levee of bodies that had washed away all the same. What could you do against such an enemy? They grew stronger with death. If you killed ten of them and died yourself, they took the ground and there were eleven more of them the next day.

			By the end there hadn’t even been battle lines. Just small pockets of resistance that shrank with each passing hour, like water drying under a cruel sun. Ships launched constantly in a futile effort to save as many as they could. That was Brakus’ great shame, of course. He had fired every round he carried, and then he had run. Better men had stood with bayonets to buy another second. Better men had died.

			We’ll return some day, he had lied to himself. They’ll need every fighting man they can get, then. We’ll return and we’ll retake our world and butcher these monsters like they butchered us. Then he’d sat against the window as they’d risen into orbit. He’d watched as the great ships fired their payloads, and the world below dissolved into all-consuming flame. ‘Exterminatus’, they called it. A last purification when there was nothing that could be saved.

			The hatch was open again, he realised. He levered himself to his feet using his rifle. If this was the source of the scourge, what was he going to do? All of the proctor’s careful redundancies had failed after all, it seemed. The sickest, weakest, and least knowledgeable of all of them had reached their destination alone. He walked through the opening into the chamber beyond.

			It wasn’t the derelict.

			Brakus stood on a platform over which a brisk, cold wind blew. Before him lay a narrow path across a great chasm. It couldn’t have been wider than one of his boots. There was nothing else around.

			‘Another hazard,’ he muttered wearily. ‘Another trap. Another trick! I’m exhausted!’ His voice had risen with each word. He was shouting by the end. ‘Let me out! Do you hear me? I’m sick of your games!’ His words were strangled by wheezing and coughing. The only response was the steady flow of the wind, whistling up from the depths and over the platform. The narrow path waited.

			‘So be it,’ he said softly.

			He limped towards the walkway. The wind seemed to pick up the closer he got, snatching at his weapons and armour. It tugged at the bandages he’d wrapped around his wounds, causing spikes of pain. Brakus took a deep breath and stepped out onto the path. He was forced to edge along sideways over the depths of the abyss. Just don’t look down, he told himself. Just keep moving.

			The further he got, however, the more Brakus noticed something strange. The temperature of the wind was changing. It drifted from icy to chill and then on to lukewarm. Within a short span it had become outright sweltering. He had already been sweating from the anxiety of the passage, but now it began in earnest. The humidity was intense, as though he were caught in the breath of some massive thing. Still, he focused and inched onwards. Allowing the fortress to rattle him here could be a fatal mistake.

			That was when the screaming started. The sound was indistinct at first, but it sharpened rapidly. Wails of agony and fear echoing up from the depths, as though he stood at the edge of damnation. Mixed in were inhuman sounds. Shrieks and cries he had not heard in over a decade. Yet he still knew them well. The voices of the Devourer. This was not some random cacophony to strike fear into him. It was straight from his memories. It was the day his world died.

			‘Andradus,’ a voice said from beside him, and he froze.

			‘You’re not real. You can’t be real,’ Brakus whispered to himself. Nevertheless he couldn’t stop himself from turning his head to see. It was Raskin standing on the path back the way he’d come, just as he feared. His old spotter looked none the worse for wear, an impressive feat considering he’d been devoured by the tyranids. ‘You’re dead, Ras.’

			The other man grinned. ‘Details, details.’

			‘You’re just the fortress messing with my mind. Just like all of this.’ Brakus closed his eyes tightly. It was the hot wind from below, he told himself. That was what was stinging his eyes and drawing tears. ‘I’m sorry.’

			The spotter sounded curious. ‘Sorry for what?’

			Brakus forced himself to look at the man once more. ‘You did everything. You killed that gargoyle when it had us dead to rights, and you dragged me all the way back to camp. Then when Nadeshda was dying, we got separated. I couldn’t find you.’ The words came out easily, but sat wrong with Ras looking him in the eyes.

			‘No.’ That word was strangled. He clenched his fist and forced himself to continue. ‘No, that’s a lie. I didn’t even try. The last attack came, and I just ran.’

			‘Is that how you remember it?’ asked Ras.

			‘That’s how it was.’ Brakus looked down into the depths. He could almost see them down there, the writhing shapes. Swarms of tyranids. ‘I guess this is your revenge. Maybe that’s for the best.’

			‘I haven’t come to punish you, Brakus,’ Ras smiled sadly. ‘I’ve come to save you.’

			Brakus stared at him. ‘How?’

			The spotter gestured up the path, back the way that Brakus had come. The huntsman saw a glow there in the distance. A transport. ‘I’ll walk you out, old friend. Just like I did with the gargoyle. The transport will take you to an aperture where someone will find you. Everything will be all right.’

			Brakus found himself at a loss. A certain sick relief welled up in his gut. ‘I–’

			‘Eugh.’ It was a noise of pure disgusted contempt coming from the other side of him. Brakus turned to look so fast that his balance wavered. A disturbingly strong hand caught him by the shoulder, balanced him. ‘Careful there, mon-keigh. Slip here and that’s the end.’

			The Hekatrix, Maugra, stood there. Brakus blinked. ‘Is… that actually you, Maugra? Or just more mind games?’

			The aeldari grinned her sharp-toothed grin. ‘You’d be surprised how often I get asked that.’ She shrugged. ‘One way or another, I’m here to offer you a choice.’

			Brakus glanced to Ras. The man’s face was grim but he was silent, waiting. The huntsman looked back to Maugra. ‘I’m listening.’

			Maugra gestured onwards down the path, the way he’d been going. A glow was there as well, another transport. ‘Safety’s not what you crave. You know that. I’ll take you to killing like you’ve never seen. You have no idea the monsters hiding in the dark corners of this place. You could hunt them to your last breath.’

			Brakus looked down again briefly, nausea clenching his stomach as vertigo hit. ‘I’m already dying, though. This damn scourge…’

			‘Does that really matter?’ asked Maugra.

			‘Do you really want to live?’ asked Ras.

			Brakus looked to his old friend. ‘Of course I do!’

			Ras shook his head. ‘You’ve spent every day since Nadeshda died throwing yourself at killers. That’s not the path of someone who wants to live.’ The spotter smiled sadly. ‘We’re offering you the chance to decide how you die. You get to have what you’ve wanted, however you want it. Most people never get that lucky.’

			Brakus closed his eyes again. ‘I didn’t come here alone. The others–’

			‘What of them?’ Maugra asked exasperatedly. ‘Do you know if they live? Do you actually care?’ She pointed down. The view had changed. He could see the derelict now, slowly being devoured by the fortress. Three tiny figures were heading towards it from one direction. From the other came a host of dark shapes. Vile things, come to claim the scourge for themselves.

			‘They don’t stand a chance,’ whispered Brakus in horror.

			‘They never did. Neither do you,’ said Ras sadly.

			‘I promised to help. Not just them. The people on Precipice. My friends,’ Brakus said.

			‘You don’t have friends,’ sneered Maugra. ‘Friends are companions through life. Death is a path you walk alone.’

			‘Besides,’ Ras said, ‘they’re all down there, with the dead and the dying. You don’t want to go down there.’

			Brakus could hear them now. Danira’s voice mixed in with the screams. Captain Draik suffering with the damned. Even the broken machine bleating of Exactius. All those lives consigned to the flame. Precipice would go the way of Nadeshda and so many other places before it.

			Ras sighed softly. His voice was gentle as he said, ‘You couldn’t have saved anyone on Nadeshda. You can’t save anyone here. You don’t control the outcomes, Brakus. You never did.’

			Brakus nodded slowly. ‘I suppose that’s true.’ He looked to Ras again. ‘You said I get to decide how it ends, though.’

			Ras nodded. ‘A blessing, surely.’

			Brakus looked between the two. ‘And you offer me a final peace, or slaughter until the end? You’re right, I think. I’ve spent all this time chasing self-destruction.’ He swallowed once, hard. ‘I can’t go back.’ Maugra grinned hungrily, but he held up a hand. ‘But I won’t give in to mindless slaughter.’ Brakus sighed. ‘If this is the end, I have to make a stand. Even if it amounts to nothing.’

			‘And if you fail?’ they asked simultaneously.

			‘Then I’ll die. But I’ll die trying. That’s what I should have done for Nadeshda. That’s what I’m going to do now.’ Brakus closed his eyes one last time and summoned his courage. ‘I choose to fight.’

			He fell back into the abyss. The heat and the screams and the howling of the wind rose to a fever pitch. Then darkness claimed him.

		


		
			Chapter 6

			Isha’s Lament

			The darkness was warm and comforting. He felt sure that beyond this cocoon pain awaited. It seemed a shame to hurry to face it.

			‘Brakus Andradus.’ The voice was a cold rasp. It punched through the pleasant stillness and started to drag him towards the light. Grudgingly, he obliged. There was work to be done, he sensed.

			Brakus opened his eyes and gazed up into the alloy cranium of Exactius-ζ94. Several sensor probes were trained on him and the cyborg was crouched over him. The huntsman coughed and winced as the pain in the rest of his body dutifully came rushing back in. Every inch of him throbbed as if he’d been beaten with a stick.

			‘Exactius,’ he managed to say. His voice didn’t sound much better than the cyborg’s. ‘I never thought I’d say this, but you’re a sight for sore eyes.’ Brakus levered himself up to a sitting position and saw the two aeldari standing nearby. Maugra watched with evident amusement, while Amallyn looked on ahead. ‘You’re all here.’

			‘Affirmative,’ the cyborg responded.

			‘What happened?’ Brakus asked.

			‘Your guess is as good as ours.’ Maugra shrugged. ‘We made it to the top of the labyrinth and we all got snatched away. Then one way or another we all woke up here.’

			Brakus took a second to absorb his surroundings. They were on a winding stony path between high walls. What caught the eye, however, was the profusion of colour. Everything still seemed to be the same blackstone material as always, but strange lights writhed beneath the surface in waves. It was like watching auroras flare and wave in rock. He’d never seen the like.

			‘Where is here, exactly?’ Brakus asked.

			‘Can’t you feel it?’ Amallyn spoke finally. ‘We’ve reached the source of the scourge. The blackstone is reacting to its growing power.’

			Now that she mentioned it, there was a strange heaviness to the air. It was like the calm before a storm. Brakus gathered his legs under him and stood unsteadily. He was forced to balance with a hand on Exactius and gave it an apologetic look, but the cyborg didn’t react. ‘So what happened to all of you after the labyrinth?’

			Exactius and Amallyn said nothing. Maugra smirked, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes when he looked at her. 

			‘Glad we’re all on the same page,’ muttered Brakus. ‘Well, I had… I don’t know. But if what I saw was even marginally correct, we need to hurry and finish our task here.’

			‘Why?’ Amallyn asked.

			‘Because we might not be the only ones after the derelict.’ Brakus took account of his weapons, relieved they were still intact and with him. ‘The Archenemy may come for it as well.’

			Amallyn appeared troubled. ‘That is… possible,’ she conceded. ‘It is radiating enough etheric power at this point that many sensitives might be able to hone in on it.’

			‘Chances of repurposing by hostiles?’ enquired Exactius.

			The aeldari ranger looked away. ‘Corruption towards foul ends is what the Primordial Annihilator does best.’

			Brakus nodded. ‘Then as I said, we should hurry.’

			The group set off at a brisk pace along the winding path. Soon they emerged from the odd canyon they’d been in to find themselves before an incredible vista. The ancient ship lay before them. Its nose was still sunk into the blackstone, and great tendrils of the alien material curled in from the roof and the walls to connect to the hulk like the tentacles of some feeding beast. All of the stone burned with the same colours as the canyon, a shimmering display of opalescent light that dazzled the eyes.

			‘Isha’s Lament,’ whispered Amallyn. Her voice was thick with emotion. It drew Brakus to glance over his shoulder at her, but her head was tilted so that her hood shadowed her face. ‘Come. Let us do what must be done.’

			The sense of power in the air only grew stronger as they got closer. Scintillating motes drifted free from the stone around them and hovered away. One of them floated close to Brakus and he could feel his hair stand on end, drawn towards it. It tingled disturbingly and he navigated around them as carefully as he could from that point. They might be harmless, but he preferred not to find out the hard way.

			‘How are we going to get into the ship?’ Brakus asked. ‘Last time we got dropped in from above.’

			‘Ingress possible by anomalous mineral formation,’ noted Exactius, indicating one of the stone tendrils. It rose from the ground at what seemed to be a manageable slope, reaching up to a breach in the hull.

			‘Simple,’ shrugged Maugra.

			Brakus sighed as he eyed the narrow bridge of material. ‘Right. Simple.’

			They each made their way up the precarious path. For the aeldari it might as well have been a wide boulevard, and Exactius handled it with its own calculated grace. Brakus edged his way up and over as fast as he could, and tried not to think of the nightmare experience from earlier. By the time he reached the opening into the ship, the others were already looking around. 

			There was no way to avoid the energy discharges completely here at the source. Humming ribbons of rainbow light darted from surface to surface with mercurial speed. It painted the explorers in a fantastical array of colours. As he arrived on the bridge, he saw that Amallyn’s adaptive camouflage cloak seemed to have given up completely in the face of this resplendence. The aeldari lingered among the consoles and traced her fingers across their smooth surfaces. There was no hiding her face in this luminous storm, but the emotions warring there were complex beyond Brakus’ understanding.

			‘What does this place mean to you? Why do you call it Isha’s Lament?’ he couldn’t help but ask.

			‘Because that is its name, or the barbaric simplification thereof.’ Perhaps it was the time or the place, but she did not simply brush him aside with contempt. Instead, she elaborated. ‘Isha is – or was – one of our gods. The mother of my people and the bringer of life. We have not always lived up to her example.’ She reached up to brush a single tear from her cheek. ‘No, at times our hands have dripped with blood instead, I am afraid.’

			‘Your people made this ship,’ Brakus realised. He could see it now in the lines of the ship, in the jewels that decorated it. They weren’t a perfect match for the ranger or her ship, but they echoed the same source. The colours swarmed around them, etheric energy crackling. The universe drifted. For a heartbeat, he could almost see it. 

			The crew with all their alien grace moving about their stations. Proud and cruel. As pitiless in their power and glory as a star that burned too bright and scoured the worlds in its orbit. A planet lay below, a pristine marble gleaming in the void. Defiance. Rebellion. The scourge a tool to bring them to their knees. 

			‘It was a weapon.’ Brakus looked to Amallyn, and she too refracted and drifted in this strange and otherworldly light. The psychic energy that flooded the ancient vessel connected them and offered glimpses of an alien life. He saw a place that she held dear, a ship beyond the scope of any vessel he’d ever heard of. Darkness crawled within it, tore at it, tried to devour it from within. A cure had come, of sorts, but one that destroyed as much as it saved. Her home left broken, perhaps dying. The desperate thought of saving it had brought her to the fortress in the first place. ‘You think the power of this place can help you?’

			Then the moment was gone, and he found himself under a fierce glare. Whatever ephemeral vulnerability had struck her fled just as quickly. ‘Do not presume to grasp things that are beyond you, mon-keigh. You would not understand.’

			Brakus thought of the weight of sorrow he had seen her carry, and the pain he still felt over the death of his world. He dismissed it just as quickly. She was right, for all the wrong reasons. What could a human ever truly have in common with a perfidious xenos? It would suit the aeldari to have made such a monstrous weapon and lost control of it. Pretending to greater wisdom than they possessed was said to define them.

			‘At least tell me you actually know how to disarm it,’ Brakus said.

			‘Obviously,’ Amallyn snapped. Then she hesitated. ‘It should be relatively simple.’

			‘Should be?’ Brakus asked.

			Derisive laughter echoed from Maugra’s direction. ‘Has the asuryani oversold her expertise?’ She was lounging against the wall nearby, watching with a mocking leer. ‘Such a pity to come all this way on false pretenses.’

			Brakus looked between them, gritting his teeth. ‘This is an aeldari ship! One of you must know how to control it.’

			‘I will manage it,’ Amallyn said fiercely. ‘It will work. The removal of psi-reactive artefacts from the vessel’s continuity activated the psychogenic field. Restoring the artefacts is the clear first step. After that, we just…’ She trailed off and gestured around.

			‘What? Destroy it? Wouldn’t that work?’ Brakus demanded.

			‘No!’ Amallyn said. ‘No. That wouldn’t work. The weapon is self-sustaining once activated. We need to trigger a counter-pulse that will purify the area.’

			‘How do we do that?’ the huntsman asked.

			‘The control must be on the bridge somewhere.’ Amallyn reached into her cloak and brought out three items. The chalice, the bracer, and an orb that must have come from Exactius. Draik, it seemed, had taken nothing while they were here. The aeldari ranger carefully placed them each where they had been found. ‘There, the items. They’re back. You see? Only one step remains, and there’s no sign of the enemy. We have plenty of time to activate the countermeasure.’

			‘False,’ rasped Exactius. It was standing at a porthole by the far side of the ship where they’d come in.

			‘What? Why?’ asked Brakus, his heart sinking.

			The cyborg nodded to the porthole. ‘Belligerent force inbound. Estimation of company strength. Tactical assessment – minimal chance of victory.’

		


		
			Chapter 7

			Onslaught

			The others hurried to various viewpoints to see for themselves. Exactius had not exaggerated. A dark mass of twisted soldiery was flowing in their direction from the other side of the cavern. They came in measured ranks with colours on display, an ominous show of discipline from the often anarchic forces of the Archenemy. It reminded Brakus of a formation of the Astra Militarum marching to war, and the comparison chilled him.

			Brakus looked to Amallyn as he readied his rifle. ‘Whatever you need to do, I suggest you do it quickly. We’re officially running out of time.’ He turned to the other two. ‘We have to buy her time to deactivate the scourge. They’ll be trying for breaches in the hull. I can harass them from up here and slow them down. Can both of you go down to the lower levels and hold them off?’

			Exactius simply nodded and turned, stalking off towards the passages down.

			Maugra chortled. ‘Now, this? This promises to be a slaughter worth the journey.’ She reached into a pouch at her hip and drew out an elaborately decorated syringe. She immediately plunged the needle into one of the gaps in her bodysuit. There was a soft hiss as the payload discharged into her body. Then she grinned widely. The dark core of her eyes spread like smoke until the whole of the orbs were like windows into the abyss. ‘Care for a tincture, mon-keigh?’

			‘I’m not some penal world deadbeat, Maugra. Get to your task.’

			‘As you say. I’m off to dance in Hekatii’s honour.’ She chuckled and did a lazy backspring off to disappear into the depths of the ship as well.

			Brakus watched her go to be sure she did not linger behind him, and shuddered. Every time he learned about something new that walked the stars, he ended up wishing he knew less. With a shake of his head the huntsman stepped over to one of the rents in the wall facing the oncoming forces. ‘Time to greet our visitors,’ he muttered to himself.

			He sighted in on the enemy. His initial impression of corrupt Guardsmen rang true on closer inspection. They wore battered flak and most carried lasguns, though he saw flamers and assorted close-quarters weapons as well. He could even still see the old markings of their devotion, unit insignias and Imperial aquilae, defaced and marked over with tributes to dark powers. Perhaps they had looted the dead and desecrated their spoils, he told himself. It was more comforting to imagine than Imperial forces falling wholesale into such ruin.

			The best approach, he resolved, was to treat it like he was back in the war. Thus he used precious seconds to decide on terrain features as range markers and divided the area into sectors. The temptation was to try and target leadership, but it was hard to place who was in charge. Old rank markers had been scratched out in some places or scrawled over with esoteric new symbols in others. Some mounted racks of trophy skulls and other grim totems on their shoulders. Brakus felt as likely to take out a grunt as a commander. He would have to prioritise differently.

			The flamethrowers would do deadly work if the enemy was allowed to bring them to bear. That would be a good place to start. Calmly he eased the reticle over the first among them. Slowly exhaling, he squeezed the trigger with gently increasing pressure. That familiar thunder rang out, echoing through the cavern like the first peal of a storm. The shot took the traitor in the chest and punched out through his back in a spray of blood and promethium.

			The response was immediate. The hostiles scattered to cover amidst a flurry of shouts. Whoever they were, they were well trained. They didn’t know where the shot had come from, but they didn’t waste any ammunition firing in random directions. None of the other flame troopers were out in the open as easy targets. Brakus didn’t let that stop him. One of their foes up front had a particularly disgusting display of faces stretched on racks mounted on his back. ‘A stand out, wonderful. Thanks for volunteering,’ Brakus whispered to himself.

			A moment later his second shot burst that man’s head like a ripe melon. That was enough for them to get a general idea of where the attack was coming from. Their reaction was rapid. The whip-crack of las-fire filled the air in controlled bursts. Sizzling streaks of red laser light began pounding likely spots on the ship. A few scorched the gap Brakus was using, filling the air with a foul stench as the xenos hull burned. Using this suppressive fire as cover, the advance of their units resumed on a squad-by-squad basis.

			The incoming fire was sparse enough still that Brakus decided to risk one more shot. Another enemy was kind enough to volunteer: a woman who leapt to the top of her cover and exhorted her fellows on with a wave of her sword. Her promising career of treason was cut short by an oversized shell to the torso that nearly tore her in half. She toppled backwards among her fellows in a cascade of gore. What startled Brakus was that the soldiers barely faltered, gathering themselves and advancing anyway while drenched in the charnel of their compatriot.

			Someone must have seen the muzzle flash that time. Shouts rang out among the enemy troops and the suppressing fire narrowed alarmingly to focus on his location. Brakus was forced to duck away as ruby las-light crackled through the opening and left the gap glowing a forge-fire red. He ­scrambled for a new vantage point, and in the process ­spotted Amallyn rushing from console to console. That gave him an idea.

			‘Aeldari! Your assistance!’ he called as he slid into place beneath a broken porthole.

			‘I am somewhat occupied, mon-keigh!’ she snapped.

			‘This will only take a second.’ Brakus pointed over to an opening at the far end of the bridge. ‘Go draw their fire, buy me a little room to operate and convince them there are two snipers.’

			Amallyn glanced to the indicated site and sighed. ‘Very well.’ 

			She flowed over to the point with alien grace and speed. She was soon choosing her own target and Brakus hastily followed suit. One of the flame soldiers was out in the open, part of a group making the push towards the base of the derelict. That angled his shot nearly straight down. It must have torn through the fuel supply – by the grace of the Emperor the hit ignited the promethium tank and turned the man into a living firework that sprayed blazing fuel over several of his fellow traitors.

			Brakus saw some of Amallyn’s work out of the corner of his eye: an energy beam took one of the traitor Guard clean through the eye and he collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. Their combined efforts had the effect that he’d hoped: the enemy was being forced to divide their suppressive fire. One of the corrupt soldiers was rearing back with a grenade to throw when another of her beams cut right through his wrist. The explosive fell to the ground and detonated, scattering chunks of that soldier and a few others in a rain of charnel.

			Amallyn ducked away from her vantage point. ‘I have to get back to the controls!’

			Brakus waved her on. ‘Do what you have to. You did…’ he coughed and pounded his chest to clear it, ‘well.’

			She seemed about to scoff, but finally just gave him a tiny nod and darted off. Brakus turned once more to his work. Truth be told, he was astounded at how little impact they’d had on the enemy’s cohesion. The sense of purpose behind the advance had hardly flagged. He was struck by the strange sense that they were being driven forwards by an even greater threat behind them. Unable to shake the thought, he shifted his gaze to the rear of the enemy formation. He was alarmed by what he saw.

			A pair of massive nine-foot brutes were wading forwards, their bellowing and their mass encouraging any stragglers to find their courage. Brakus recognised them immediately as ogryns, much like the bullgryns that the proctors used as enforcers on Precipice. They were known for their simple loyalty, but these had clearly been twisted to dark purpose. Their flesh was corrupted with strange growths, patched with scales and insectile carapace. Each carried a maul as big as a man, which they swung in easy arcs as though they were kindling.

			As formidable as those beasts appeared, they were merely the guardians of another foe. Striding between them with an air of domineering power was a figure in a black storm coat. In one hand he carried a bolt pistol. The other was clad in a great gauntlet that sizzled and arced with the energy of a power field. His face was disfigured by dark symbols branded right into the flesh, but it did nothing to stop his dark charisma. His presence struck like a lash and drove the enemy on. Nor did he stop there. Even as Brakus watched, a soldier refused to leave cover. The enemy champion raised a bolt pistol and executed the trooper without hesitation. Nearby foes redoubled their advance, as though trying to leave their master behind.

			Brakus had operated alongside the Imperial Guard as his world fell before the Devourer. He had seen the cold-eyed custodians who saw to their morale and zeal. The thought that formed in his mind seemed blasphemous merely to conceive, but he could not help himself. What he saw offered no other explanation. 

			‘A fallen commissar,’ he whispered. His skin crawled. To imagine such a driven soul twisted into the service of the Ruinous Powers was terrifying. A fearsome champion indeed. An enemy that must be destroyed.

			If Brakus could kill the traitor commissar, breaking the enemy’s morale might become a viable option. He lined up the shot with practised ease. The roar of Memoriam echoed out once more. It should have been an easy shot. Instead, with unnatural awareness one of the twisted ogryns leapt in the path of the bullet. It splattered through the meat of the beast’s shoulder and staggered it, but it was still on its feet. The counter-fire was withering and drove Brakus from his position once more.

			He scrambled along the floor to find another position to snipe from. Whatever warp trickery bound those ogryn into safeguarding their master was obviously very effective. He might have to kill them before he could take down the commissar. Brakus rose up at the next gap and rested the rifle across it. Luckily the massive brutes did make the enemy leader easy to find. They were closing in on the ship. Distant blasts rocked the floor, marking attempts to force entry.

			Someone must have already spotted him down below. Las-fire was raking his position. His heart pounded. 

			‘Steady. Find them with your scope.’ 

			The voice was only in his head, the echo of a long-ago time. It calmed him just the same. Brakus put his eye to the scope. 

			‘Prepare to fire.’ 

			He placed the reticle over the head of the first monstrously corrupted abhuman. 

			Time slowed down and he absorbed a thousand details as he exhaled slowly. Great horns had burst from the creature’s head at some time in the past. Someone had decorated the growths with a razor wire crown. He felt a strange sense of pity for it. Ogryns were moronic at best and childlike in their naivety. They had been misled. Sadly, even rabid hounds must be silenced.

			‘No wind,’ whispered that old voice. 

			Brakus fired. It was a beautiful shot that took the towering mutant right between its eyes. It fell like a toppled tree. Simultaneously, a las-blast caught Brakus in the left shoulder and sprayed burning sparks into his face. He spun away with a cry of pain, desperately slapping at the still-smouldering crater scored into his armour.

			The panic died away slowly. He was lucky the flak had taken the worst of the hit. The full energy of the blast could have carved his arm away completely. It hurt, even so. He grimaced and worked his left arm a few times. It still seemed to work, blessedly. Time to get back to–

			The entire ship shook and rattled as a heavy crunch echoed through it, chunks of hull and clouds of dust raining down through the shimmering currents of energy in the air. Brakus skidded several feet as the floor canted unexpectedly, and even the sure-footed Amallyn stumbled slightly.

			‘Damn,’ Brakus coughed out. ‘They must have blasted a way into the ship!’

			Amallyn looked around grimly. ‘They were going to find their way in eventually. The others will have their hands full now.’

			Brakus risked a quick glance out of the window again. The commissar and the second ogryn had vanished and more and more of the troops were disappearing from sight below, presumably pouring into the ship. ‘I need to go and help them.’ He looked to Amallyn. ‘We’ll give you as long as we can.’

			The aeldari nodded, but her focused gaze did not move from the controls that her hands hovered over. ‘I will find the answer. I must.’

			Brakus left her to her task and sprinted on through the ship. The damage the derelict had suffered seemed to have destabilised the energy field. The arcing ribbons of light often fizzled out now and dissolved into a spray of sparks. Strange voices and echoes of days long past floated on the air. Patches of ashy darkness spiralled through the hull with a sound eerily like screams, and the air felt cold. The sorcerous power behind the scourge had been dangerous when carefully focused. There was no telling what would happen if it surged undirected. The huntsman had heard dark tales of places where the warp bled over, unconstrained, into reality. He did not care to be here and witness it first-hand.

			The sounds of battle grew up ahead as Brakus ran. The spaces of the ship narrowed into winding corridors, and soon he came upon more clear signs that this was where the others had chosen to make their stand. Here a sprawled-out traitor with his throat sliced by a keen blade. There a pair of them laid out and covered in electrical burns. It was a good decision, tactically – the narrow confines would keep the enemy’s numbers from overwhelming them instantly.

			Three of the enemy footsoldiers came howling around the corner, cutting his thoughts short. It was a chilling thing to see them up close. All exposed skin was networked with ritual scars and burns. Their armour was daubed with blood and paint in crude runes that hurt the eyes, and their flesh was twisted in a mockery of human purity. Two carried lasguns while the last carried a laspistol in her left hand and a rust-flecked chainsword in her right.

			Brakus didn’t hesitate, firing his rifle from the hip immediately upon seeing them. The bullet pulped the stomach of the frontmost soldier and caught the one in the rear through the left arm. The first folded around the mortal wound and crumpled to the ground, while the latter staggered away with a cry of pain, pistol falling from nerveless hands. The untouched gunman opened fire in a burst of laser light. 

			Brakus could feel the heat of the beams as he dove to the side, forced to drop his rifle in the scramble. He came up with his pistol drawn and fired two shots. Both tore craters in the gunman’s chest, and that enemy toppled backwards. The last one standing came on with her chainsword roaring for blood. Brakus ducked beneath the first swing and the teeth dug into the wall with a scream and a shower of sparks. The huntsman scrabbled away and fired blindly behind him in a desperate attempt to buy time, a lucky hit punching through the woman’s shin as she wrenched the chainsword loose.

			The traitor lost her balance and staggered into the wall, narrowly avoiding being eaten into by her own deadly blade. She forced herself up with her wounded left hand, but by that time Brakus had his shock maul out. He came on in a blaze of desperate aggression. The corrupted soldier parried the first strike, but Brakus took that opportunity to kick her in her mangled shin. She screamed and crumpled and he brought the maul up and swung it down with all his might in an overhead strike. The blow struck home with a meaty thud and the fight was over.

			Brakus slumped against the wall, panting for breath. Blood had sprayed across his face and he wiped it away with a shudder. Give him a sniper rifle any day. This close-in work was better left to the butchers. Still, there was nothing for it but to forge on. These enemy troopers had got past the others, and that might mean they were being overrun. He was retrieving his rifle when a new spasm of coughing seized him. It drove him to his knees, and his own blood mixed with that of the slain traitor. His weary arms couldn’t hold him up and he slid to the floor, wheezing and rattling.

			Finally it ended and he took a shaky breath. Time was running out for him. Wearily he dragged himself to his feet and grabbed Memoriam and slung it, then reloaded his ­pistol and hurried on.

			The sounds of strife grew louder as he hastened through the winding corridors, yet the inhuman nature of the ship made it unnervingly hard to place them. There were no right angles in the corridors, only flowing lines and rounded hatchways. The sounds echoed in strange ways and mixed with the warp-spawned sounds of other times and places. Thus it came as a surprise when he burst from a narrow corridor into a juncture for several, only to find a battle ongoing.

			Exactius was locked in conflict with half a dozen assailants. An equal number of dead foes were strewn about already. The teeth-aching whine of its taser goad sounded to the accompaniment of screams and sizzling. Scorch marks and scrapes showed where the cyborg’s alloy hide had turned away blows. A limp, and a rent on its leg leaking black fluid, revealed where it hadn’t.

			If Brakus was surprised to see them, they were too preoccupied to even notice him. He took the chance to shoot two in the back. The next had started to realise the danger and turn, but only did so in time to catch a maul to the face and get spun around in a burst of teeth and blood. Exactius was sweeping the legs out from another as Brakus moved in, stomping with a blade-clawed foot to finish the job. A traitor with a face covered in obscene tattoos lunged at Exactius with a sword, but the blade rebounded from the metal of the cyborg’s back with a clang. 

			Brakus returned the favour, smashing the traitor in the side with his maul. The blunt weapon’s capacitors crackled amidst the snapping of ribs and the man collapsed to the floor in a spasming heap. The last of the enemy, driven by terror or madness, went for a grenade. Right as she pulled the pin, Exactius caught her by the face and lifted her off the ground, hurling her bodily down a tunnel with hydraulic strength. The blast of the detonation washed over them seconds later, staggering them both.

			Exactius turned to Brakus and made a strange interlaced knuckles gesture with its hands. ‘Assistance timing – optimal,’ it rasped.

			‘Glad to be of service,’ wheezed Brakus. ‘Have you seen Maugra?’

			‘Location unknown. Enemy presence has demanded full processing capacity.’

			Brakus nodded. ‘There’s more on the way, I’m betting. We need to find–’

			His sentence was cut short by the bellow of a behemoth. The rapid, thudding footsteps that followed made clear the danger they were in. It was storming up a corridor towards them, face twisted into a snarl of mindless rage. Brakus emptied the magazine of his pistol at it, but the impacts didn’t even slow it down. Desperate, he dove away, shouting, ‘Ogryn, beware!’ to Exactius.

			The mighty abhuman burst out of the tunnel into the room. The smaller confines of the ship forced it to hunch, but that didn’t make the crushing sweep of its bludgeon any less deadly. Brakus’ terrified dive carried him beneath the murderous impact of the blow, but Exactius’ damaged leg slowed it down too much. Instead, the cyborg raised its taser goad in a last-ditch guard, and machine durability met mutant power in a titanic impact.

			Lightning arced in all directions as the goad shattered into a hundred fragments. The force of the blow lifted Exactius off its bionic feet and hurled it into the wall with a metallic crunch. Before the cyborg had any chance to recover, the massive claw that made up the ogryn’s right arm had slammed into place and pinned it against the hull. The club reared back for a finishing blow against the helpless cyborg.

			This was likely his only chance to run, Brakus knew. He bared his teeth in grim defiance. Not this time. He would not abandon his comrade to face this bitter fate alone. Instead he drove himself to his feet, lunged forwards with the shock maul and swung with all the force he could muster, aiming for the back of the ogryn’s knee. It felt like striking a stone wall, rattling the weapon from his grip. Still, the force of the blow and the electrocution was enough to buckle the giant’s leg.

			The ogryn fell to its knee with a roar of pain and rage and whirled on Brakus, forgetting Exactius in its fury. The backhanded strike lacked anything like the force of the earlier clash. Thus it only had enough strength behind it to break Brakus’ left arm with a crisp crunch. His world dissolved into unthinking agony, a single crystalline moment of horrifying pain. It tore a scream from the huntsman as the impact sent him tumbling along the floor to fetch up against the wall. He hit hard and lay there wheezing, dazed and unable to do anything but watch.

			The ogryn’s hold on Exactius had loosened while the creature was busy, letting the cyborg fall to the ground. That was all the opportunity the Mechanicus warrior needed. It produced a weapon from a compartment in its leg, raising it in the blink of an eye. It was a gun of curious artifice, nothing like Brakus had ever seen before. It fired and a stream of metal darts erupted forth. This flood of razors caught the corrupted abhuman full in the face. In an eyeblink they had chewed flesh and bone to carrion.

			The great brute gave a single wet gurgle and slid backwards to the ground. Exactius kept the weapon aimed at it for a long moment, ready, before lowering it to step over  the brute’s body and head towards Brakus.

			‘What?’ the huntsman managed to choke out.

			‘Flechette blaster. Ammunition limited, potentially irreplaceable in this location. Use restricted to tactical necessity,’ the cyborg rasped flatly.

			‘Ah,’ Brakus said as it helped pull him to his feet. ‘I’m glad this met the criteria.’

			His arm pulsed with agony and he could see the shock maul where it had fallen over by the monster’s corpse. He took a limping step in that direction. Then a bolter shell punched into Exactius’ side and detonated, disintegrating most of the cyborg’s torso. 

			Idiot was all Brakus could think as his comrade fell against him and they both collapsed to the floor. He had known the traitor commissar was with the ogryn earlier. In his fear and pain he had forgotten to be wary.

			Pinned to the ground under the weight of his devastated ally, Brakus desperately struggled to free himself. Heavy boots trod closer, clearly in no hurry. With his arm broken, there was no way the huntsman would ever be able to shift Exactius in time, and even if he had, his pistol was empty and his shock maul lay across the chamber. There was nothing to do but face his fate.

			‘Emperor flense your traitor’s soul,’ he spat weakly at the dark figure as it stepped over him. It paused only briefly at his imprecation and gave a low, cruel laugh. He could make out the little nightmare details, now. The brand across its face was no old scar; the edges were blistered and boiled as if just burned. The slit pupils of its inhuman gaze. The tooth-filled maw on the back of the hand that held the bolt pistol, as it rose to point at his face.

			That was when a shadow struck with inhuman speed. Obsidian blades slashed and the commissar’s arm abruptly terminated at the wrist, a gout of foul blood spraying over Brakus’ face.

			‘Forgive me for interrupting,’ Maugra noted. ‘But this,’ she waved a hand at the collapsed pair, ‘was simply too pathetic a display to endure any longer.’

			The corrupt champion had fallen back with a hiss of surprise and pain, but recovered with the speed of the damned. It came on with a mighty swing of its power fist. Yet the Hekatrix leapt out of the way with casual contempt, backflipping out of reach and grinning. More troopers were arriving in the commissar’s wake, yet it waved them on with cold rage. ‘Find the bridge. I will show this xenos the fury of the gods.’

			‘You have some mettle. Good.’ She spread her arms wide, an invitation. ‘Let us dance.’

			The power fist was a mighty weapon, and the commissar was a formidable combatant. Maugra, however, had battled in alien arenas for centuries. She ducked one swing and took as her price a slice on the traitor’s arm. She spun aside from another and drew a gash down its leg in recompense. The commissar snarled in frustration and struck again and again, tiny bleeding cuts paid out in slow death for each failure.

			‘Damn it, Maugra, stop playing with it and kill it!’ coughed out Brakus. She gave him what seemed a genuinely confused look, and in that moment the champion of the Archenemy lashed out with all the speed it could muster. 

			The power fist closed around her left gauntlet and squeezed, the disruption field tearing the alien cestus to shreds. Yet the Hekatrix’s flesh was no longer there. She was moving, so fast that Brakus’ eye could not follow. Suddenly, the commissar gurgled and blood poured out from its mouth and flooded down over its carapace chestplate. Maugra stood there with tilted head and a bored expression, her left hand covered in mutant blood. She had snatched her hand free of her gauntlet even as it was destroyed and reached into the opening created, tearing out its throat before an eye could blink.

			She came over and crouched next to Brakus, frowning. ‘I have been very forgiving on this journey, mon-keigh. But to cut short a wych’s sport is… boorish.’

			Brakus swallowed hard. ‘Forgive me, Hekatrix. The pain of my arm robbed me of good sense.’

			Maugra pursed her lips. ‘I see. Well, perhaps we’ll find time to have a close conversation on etiquette at a later date.’ She reached out and pulled the ruined cyborg off him. ‘Come. We must fall back to the bridge.’

			Brakus painfully pulled himself to his feet and collected his weapons with his good hand. Then he grabbed Exactius’ arm and began to pull it towards the corridor.

			Maugra arched an eyebrow. ‘You cannot be serious.’

			Brakus hesitated. ‘It doesn’t live the same way that you or I do. Exactius may still be salvageable if we can get it back to Precipice.’

			Maugra sighed and rubbed her temple with her now-bare hand, muttering something liquid and dark to herself. Then she stepped over and grabbed the cyborg as well, helping to pull it. It seemed safer to Brakus to say nothing, so they worked together in silence. As they reached the passage to the next level up, Maugra paused and stepped to the wall by the door.

			‘I am not familiar with this ship, but it should be possible to… ah, yes.’ She tapped a part of the wall and the hatch cycled shut behind them. ‘It will not buy us long.’

			They resumed pulling and continued on as quickly as they could.

			At last they reached the bridge. Bodies were scattered across the floor, perhaps eight dead traitors. Some were dead by precisely placed energy blasts, the others carved apart with a power weapon. They found themselves facing the barrel of Amallyn’s rifle as they entered. The aeldari ranger relaxed, if only marginally, when she saw it was them.

			‘You live,’ she noted.

			‘In a manner of speaking,’ Brakus responded, gesturing to his wounded arm and the ravaged cyborg. ‘Any luck on ending the scourge?’

			Amallyn stowed her rifle and looked around, hands flexing. ‘I believe so.’

			Maugra shook her head and laughed. ‘You believe, do you?’

			The ranger shot her a furious look. ‘It takes time for the counter-pulse to do its worst. If we had an hour, we could observe the mon-keigh for the passing of his illness and be certain.’

			‘We do not have an hour,’ Brakus said wearily.

			The cyborg’s body gave a grating mechanical blurt, and all of them stared at it. 

			‘Does it yet live?’ asked Amallyn.

			The voice came out of Exactius distorted and broken. ‘F-function minimal. Team survival prognosis – zero. Withdrawal of operative units from combat zone suggested.’

			‘We can’t,’ Brakus said, leaning against a column and shutting his eyes. ‘We’ve bloodied them, but there are plenty more left to take this position and claim the scourge for themselves. Even if this cleansing pulse has been turned on, we can’t let the Archenemy have this weapon.’

			‘Speak for yourself, mon-keigh,’ interjected Maugra. ‘I am not eager to die here in some hopeless last stand.’

			‘Un-un-unnecessary,’ commented Exactius. ‘This frame is equip-equipped with self-destruction ch-charges. Derelict is already unstable. Detonation will suffice for complete structural failure.’

			‘If the scourge isn’t cleared, that will leave us unable to keep it from destroying Precipice.’ Amallyn seemed reluctant to admit the possibility, but forced it out.

			‘The Archenemy must never control this weapon. We aren’t going to get a second chance at this anyway,’ Brakus noted. He looked to where Exactius lay. ‘The charges will kill you, won’t they?’

			‘Aff-aff-affirmative. Life support failure imm-imminent regardless.’ It turned its head slightly towards Brakus. ‘You must take data module and ensure its safe transfer to successor missions.’

			Brakus stared at it. ‘I… wouldn’t know where to start. Where is your data module? How would I know who to give it to?’

			Slowly, the cyborg raised an arm and tapped a single claw against its dome. ‘Removal of cranial unit will be req-req-required. Successor will find you.’

			Brakus went and crouched next to the cyborg. ‘We’ll find another way. You don’t have to die.’

			‘Life insig-insignificant. Data high value.’ It reached out with a claw-hand and gripped his arm with surprising strength. ‘Your oath.’

			The huntsman nodded slowly. ‘You have it. I swear I will keep your data module safe and ensure it is passed on to your successor.’

			The claw relaxed and fell to the floor. There was a pause and the cyborg said. ‘Self-destruct charges activated on five-minute counter.’ It looked to Amallyn. ‘Removal of cranial unit requested.’

			The ranger hesitated only briefly before drawing her power blade, its field crackling to life. ‘Stand aside, mon-keigh.’

			Reluctantly, Brakus stood and got out of her way. He looked back to Exactius one last time. ‘I can’t tell how you’ve lived, but this is how a soldier dies.’ 

			Then the blade came down with a flash and the head toppled loose. The lights on it died and the aeldari ranger picked it up and with surprising gentleness handed it to Brakus. ‘It’s time to go,’ she said.

			Brakus looked down at the dome and tucked it under his good arm. ‘I know a way out. We used it last time we were here. With the Emperor’s grace, it will be working this time as well.’ 

			They hurried to the passage that had carried Brakus and the others out on their first trip to the derelict. It was still there, though the cant of the ship required them to leap across a short way to get to the path of stone that stretched from it. Then they sped on to where the maglev transport awaited.

			‘Wait,’ Brakus said and held up his good hand, looking back.

			They didn’t have to wait long before an explosion tore through the ancient ship. The blast shredded the rear portion and shifted it even further, beyond what its structure could support. It tipped and fell, landing with an apocalyptic crash that shook the entire chamber and kicked up a tremendous cloud of dust and debris. Within that cloud shimmered bolts of prismatic soul-fire and whorls of howling impossibilities.

			The power the vessel had channelled was being released, Brakus realised. The others must have reached the same conclusion, for all three of them dove into the transport at the same time. In his last glimpse, Brakus saw the chamber itself coming apart, stripping away and folding in on itself, as though the fortress were acting to seal off and contain the power unleashed. Then the transport pod sealed with finality.

			‘Let’s get out of this place,’ Brakus said.

			Amallyn nodded and stepped to the controls to guide them back to the aperture.

		


		
			Chapter 8

			The Path Ahead

			Precipice was returning to life.

			Brakus strode through the Dromeplatz. It had only been a day since they’d returned from the expedition to Isha’s Lament, but already the crowds and shouting had resumed. The warships had ceased patrolling the edges of the debris clouds, and new vessels dared the journey in. Strange wares were hawked from every corner, and every type of outcast and renegade the galaxy could produce gathered to do business. There was a time he had been repulsed by this bizarre assemblage of beings constantly on the move. Now it was oddly comforting.

			Perhaps this place was becoming home, even with all its foulness. He wasn’t sure if that thought should encourage or horrify him. Most of those he’d known in his life in the Imperium wouldn’t have understood, for certain. They would have seen the destruction of this station as not just a necessity, but a holy duty. Only time would tell if these changes in his own views were for the best. Until then all he could do was put his faith in the Emperor and keep his weapons ready. For now, Brakus had to get to the ceremony.

			He found his way to Orbisgate. It was another of the great mooring spars that defined the structure of Precipice. Bullgryn enforcers patrolled here in great numbers, limiting the normal flow of traffic. Only those with special dispensation from the proctors were currently being allowed through. Fortunately, Brakus was on that list. His arm might have been healed, but he’d had his fill and then some of trying to kill ogryns.

			There was quite the gathering once you got past the brute squad holding back the crowds. Many were a who’s who of the powerful on Precipice. Others, however, might as well have been random detritus. ‘Interested parties’, he supposed, like himself. Yet the power brokers kept to themselves, as did the outsiders. It was funny how quickly societies developed their haves and their have-nots. Even here at the edge of nowhere, on a station peopled solely by the desperate and the damned, there was an upper crust ready to look down on the rest.

			There was no sign of Amallyn or Maugra among those gathered. That didn’t shock him. Everyone was a have-not to an aeldari. An observance like this must have seemed laughable to them. The ranger would have her own rituals to see to, much too precious for the eyes of some mon-keigh. Maugra… was probably just off killing someone to see what colour their blood was. To his surprise, however, one of those among the powerful did make their way over to him. 

			It was the Echo. The xenos clasped its hands in greeting and offered a bow. 

			‘Master Andradus. So delightful to see you looking so well.’

			Brakus nodded and patted a hand to his chest. ‘Breathing easily, thankfully. The chirurgeons say all it will take is a little time to heal and I’ll be good as new.’ He hesitated. ‘It doesn’t seem quite fair, to be honest.’

			The Echo glanced to the far end of the platform, where the white shrouds were. It hummed softly to itself, a sad little tune. ‘No, I suppose it doesn’t. The universe can be quite cruel and arbitrary sometimes.’

			Brakus nodded. ‘Your masters must be pleased with you. The mission you arranged was a success. The station is saved.’

			‘Oh, indeed. Business may resume, and that is what’s most important. Of course, they are pleased with you as well. You will find their gratitude quite rewarding. Nor need this be the end of a profitable partnership. We always have need of capable sorts.’ The creature smiled its uncanny double smile.

			Brakus chuckled drily. ‘How delightful. Well, you know where to find me.’

			‘We do,’ the Echo agreed. Then it turned. ‘Ah, yes, the service begins.’

			The two of them joined all the others gathered in walking over to the far end of the dock. The stars waited beyond, the void held back only by a flickering field. At the edge of the pier were the shrouds. Dozens of them. The scourge was gone, but it had been too late for some. The damage done had been too deep, bodies unable to heal. Now they were gone. One by one they were pushed off, out of the reach of gravity. They drifted on and through the force screen, disappearing into the darkness.

			There were no words spoken. What could have been said? There was only one true faith in the galaxy, of course, but those gathered had lived and died under a hundred or more. Instead, each who had come to see them off saw them go in their private way. The eighth body consigned to the deep, in particular, was one that Brakus watched go with sad eyes.

			‘I do not know if the Emperor will welcome you, Danira,’ he said softly. ‘All I know is that only the dead have seen the end of war. May you find peace in the darkness.’

			Then it was over. Brakus turned away and began to walk back towards the centre of the station. There would be drinks to have at the Helmsman and work to find. Life would go on.

			A hand caught him by the shoulder and he turned to look. The carefully styled facial hair and rugged-yet-stylish garb were unmistakable. It was Janus Draik, still a bit pale and thin but recovering, and the man offered him a slight smile. 

			‘I hear you did good work, Andradus.’

			Brakus chuckled and offered a shrug. ‘I did what had to be done. I’m glad you were spared, though.’ They stepped to the side, out of the way of others departing. ‘It’s strange. Of the four of us who found it, you and I are the only ones to live, for our sins. Do you ever wonder why that is?’

			Draik tilted his head. ‘Some live and some die, that is the way of things. You could go mad wondering on the whys.’ Yet the rogue trader’s organic eye gleamed.

			‘That’s true,’ Brakus agreed easily. ‘And a few weeks ago I would have said that’s all there is to it. Still, I confess the longer I stay here, the more it seems… guided.’ He paused, searching for words. ‘Perhaps by the Emperor, perhaps by something else. I had an experience on the fortress. I was forced to confront the darkness that chased me here. Have you heard of such a thing?’

			‘Oh,’ Janus said softly. ‘I might know a thing or two about such, yes.’ He crossed his arms and looked down thoughtfully. ‘The danger here grows. The Archenemy becomes stronger. And those of us who have found our way here, seemingly by random chance, are forced through the crucible. We are tested and must rise to the occasion – or else be broken.’

			Brakus looked out to the stars beyond the dock. ‘You think something is coming.’

			Janus smiled and patted the hilt of his rapier. ‘I think one tempers a blade to be sure of its strength in the hour of need. The Blackstone Fortress is a mighty prize, master huntsman. The one who controls it will wield a terrible power. The power, perhaps, to decide the fate of the galaxy.’ He looked out to the stars as well for a moment, then clapped Brakus on the shoulder again. ‘Come. That is enough brooding talk for one day. Let us adjourn to the Helmsman.’

			The rogue trader stepped away, leaving Brakus to contemplate the stars alone. He had found out monsters were real when they came for his home. When his world had died, he had hunted them. It had been his way of chasing death. Yet the monsters remained. There, in the midst of those sparks of light, was the dark shape of the fortress, the greatest monster of them all. A blot against the sweep of the galaxy, a shape carved of darkness. It seemed small from here, as if you could scoop it up in your grasp. The huntsman reached out and covered it under his palm. 

			His hand didn’t shake.
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			Come, let me tell you the woes of the soldier, and how many are his superiors: the general, the troop-commander, the officer who leads, the standard-bearer, the lieutenant, the scribe, the commander of fifty, and the garrison-captain. He is awakened at any hour. He toils until the disc of the sun sets in his darkness of night. He is hungry, his belly hurts; he is dead while yet alive. 

			– Fragmentary text from the archive of the Logos Historica Verita, attributed to Wenemdiamun, Scribe of Ancient Gyptus on Terra. 

		


		
			One

			‘Remember Yama, old friend?’ said the nemesor, with a wistful sigh. ‘Those blasted swamps… eating bugs… wading through filth… but we made what we could of things, eh? Messy as it was, I sometimes think we were our best selves back then.’

			Vargard Obyron grunted: the barest reply, like the grating of shifted stone. Stars had lived and died in the time since he had bothered to verbally acknowledge his master’s reminiscing.

			‘Too many think war to be a matter of will,’ Zahndrekh continued, gesturing at the fire-streaked sky beyond the capital barge, as if addressing a crowd only he could see. He might have been, for all Obyron knew. 

			‘And indeed, Yama was a battle of wills, was it not? Ours, and that of the separatists… a great contest to see who could stick it out for longest.’ The nemesor sighed again, although no breath moved from his body. ‘But will alone does not make a warrior, Obyron! We could have seized Yama in days, had we fought dirty – and the enemy could have held it for years, had they not conceded when honour demanded. But then, who would any of us have been afterwards, eh? Will without honour is nothing, I’m afraid. And I’m beginning to wonder if our current foe, clinging senselessly to the threshold of defeat as they are, has forgotten that spirit of honour.’

			It went on and on. Obyron’s eyes could not close, but he dulled his oculars and his auditory transducers for a moment, in what passed for brief respite. With the nemesor just an indistinct blur, and his voice reduced to a muted drone, it was almost as if they were back on Yama, when these same interminable sermons had seemed fresh and inspiring. For that short moment, Obyron felt a glimmer of what might have been longing, but was probably just sadness. No matter. To feel anything, these days, was bliss. 

			But then a bloom of fire in the middle distance snapped his senses back to perfection, and the feeling was snatched away. They were, after all, a long way from Yama now. 

			An enemy bulk lifter, lumbering to reinforce the front line, was dying. Hammered by the Sautekh guns, its primitive shields had collapsed all along one side, exposing its fragile hull for a fraction of a second. That was all it took. Turning at speeds that would have collapsed the innards of a mortal pilot, a trio of Night Scythes broke off from their attack run on the enemy guns, locked into a new formation, and screamed towards the stricken lifter. The crescent-shaped fighter craft fell into a tight spiral as their guns charged, leaving a triple helix of superheated exhaust in their wake, then spat their lightning at point-blank range. The shots set off a chain of explosions down the giant vessel’s flank, and it listed to one side with a thunderous groan. 

			‘Ha!’ cried Zahndrekh, rising from his command throne. ‘A fine blow struck! A cheer for our pilots!’ There was no answer. The retinue of lychguard on the capital barge just stared ahead, death’s-head faceplates flickering with reflected fire, as their nemesor rambled on. And below them, labouring across the plain in a tide one million strong, the soldiery marched. Skeletal figures plated in lustreless silver, their oculars aglow with dull green fire, they did not so much as raise their heads as the leviathan ruptured. 

			This was, Obyron supposed, what passed for glory now. After three years of campaigning, they were on the brink of seizing this system from its usurpers, and adding another star to the domain of the Stormlord. The enemy – the deranged human machine cult calling themselves the Adeptus Mechanicus – had put up a ferocious defence, but had finally been beaten to their knees. The nemesor’s legions were now just fifteen leagues from their primary forge, and while the advance had stalled on this plain for days, victory was inevitable. Under Zahndrekh’s orders – regardless of the depth of the madness from which they rose – it always was. 

			Obyron surveyed the sprawling plain below them, making a mental inventory of what they had left to destroy. There wasn’t much. He might not have had Zahndrekh’s eye for the flow of a battlefield, but he certainly knew the edge of defeat when he saw it. 

			Most of the machine cult’s credible assets were gone by now. On the horizon behind them stood a line of wrecks: a trio of the superheavy walkers the humans called Knights, which had strode proudly from the forge gates to meet the invaders, only to have their engines cooked off at range by the nemesor’s artillery. They hadn’t even got close enough to fire a shot of their own, and now their ruins were surrounded by the oncoming Sautekh reinforcements, like islands in a river of molten lead.

			What war engines the enemy still possessed were clustered together on a distant ridge, a desperate rabble of ancient guns, coughing out the last of their shells under columns of smoke. Under constant assault from Night Scythes, their crackling shields were shrinking by the minute, popping one by one as their generators gave up. It was only a matter of time before they failed entirely, leaving the lumbering cannons next to helpless.

			But still, the Mechanicus had not given up. Indeed, they were still forging weapons for the fight. Behind the teeming trenches of the enemy infantry, a steel river of their own stretched all the way to the forge-city’s ferrocrete walls: four-legged walkers, hulls still steaming from the assembly line, marching straight from the foundry into carnage. The doomed endeavour was admirable in its way – almost a crude imitation of their own ability to recall troops for redeployment. But doomed it was, as it would never be enough to replace losses. 

			With so little left in the field, the last dregs of the humans’ armoury – all the exotic relics – were now being ferried to the front by transports like the one now slowly collapsing from the sky. A huge tracked thing, almost as large as the lifter that had carried it, had been flown in the previous day – but it had immediately broken down, and been pounded into slag by a bombing run, even as its crew had swarmed over its flanks waving censers. 

			Since then, not a single lifter had made it within a league of the front without being downed, as the enemy no longer had any combat aircraft with which to contest Sautekh air superiority. The craft now foundering – presumably their last, as it was their largest – had only got as far as it had by virtue of its sheer size.

			In the end, for all their pathetic toys, and their obsession with machines, the humans were forced to rely on flesh. Virtually all that stood between them and the capital now were the toiling legions of the Mechanicus’ skitarii, their red robes blackened to the colour of bruises under this world’s fierce blue sunlight. Their weapons sparked and burned their bearers, and their bodies were riddled with radiation damage, either from the miserable world itself, or from their own cantankerous technology. Why, Obyron wondered, would they seek to become one with machinery, when this is what it did to them? Catching the irony of his own thoughts, Obyron grunted in an approximation of a grim laugh. Yes: the humans ought to be careful what they wished for. 

			Despite all the warped symmetries between the cultists and their conquerors, however, the humans were worse than Zahndrekh’s forces at absolutely everything – except perishing. They were, at least, quite good at that. 

			There was always room for surprises, however. A shift in the tone of the dying lifter’s engines triggered the vargard’s circumspection protocols, and he found his hand moving to his warscythe as he realised what the humans were doing. Zahndrekh was already ahead of him. 

			‘Blood and starfire!’ bellowed the nemesor, thrusting his staff towards the vessel. ‘The dogs are steaming ahead!’ And sure enough, they were. Rather than attempting a controlled landing as it fell from the sky, the bulk lifter was picking up speed, plunging forwards with all power driven to its crude engines. On its current heading, it would strike the heart of the Sautekh lines right beneath the nemesor’s barge. It was a very… human stratagem. 

			Obyron ran a rapid divination on likely debris trajectories, but found no threat the barge’s shields could not handle. Still, the impact would likely wipe out most of the thirteenth decurion, and necessitate hours of close-quarters fighting with whatever troops survived the crash. As the lifter’s prow dipped towards the trudging horde – who still did not even raise their heads – Obyron readied his blade. 

			For long minutes after the impact, all was dust and smoke and thunder. Zahndrekh was an indistinct figure in the cloud, raging at the foe’s impropriety in between bouts of coughing and spluttering. Obyron’s curiosity had long since died on the matter of his lord’s respiratory affectations, but he still found them tremendously irritating.

			Right now, though, his mind was on other things. Down below, in the ruined ground surrounding the lifter’s carcass, there were new shapes moving in the smoke. Huge, bulbous constructs, they waded from a ragged hole in the transport’s side, bleating out the weird, strident code-songs of their masters. Although armed crudely with solid munitions, they were making quick work of the first phalanxes to move into the impact zone. Zahndrekh barked in frustration, wafting dust from his oculars despite their capacity to see in a thousand arcane spectra. 

			‘Obyron, old fellow, your eyes are sharper than mine – tell me, what’s that blasted racket? What do you see down there?’

			‘The engines they call robots, my nemesor,’ replied Obyron. ‘We faced them before, on the fifth world of the system.’

			‘Robots? Pah!’ spat Nemesor Zahndrekh in disgust. ‘How unsporting, to field soulless machines against necrontyr!’ 

			Of course, Zahndrekh himself – as well as Obyron, and every one of the soldiers below – was a soulless machine. They had been so long enough to see mountains worn to sand. But the nemesor either could not – or would not – see it. Once again, the vargard weighed the urge to correct his master against the certain knowledge he would be ignored, and decided against it. And once again, he looked for the opportunity to channel his frustration through his blade. 

			‘Shall I translate down and see to them, lord?’ asked Obyron, using the tone he reserved for those moments when he wished to gently prompt an order from his master. But Zahndrekh gave a dry, grating chuckle, and held out a palm to stay him.

			‘Not so fast – there’ll be no need for my noble vargard to dull his blade on these unworthy hulks. Your place is not always in the fray, oh eager servant! And besides,’ he added, encompassing the silent lychguard with a sweep of his staff, ‘without your company, I’ll have only these taciturn dullards to watch the sport with. No, Obyron, stay with me.’ 

			And so Obyron stayed, and watched the fight play out, as his nemesor held forth on the poor manners of fielding machines in place of living troops. It was maddening – but it got worse. As the enemy’s shock troops rushed forwards to the wreck, consolidating the toehold the robots had won them, Zahndrekh began talking about how pleasant the weather was. The radiation from the world’s swollen blue star was so fierce as to make even the ancient home world seem benign, and would have curdled an unarmoured body in hours, yet Zahndrekh registered it as balmy sunshine. 

			By the time his master finally began to ruminate on the issue of driving back the enemy, Obyron had resorted to inspecting the capital barge via its maintenance scarabs, hoping to find some minor imperfection to put right. In truth, he was bored. One by one, he projected into the beetling constructs via ocular scry, peering through their optics in search of some error in calibration, but found nothing. Every soldier was in perfect condition, every surface spotless. The whole length of the barge was still, like a garden of dead statuary. 

			Then something moved. 

			It was only a flicker, and only for a few thousandths of a second, but to his vargard’s instinct it may as well have been a solar flare. There, against the mass of glyph-carved stonework at the barge’s stern – a shape. A human form: an assassin. 

			While Obyron had not yet encountered a baseline human capable of seriously challenging him in single combat, specimens such as this were at least good sport. If he had possessed a heart, it would have raced in readiness – this might not turn out to be such a tedious day after all. But while his reflexes screamed for him to turn and activate his blade, he remained still, and kept watch via the scarab’s oculars. Excitement was no excuse for poor form – it would be best to let the mortal get closer, within range for a quick kill. 

			As the vargard waited, the truth of the situation became irritatingly clear. In the context of this surprise incursion, the enemy’s wild manoeuvre with the bulk lifter made sense. Its primary purpose had not been to carve a hole in the Sautekh lines at all. It had been a feint, designed to tempt Obyron away from Zahndrekh and into a close-quarters fray, leaving his master vulnerable. And he had been ready to play right into it. Until Zahndrekh had commanded him to stay, that is. Another happy accident of nemesorial whimsy, Obyron thought to himself, suspecting the exact opposite. 

			Switching his scry to one of the warriors wired into the barge, he watched the assassin creep forwards across the deck, thinking itself undetected. And indeed, to the muted consciousness of the barge’s retinue of troops, it was. But Obyron, peering through their oculars, could see it well enough. The human was slight, moving with an odd, liquid gait. And there, affixed to its arm, was the unmistakable glint of a C’tan phase blade. Ah, thought Obyron, retrieving a name from the suite of low-grade engrams he reserved for alien concepts, a Callidus. This would be good sport indeed: the Callidus creatures were fast even by his reckoning, and – alone among humans – were arrogant enough to make use of the blades forged by the necrontyr’s ancient former masters. 

			In the old days, such a blasphemous intrusion on royal ground would have made Obyron bristle, but he had seen too many such transgressions over the years to really care any more. Indeed, this would be his sixth Callidus, if his engrams were to be trusted.

			‘What should we do about this damnable robot business, then?’ queried Zahndrekh, tapping metal fingertips on the prow rail as he observed the fight below. The question was directed at Obyron, but he knew he was not expected to answer – he had ever been the silent partner in the nemesor’s thought process. 

			Zahndrekh continued. 

			‘See, their troops are concentrated in the shadow of the wreck. We could always pull back, let them overextend themselves. Or perhaps we should keep their backs to the steel, and see how much they’ll commit to the foothold. What do you think, old friend?’ As Zahndrekh spoke, the assassin stalked forwards, tight as a coiled spring, just paces away from pouncing range.

			For a brief, wild moment, Obyron entertained madness. What if he were to let the human stalk three more steps, and leap? He would never have to hear the anecdote about Uttu Prime ever again, or have to sit through another joyless banquet, pretending to enjoy wine from a chalice that had been dry half of eternity. He might even, at long last, see realisation dawn in the nemesor’s eyes, as the assassin’s blade sunk in. Would it be worth it all, just to see the old general wake up to reality at last?

			But even as he thought this, his warscythe was in his hand, and aglow. Without Zahndrekh to endure, he was not Obyron. And so, for once, he answered his master. 

			‘Let them commit, my lord,’ he said, in his doleful husk of a voice. ‘Let them feel victory is within reach… then take everything from them.’ 

			The assassin’s head snapped round at the sound of Obyron’s voice, and he exploded forwards, warscythe sweeping in a wide arc. The human dived into his strike, shunting his weapon aside with its own, and the impact of the phase blades rattled the cracks between dimensions. 

			As the vargard spun round from the impact, the assassin kicked out at his forearm with a force that would have shattered ceramite, but barely challenged Obyron’s balance. If anything, it was remarkable the mortal’s leg stayed in one piece. Still, the slight offset in his equilibrium was enough to buy the creature time for another attack, and in came the phase blade. 

			Obyron let the strike connect, shaving a strip from his thorax as he swivelled to face the assassin once more. And then he paced backwards, inviting another lunge. He even drew back his scythe, holding it overhead in the ancient form known as the spearfisher’s poise. Sure enough, the human came forwards, swiping at him piecemeal as it weaved around the shadow of his blade. Each cut carved a new silver gash in his necrodermis, but it mattered little. His body would repair itself in seconds; the assassin’s would not. He would only need to connect once.

			Zahndrekh, being Zahndrekh, had not even looked around, so engrossed was he in his pondering of antiquated tactics. From the sounds of it, he was trying to recall an amusing mnemonic from his youth. 

			‘Ah yes!’ said the nemesor, with a satisfied sigh. ‘That was it – Take a drubbing, let them advance… wait for the moment… seize your chance! And I do believe this is our moment, dear vargard. Signal the Doomsday batteries to fire on the wreck, and let’s be done with this.’ 

			‘As you wish,’ answered Obyron, wishing he had teeth to grit, as the assassin made a feint and dived sideways, hoping to get between him and his master. It was tempting to channel his frustration into a flurry of blows there and then, but he hadn’t kept Zahndrekh alive this long by acting rashly. So he cast an interstitial command to the batteries as ordered, and circled round to face off against the interloper once again.

			As the human ducked in and out of his range, slicing shards from his body, Obyron found – to his profound irritation – that he had the nemesor’s accursed rhyme in his head. Take a drubbing… he thought, as he felt the distant rumble of the guns charging. Let them advance… wait for your moment… 

			And there it was. The human’s ankle wobbled on a chunk of loose stone – an imbalance so small mortal eyes would have missed it. But living death had its advantages, Obyron supposed. Quick as a striking snake, his scythe came down, driving straight through the assassin’s leg and pinning it to the floor. In the same instant, the Doomsday cannons fired, drenching the sky with actinic light as the wreck below was obliterated. 

			Releasing his grip on the scythe, Obyron switched his oculars to wavelengths far beneath the visible, and surged forwards onto the assassin. Blinded by the artillery’s fury, the creature was helpless to avoid his backhand swipe, and fell to the deck with its chest half-flattened. Obyron slowed his chronosense, allowing himself the briefest instant to savour his victory, before bringing his heel down onto the assassin’s head. A second stamp saw the skull crack, and a third smashed it flat in a gush of blood. It was the death it deserved. 

			‘A brilliant stratagem as ever, my liege,’ rumbled Obyron, once the echoes of the explosion had begun to fade.

			‘Well, quite,’ answered the nemesor, pleased with himself, as he peered over the prow rail at the inferno below. ‘Now come, and let’s watch the fire together.’

			With a rare sigh of his own, Obyron picked up the carcass of the interloper – he couldn’t allow it to stain the royal barge any longer than necessary, after all – and trudged over to his master. As he dumped the body over the rail into the conflagration far below, Zahndrekh gave him a queer, sidelong look, and chuckled to himself.

			‘Glad you stayed?’

			Obyron did not need to reply. 

		


		
			Two

			While it was neither the largest nor the most heavily armed vessel in Sautekh space, Nemesor Zahndrekh’s flagship, the Cairn-class tomb ship Yama, certainly had the most sumptuous banqueting facilities. The nemesor took considerable pride in what he insisted on calling the Yama’s ‘famous hospitality’, and an embarrassingly significant portion of the vessel’s interior was taken up with gloomy kitchens and sculleries, where not so much as a morsel had been seen since the War in Heaven. These halls were patrolled by legions of cooks, servants and food tasters: glum husks possessed of less wit even than warriors, with no work to do and an eternity to do it in. 

			And here, at the apex of this purposeless warren, was the nemesor’s great feasting chamber – a soaring vault of emerald and silver, whose singularity-forged crystal windows offered a panoramic view of the conquered world below them. Its ring-shaped table was inlaid with mosaics of Zahndrekh’s most famous victories; in each image, the oculars of the troops gleamed with precious stones seized from the world they had conquered. To a being who could appreciate such things, the chamber would have been near-indescribably beautiful. Scanning the grim faces sat around the table, however, Obyron permitted himself the amusement of considering who wanted to be there least. 

			It was not Zahndrekh. He was in full flow, goblet in hand, holding forth about his successes on the campaign. Soon after the victory on the plain, the enemy’s primary forge had been shattered, and after that the Imperial capital. The feint with the lifter and the assassin had turned out to be the humans’ last gasp of ingenuity, and Zahndrekh had been disappointed to encounter no more surprises thereafter. With every major world in the system now in Sautekh hands, all that remained was to burn out the last vestiges of resistance among the moons and asteroids. Zahndrekh called this phase of a campaign the ‘epilogue’, and would generally spend it writing awful poetry and throwing victory dinners, while the soldiery mopped up. And so the nemesor at least was happy.

			It might have been Lord Batregh, sat eighty-three degrees round the table, with fury radiating from his death mask like radiation from stellar cinders. Broad and ash-blackened, Batregh had awoken from the great sleep outraged at having lost his good looks and charisma, and pitied himself mightily. But as far as Obyron could remember, he’d never possessed much of either. He’d certainly not lost his sense of entitlement, though: Batregh came from a grander house even than Zahndrekh, and was forever waiting for the day the nemesor would show himself up as an incompetent. He dreamed of the battle where Zahndrekh would make his fatal mistake and leave the way clear for him to take his rightful place on Gidrim’s throne – and each time it didn’t happen, he fell deeper into bitterness. Adding insult to injury, Batregh had also been in command of the thirteenth decurion, which had suffered six per cent recall failure after being wiped out by the crash of the lifter. He himself had been half blown apart during the fight – and reassembly rarely brightened anyone’s mood. 

			It might have been Lord Akhenik, sat bolt upright opposite Zahndrekh, and clutching his empty goblet tightly enough to leave dents in the metal. The gaunt noble also considered himself Gidrim’s rightful lord, but unlike Batregh, he wasn’t waiting on Zahndrekh for an opportunity to take the throne. Perhaps it had been coincidence that his deathmark snipers had been deployed so peculiarly during the battle of Tobos III, at the start of the campaign. Then again, perhaps it hadn’t. Either way, Obyron had been sadly unable to prevent the accidental overloading of their transport’s engines, before any of them had accidentally shot Zahndrekh. Akhenik was perhaps even more incensed than Batregh, as his decurion had been the one sent in to contain the Mechanicus advance right before the Doomsday battery had fired, and had suffered even graver losses.

			Then there was Lord Kethyst, who had been a keen duellist in life, and retained all of his scars, carved into his necrodermis with belligerent pride. Kethyst hardly even pretended to conceal his plots any more. Indeed, Obyron noted he had brought two barely concealed blades to the feast, and Kethyst was giving him a look that suggested he didn’t care all that much that the vargard knew. Perhaps Lord Arbaketh, who had recently lost a legion of glyph-cracked immortals as mysteriously as he had acquired them. He clearly wasn’t too pleased either. Or Lord Penthehn, with his odd fascination for bombs. The list went on. 

			In truth, all the lords around the flagship’s table were fuming to be there, because it meant Zahndrekh had won glory yet again, and they still hadn’t managed to remove him. The nemesor, needless to say, was blissfully unaware – he thought the lords were his friends and drinking companions, just as he thought there was fresh meat piled on the dusty platter before him. But there was as little love in this room as there was nourishment. It was a feast attended only by ghosts. 

			Obyron was about to conclude that he himself was the room’s most miserable occupant – since his duty meant he couldn’t afford to speed his chronosense and skip the speeches – when a small, choked sound drew his attention to the seat he was standing behind.

			Oh, thought Obyron, of course. There was always someone worse off than oneself: in this case, it was the Imperial governor. Zahndrekh had captured it when the capitol spire had fallen, and – thinking it to be necrontyr – had insisted on treating it as an honoured guest until its ransom was paid. 

			The human was out of its mind with fear. It couldn’t understand why it wasn’t dead, and why it was sat at a foodless banquet with towering iron ghouls, who were speaking a language it had no hope of comprehending. And now, one of the chamber’s scarabs had taken an interest in it, clicking its mandibles from its empty plate, and it couldn’t keep the madness inside any more. Obyron might have pitied the thing, were it not vermin. 

			‘Are you quite all right, my good man?’ asked Zahndrekh, pausing to turn to the governor. ‘Bugs being a little overzealous in cleaning your leftovers, what? Ha! Pay them no mind, old Zahndrekh wouldn’t deny you a good feed… even despite your poor form on the field.’

			Not comprehending Zahndrekh’s words, and seeing only a glowering cadaver turn to it with flashing eyes, the governor turned deathly pale, and Obyron’s olfactory transducers told him it had voided its bowels. At the rate its heart was beating, Obyron began to wonder if the creature would die on the spot, untouched. But Zahndrekh carried on, too engrossed in his own speech to be concerned long with his guest’s odd behaviour. 

			At last, as Zahndrekh’s oratory threatened to extend into its third hour, Obyron was saved: a projection was coming through to the chamber’s orbuculum. Scrying the interstitial receivers, Obyron was surprised by the power in the message’s seal – it bore the sigils of the crownworld Mandragora. The missive could only be coming from one source: the Stormlord Imotekh himself.

			Most nemesors wouldn’t dream of taking a projection of such importance in public – the political advantage conferred to rivals would be far too great. But most nemesors weren’t Zahndrekh, thought Obyron wearily. And Zahndrekh had a loyal vargard to do all his worrying for him. And so he called for the orbuculum at the table’s centre to be activated, and the chamber dropped into deep darkness. 

			The Stormlord’s eyes became visible first, cold green embers glaring down from the chamber’s apex as the connection assembled itself from interstitial whispers. The signal strengthened, and the phaeron’s shape grew more distinct: a vast and terrible form sketched in shivering chrysoprase. For a while the colossus stood in forbidding silence, until audio resolved itself. Out of the crackling interstitial static grew the low howling of wind, swelling occasionally with bursts of distant gauss fire. The sound of war. If Lord Imotekh was hailing them from the midst of his own campaign, this was a matter of some urgency. 

			For a moment, the phaeron’s gaze flickered to the human governor, but it did not linger – Imotekh was well aware of Zahndrekh’s madness, and would often let these minor absurdities go unremarked. Even so, a king’s tolerance was not a thing to be tested, and Obyron winced at the way his nemesor greeted his lord. He could only presume the old general thought himself drunk on imaginary wine. 

			‘Ah, my king!’ toasted Zahndrekh as he stood up, with a flourish of his goblet that would have slopped drink on the floor, were there any to spill. ‘A rare pleasure. Do you see, Stormlord, I have gifted you another world?’ 

			Even in the ancient days, such overfamiliarity would have been dangerous. And nobody, least of all the phaeron, had grown softer in an eternity of living death. But if their king was wrathful, he did not show it. An arch-pragmatist, he had long accepted that whatever was wrong with the nemesor could not be fixed – and that it mattered little, so long as he was still winning wars. 

			‘I see,’ said the Stormlord, in a voice like solar carrion tearing round a black hole. His words seemed to suck all sound from the room, and Zahndrekh’s composure stiffened rapidly. Mad he may have been, but royal instincts went far deeper than engrammatic damage, and he knew better than to act the fool now.

			‘My most abject apologies for any frivolity in my manner, my king,’ said Zahndrekh, lowering his gaze and dipping to one knee. ‘It has been a long campaign, and I may have perhaps taken too much liberty in celebrating. My only wish is that–’

			‘Enough,’ commanded the Stormlord, with the slightest twitch of his clawlike hand. Without a word, the matter was dismissed. ‘You have done well. But there is no time for rest, nemesor – further work awaits you. I require a… troubled dynasty returned to the fold, and your experience recommends you to the task.’

			Something about the phaeron’s words alarmed Obyron on a level he could not quite parse. Knowing Zahndrekh’s foibles, the Stormlord would often frame his conquests in terms of crushing rebellions against fellow necrontyr, as that was how the nemesor would inevitably see them. But the word ‘troubled’ – and the way the phaeron had flashed a meaningful glance at Obyron as he said it – had given him pause. Something here was different.

			‘Go now to the place I will indicate to your vargard, and bring with you a force nimble enough to deploy immediately, yet equipped for the heaviest resistance. Take none of your subordinate lords. At the staging point you will meet with an old ally, and together you will go forth and bring me victory. Do not let illusions cloud your vision, nemesor, and do not fail me.’

			With that, the Stormlord’s image faded from the air, and light returned to the chamber. There was a long pause as the lords around the table exchanged glances, attempting to calculate what this meant for them – with Zahndrekh away, they would be left to prosecute the remains of this war between them, and an almighty squabbling would ensue. At last, the nemesor broke the silence.

			‘Splendid!’ he proclaimed, clapping his hands with a clang and a shower of sparks. ‘I hope you will all forgive me for cutting short the festivities, but it transpires I have another war to attend to. Before I go, however, it is only right that we toast the magnanimity of our grand king. My lords?’ 

			In deathly silence, the seething nobles rose to their feet, and extended their empty goblets with expressions of unconcealed hatred. 

			‘To the glory of the Stormlord Imotekh,’ cried Zahndrekh, ‘Phaeron of the Sautekh dynasty, taker of one trillion hands and master of three hundred thousand suns. And to a successful hunt for your beloved nemesor. May our enemies tremble!’ 

			Only Zahndrekh pretended to drink, but he made every appearance of enjoying it, as he made a deep hum of satisfaction before tossing his goblet aside for the scarabs, and sweeping from the chamber. 

			After the nemesor left, Obyron stood there for a time, looking silently at the lords as they glared back at him. Though they knew very well that the vargard would be able to scry in and hear their arguments from anywhere on the flagship, there was no way they’d give him the satisfaction of beginning while he was in the room. Like a pack of beaten hounds, they might despise each other, but they despised him more. No matter, thought Obyron, so long as they knew who held the chain. 

			At last, before turning to follow his master, Obyron remembered the governor – he would have to ensure the creature choked unfortunately on its food before his departure. But as he put his hand on the mortal’s feeble body, its head lolled back, purple and lifeless. It appeared the thing’s heart had given out, in the end. Good; the corpse would be another indignity for the nobles to bicker over. 

			As Obyron followed him down the long passage to his quarters, Zahndrekh ran through a rambling inventory of his forces, like a young noble choosing which beasts to take on a jolly hunt. 

			‘Nimble yet heavy… What do you make of that, old friend? I’m thinking light cruisers for a start, with maybe a Scythe-class or two for good measure. Cairns will be too ponderous, I feel, so we can’t take this old brute,’ Zahndrekh slapped one of the Yama’s bulkheads with affection as they passed, ‘but the Horaktys and the Tephnyt could be perfect flagships, eh?’

			Obyron offered nothing but his presence, as he was too busy looking over the coordinates sent to him from Mandragora following the Stormlord’s projection. The nearest world to their staging point was a barren rock called Doahht, alone in orbit around a dim red star. It had once been a tomb world, but all records of its founding dynasty were lost, and who knew what dwelled there now. The vargard suspected nothing good, as Doahht was in the depths of the m’wt, the region of dim, dying light on the far eastern fringe which the humans called the Ghoul Stars. 

			His people were far too old to be superstitious – and in any case, what haunting did it make sense for the dead to fear? Even so, the m’wt was not a place to enter lightly. There were whole worlds there ravaged by the flayer curse, and far worse beside: things so weird they confounded even the most learned of the crypteks. And they were being sent there with the sparsest instructions, and only the promise of an ‘old ally’ for support. What could the Stormlord have meant? Obyron knew of very few true allies left to the nemesor, and certainly none based in those desolate reaches of space. Indeed, the only dynastic presence he knew of in the m’wt was the Bone Kingdom of Drazak, desmesne of the foul king Valgul. And they would find little friendship there. 

			Obyron had shared their destination with his master, but his trepidation was clearly not shared: Zahndrekh was now perusing projections of his forces, as if selecting robes for a feast. 

			‘Nimble… hmm. Tomb blades are a must… and doom scythes, naturally. Perhaps a wing or two of night shrouds, even? Alas, if agility is the order of the day, I suppose our old friends the doomsday arks are out of the question, and I certainly shan’t be able to play with the megalith again. More’s the pity. Annihilation barges, though… they’re nimble enough. And a seraptek cohort or three will more than make up for any deficiency in firepower, without sacrificing speed…’

			Feeling it was time to make at least a token contribution to Zahndrekh’s thoughts, Obyron grunted in assent, while continuing to chew on the Stormlord’s orders. That word, ‘troubled’, kept rising to the surface of his mind. Which of their many enemies could Imotekh have meant? Over long years, Obyron had come to understand the various meanings behind the things the Stormlord said to Zahndrekh. A ‘reckless’ dynasty to be suppressed meant a war against the green-skinned barbarians known as the orks, while a ‘stubborn’ dynasty meant the elite parahumans who called themselves the Adeptus Astartes. But never before had he used the word ‘troubled’. 

			There was only one thing Obyron could take it to mean, and he very much hoped he was wrong. Because even at the suggestion of the thought, he experienced a feeling so unfamiliar that he was only just beginning to recognise it for what it was: fear. 

		


		
			Three

			The staging post was as dismal as anywhere could be – a great shattered crescent of stone, birthed from the sundering of a planet during the wild dying days of the War in Heaven, and orphaned by the obliteration of its sun. A tombstone for a star system. Obyron wondered if there was any poetic symmetry to his people being marshalled for war here, being themselves grim remnants of the same cataclysm, but he had never had the head for that sort of thing, even when he had possessed a soul.

			He did know it was dark. Behind him hung the green constellations of the nemesor’s war fleet, stationary in the freezing void, while ahead was the m’wt: a tattered veil of dying orbs, beyond which was only extragalactic night. Only by amplifying his oculars could the vargard make out the weak light of Doahht’s star at all, and even then it was a feeble presence, a flickering red candle in an infinite night. 

			‘Bit chilly out,’ remarked Zahndrekh from behind him, as they trudged across the world-shard’s dust. Although there wasn’t an atom of atmosphere here to carry sound, the nemesor was speaking with his audio projectors anyway, and Obyron wouldn’t have heard him at all had he not thought to activate their carrier wave link. 

			‘Yes, my lord,’ agreed Obyron, wishing he had forgotten to do so. ‘It is cold, indeed. But look, we’re almost there.’ A boulder field lay ahead – the worn remnants of ancient standing stones – lit by a single beacon of green tomb-light. This was the rendezvous point where they were due to meet their old ally, and where Obyron was curious to discover what friends they had left. Rarely an optimist, he held his warscythe ready. 

			But when they arrived, the circle of boulders was empty, save for the silent light of the beacon. As they waited, Zahndrekh passed the time by kneeling to inspect the worn glyphs still visible on the old stones. The nemesor fancied himself as something of a historian, which he was, if one didn’t count the last sixty million years of time. Obyron, meanwhile, kept his eye on the shadows. Surely, Imotekh would not have ordered them all this way just to have them eliminated, when there had been so many willing daggers back on the flagship? Even so, he was wary. As well as his own oculars, he had a low-level scry cast by the fleet’s sensors, ready to expand to full band if they saw even a grain of dust shift on the world-shard’s surface. Nobody was going to creep up on them without him seeing them first. 

			As such, the vargard was surprised – to say the least – when he saw something scuttle rapidly between the circle’s outer stones. It had been the briefest glimpse, but something about the serpentine motion was sickeningly resonant, speaking to a memory burned so deep in his engrammatic pathways that it took a moment to bring it to light. A moment too long, it occurred to Obyron, as Zahndrekh cried out behind him. 

			Spinning round with his scythe aglow, he was presented with a tableau that would have filled him with dread, were he not too focused on the fight to come. Looking down on Zahndrekh from atop the stone he had been inspecting was a vile serpentine creature that must have been twenty kubits in length: bone-pale, with a cluster of ice-blue eyes and squirming, bladed limbs at its fore. The thing reared up in a sinuous arch, mandibles spread, and Obyron roared for the nemesor to get back, charging to put himself between his master and the beast. But Zahndrekh did not move.

			‘Sepa!’ cried the nemesor, as the beast lunged forwards, and with some enthusiasm, he began patting it on the head. Obyron skidded to a halt in the grit, his circumspection routines collapsing in a failure cascade as the creature began to nuzzle Zahndrekh. As if he could be confounded further, a second creature now came bounding over the rocks, undulating on two dozen razor-clawed legs, and knocked his master to the floor.

			‘Sata! Dear Sata!’ shouted Zahndrekh, booming with laughter, as he tussled with the writhing horror, and the other beast slunk down to bat its slithering feelers against the nemesor’s face. As the absurd scene played out, recognition began to crystallise at last in Obyron’s mind. These were not some ghastly spectres of the m’wt; they were heralds of something worse.

			Resigned to what he knew he would see there, Obyron turned slowly back to face the centre of the circle. And sure enough, there he was, casually inspecting the immaculate cream plating of one hand by the light of the beacon.

			‘Hello, vargard,’ said Setekh. 

			Of all their people – at least of those who had made it through the great sleep – only Setekh had known Zahndrekh longer than Obyron. Born half the galaxy apart, but into the same elite echelon of nobility, they had met at one of their people’s most celebrated military academies, where they had both been sent away to study.

			Even now, Zahndrekh would all too frequently regale Obyron with tales of his days there, which in many ways he saw as the best of his life. To Obyron, it sounded dreadful: a sweltering pressure chamber of ambition, betrayal and impossibly cruel pranks, disguised as fun and camaraderie by a veneer of fine wines and brash laughter. But then, Obyron had been born a soldier and not a noble, and so tended to assume he just didn’t have the breeding to understand such delights. 

			In any case, Setekh had become simultaneously Zahndrekh’s most bitter rival and his closest confidant – closer even than a brother, as the nemesor told it. And while Zahndrekh had been unmatched in his mastery of the battlefield, Setekh had excelled in the warfare of the mind – propaganda, espionage, and the manipulation of psychological weakness.

			After winning their commissions, the two young nobles had each been given an army, and sent off to fight in the swamps of Yama, during the bloody feuding of the Wars of Succession. This had been the campaign where Obyron, already a veteran, had been assigned to Zahndrekh as his vargard, and he had stood guard at many a feast thrown by the two young officers. He had watched them spar together, hunt together, and roar with laughter together as they celebrated victory after remarkable victory. He had seen them bicker and argue over maps, and watched on as, deep in their cups, they had pledged eternal loyalty to one another.

			But he had also seen the way Setekh spoke about Zahndrekh to the other lords when he wasn’t there, and the look in his eyes as Zahndrekh told Setekh his secrets. More than once, he had seen him use information given in the confidence of the feasting tent to snatch victories in the light of the next day. And at last, on the eve of the battle that would win the war on Yama, he had been there as Setekh finally acted on his plot to kill Zahndrekh. That time, he had resolved to do more than watch. 

			Setekh’s instruments had been his twin skolopendra hunting beasts: the very same pair now filling the interstices with their chittering as they roughhoused with his master. They had been flesh then, rather than the canoptek constructs which now housed their minds – but they had been no less lethal. Obyron had found them creeping through the marsh towards the back entrance to the royal tent, and only his skill with a blade had driven them off. Even then, it had been a close thing, and to this day Obyron’s metal body remembered the wounds their mandibles had inflicted on its prior form. 

			Of course, Setekh had covered his tracks well enough that Obyron could prove nothing, and in the morning his wounds had been laughed off as the result of some nocturnal misadventure. Then had come the battle, and the triumph, and Obyron had never breathed a word of the assassination attempt to his master. 

			For many years afterwards, he had told himself it was a matter of protocol. Clearly, for a soldier of his caste to accuse a noble of treason was tantamount to suicide. When that excuse had worn thin beneath the grindstone of his conscience, he had told himself that Zahndrekh would never have believed his word anyway, against that of Setekh. Finally, he had accepted the truth: he had not told Zahndrekh because he knew the truth would destroy him. 

			In time, the silence had become easier to keep. After Yama, Zahndrekh had been given the world of Gidrim, and his path had split from that of Setekh. The last the vargard heard, during the madness of the War in Heaven, was that the other officer had slaughtered his father and so seized his dynastic throne for himself. Then had come the horror of biotransference, and the apocalyptic lunacy that followed it, and after that the great sleep. 

			Obyron had been one of the first on Gidrim to wake from slumber, many years before Zahndrekh, and spent his long solitude learning all he could about what had come to pass, so as to best prepare his master for the galaxy he would be waking into. He had soaked himself in the growing tide of information reaching the senses of the awakening tomb complex, and naturally, he had searched for news of Setekh’s fate. It had been with some relief that he had discovered the noble’s crownworld had been cracked open by a supernova some thirty million years previously, and so he had put the whole business behind him, where it belonged.

			But then here was Setekh, attended by his awful beasts, at the grim edge of the galaxy. And they were to fight together again. 

			‘Zahndrekh, you stupid old bastard!’ said Setekh, in a voice as smooth as his bone-coloured necrodermis, ‘stop mucking about with the hounds and come and embrace me. It’s been too long.’

			‘Setekh!’ replied the nemesor, getting up and brushing the dust from himself. ‘I’d heard you were dead, you wily devil – is there no pickle you can’t slip out of? Well met indeed!’ The two nobles embraced with a clatter of plating, and Obyron looked away rather than see the smirk Setekh would be giving him over his master’s shoulder. 

			‘Why, you don’t look like you’ve aged a day,’ said Zahndrekh, in mock exasperation, before gesturing at Setekh’s staff. ‘I see you’re still using the same old stick, too.’ 

			A nemesor’s staff was a crucial signifier of rank, engraved with symbolic designs and glyphic records of the bearer’s standing. Usually, it was a matter of grievous insult for a noble to commission a staff too similar to any other, but on winning their commissions, the two young officers had decided to commission matching weapons as a mark of brotherhood. And indeed, save for the blue light blazing from its power core, in contrast to Zahndrekh’s green, Setekh’s was identical.

			‘Oh, this old thing? Yes, I suppose I never did get round to replacing it with something better,’ said Setekh, before nodding to Obyron. ‘Speaking of which, I see you’re still keeping that old lump hanging about the place, eh?’ At this, Zahndrekh barked with laughter.

			‘Ha! Quite! Well, one has to have something around to get in the way of the enemy’s spears, what?’ 

			Obyron could not object on grounds of protocol, as this was the standard fashion by which officers discussed lower-caste necrontyr. Despite all his accomplishments – he had been decorated seven times with the Order of the Tomb Fly, and granted a sepulchral chamber larger than those of minor lords – he would forever be just a soldier. He had not been born in the same universe as Zahndrekh and Setekh. And yet still, especially given the irony of Zahndrekh’s jibe, it hurt. 

			‘I see age hasn’t dulled the edge of your banter, brother. But let’s hope your blade remains as sharp – we’ve got a war to win, you know.’

			‘So I hear,’ said Zahndrekh, conspiratorially. ‘Damned separatists again, from the sounds of it. When will they learn? And this lot must be particularly dense, if they’re going up against the two of us! It’ll be just like Yama all over again, hmm?’

			‘Quite, Zahndrekh, quite. Just like that.’

			‘Well then,’ said Zahndrekh, with his customary clap, ‘shall we get down to it? Assuming you’ve brought an army, that is. I don’t want to make things awkward, but if it’s just you, Sepa and Sata joining us – magnificent beasts though they are – I’d dare say you’re not pulling your weight.’ 

			Setekh said nothing in reply. He simply raised one hand, clicked his fingers, and the night filled with stars. Suddenly, where there had been nothing but the gloom of the galactic fringe, there was an armada at least the size of the nemesor’s own, blazing with lights as cold and blue as Setekh’s eyes. 

			If nothing else, this explained how Setekh and his beasts had approached the beacon undetected – clearly they were using some form of cloaking hex. But while it was a simple matter to confound the senses of the galaxy’s more primitive inhabitants, Obyron had yet to encounter a glamour potent enough to hide things from necrontyr oculars. It troubled him deeply – and the sly glance Setekh gave him, as Zahndrekh marvelled at the sky like a child at a conjurer’s trick, suggested the other noble knew this all too well.

			‘Marvellous, Setekh, simply marvellous,’ gasped Zahndrekh. ‘You never cease to amaze. I shouldn’t have doubted you. I shall have to go and prepare my troops for inspection, so as to be sure we’re not overshadowed. Perhaps we’ll meet on the morrow, to plot our opening moves?’

			‘Indeed, brother, I shall look forward to it.’ There followed a long series of fond farewells, which Obyron waited patiently through, before finally speaking up as Zahndrekh prepared to depart.

			‘I will follow shortly, my nemesor, after sharing our interstitial protocols with Setekh. I’m sure that he’ll need the correct freq–’

			‘Zahndrekh!’ exclaimed Setekh, interrupting him. ‘Your spearcatcher seems to be talking – and what’s more, it seems to presume my needs? I’m sure it means well, but it does rather appear to have forgotten its manners. Go on, vargard, run along.’

			Zahndrekh paused, clearly uncomfortable, but if he was considering contradicting Setekh, he clearly thought better of it. 

			‘Yes, Obyron,’ he murmured, ‘come along. There’s much to be done.’

			Shooting one last look at Setekh, Obyron followed his master. He’d have to wait to get the answers he wanted, but that was all right. He was good at waiting. 

		


		
			Four

			Any mortal would have been crushed by the ghost ark’s acceleration as it rumbled away from the Horaktys, down towards the forbidding red world. Cursed with immortality, however, Obyron just stared forwards into the racing void, unblinking and soaked to his core with the cold of the abyss. It was in these moments that the cruelty of biotransference was most unbearable, in that it had given the necrontyr bodies to withstand the unthinkable, but no new instincts to match. As it was, Obyron’s mind screamed for him to breathe, but there was no air, and he had no lungs. So he forced down the madness, and concerned himself with the fight to come. 

			In almost any other war, they would have translated the troops down onto the surface, either via the enormous invasion beam cannons mounted on the capital ships, or via tethered wormholes, hooked into place by Night Scythe fly-bys. But in this forsaken place, their control of the interstices was being jammed, preventing all translations and disrupting carrier wave communications. Until they had a foothold on the surface of Doahht, things had to be done the ancient way. 

			And so an entire armada of ghost arks had been launched, bearing the combined might of the tessarions between them. Obyron’s was the very tip of the spear, heralding the first wave of four thousand craft – one hundred carrying lychguard to carve a beachhead, supported by a thousand more of immortals, and the remainder filled with warriors to secure their landing. In addition to the arks, some threescore flights of attack craft and bombers were headed to Doahht, as well as hundreds of canoptek spyders, sleeting through the night with heavier assets borne in their claws.

			It was a mighty force, and in any other war, the sight of it would have filled Obyron with wrathful pride. But out here on the bleak fringes of the galaxy, against this enemy, he could not shake free of the fear it would not be sufficient. He would find out soon enough.

			Until then, rather than thinking about the trial to come, he passed the time examining the lychguard in the ark, making sure they were prepared for combat. This phalanx, glittering with small furies as the solar wind whipped across their armoured carapaces, were ten of the nemesor’s very best. More than that, they were Obyron’s personal phalanx – soldiers who had fought alongside him on a thousand worlds, and survived more battles than a mortal historian could have hoped to list. 

			And although they were bound to his will and that of the nemesor, they were not identical drones, like the common warriors of the fleet. Each of these elite soldiers was covered in an atlas of scratches, stains and dents which they had elected to retain despite their capacity to self-repair, and these marks – these catalogues of damage endured – were what passed for their identities. While their minds had lost so much more than Obyron’s during the long sleep, they would never be denied these echoes of self. 

			Looking at them now, the vargard felt a sadness as deep as the cold in his limbs. Obyron had known some of these old soldiers since Yama; could remember training with them, fighting with them, sharing rations and trenchline jokes. There was Sabni, who had been first on the wall at the siege of Rekhmire, and who had always oversalted his food. There was Pentesh, who had fallen over drunk after the triumph on Nahkt, and Mehy, who had wept at the news of his lost sons. And there was Neb – dear Neb – who had once confessed his wish to die by Obyron’s side. 

			Poor old Neb had never got his wish. But it was all right, as he would not remember, now. None of them would remember any of it. Obyron alone was left to carry their memories; he alone knew the names they had forgotten. These long-ago comrades were just ghosts now, and the steel they haunted would never know Obyron as a friend: only as a master. And yet still, deep in his engrams, the vargard considered them his brothers. As the arks streaked towards the surface of the world, he felt the impact of stardust on their lifeless hides, just as if they were echoes of his own. 

			Considering that dire red orb, which now filled the whole of the sky, Obyron wondered how many of them would return from this war. For the interstitial jamming affecting Doahht’s surface had another consequence: until they had secured a relay point free of the field, they would be unable to translate damaged troops back from the front, relying on canoptek constructs and the wyrd properties of necrodermis itself to piece the fallen back together. Every warrior damaged beyond repair would be gone forever – an almost unthinkable position for an army used to the endless service of its troops. Obyron knew they would soon be put to the test. 

			As the ark swarm began plunging towards atmosphere, Doahht’s glowering surface began to flash with points of red light, silent and serene. 

			‘Hold steady, brave lychguard,’ he transmitted to his phalanx, as if they had a choice, ‘surface-to-air fire incoming.’ There was no answer beyond the faintest hiss of acknowledgement, but it did not matter – just having someone other than Zahndrekh to talk to was enough, sometimes. 

			Then the barrage hit; within moments, globes of ruby light were streaking through the ark formation, sending chain lightning crackling from the spars of the vessels as they passed. But in this opening volley at least, every shot passed well wide of its target. As the scale of the invasion became apparent, the enemy’s accuracy would only improve, but for now, it would be firing almost blindly.

			‘Hmm,’ snorted Obyron to the blank-faced lychguard. ‘Asleep at their guns, perhaps. No matter – let us drag them from their beds.’

			‘Bedssss,’ repeated Neb, in what might have been a reflexive attempt at barrack-room humour, but was probably just an expression of confusion at an unfamiliar word. 

			Obyron did not care: it made him feel better. Making an ancient gesture towards the world below – one he would never have used outside the company of common soldiers – he welcomed the worst it could offer. After so long quietly dreading this war, and the grinding exasperation of Setekh’s reappearance, it was good to be back in the thick of things, with the best of his troops. Indeed, in these moments when he was able to forget himself, the danger made him feel almost as if he were alive. Despite his bond to his master, the line of battle would always be his home: a place where he could express himself as fluently with his warscythe as Zahndrekh could with fine words. 

			And yet if his nemesor needed him, he would come, despite Doahht’s suppression of their sorcery. His ghostwalk mantle had been forged by the psychomancer Dagon himself, greatest of Gidrim’s crypteks, and was imbued with rites so ancient and potent as to ignore any jamming. The mantle could move him through deeper strata even than the interstices, and could take him to his master’s side at any moment. 

			Obyron hoped he would not need to use it. Although he was far from trusting of Setekh’s intentions, he doubted the bone-plated nemesor would make his move so early in the campaign. Apart from anything else, it would be too blunt a move for his refined tastes. But if he did decide to seize his chance, Obyron would not be baffled by tricks again. As the fleet had sailed for Doahht from the staging post, he had spent hours calibrating the flagship’s scarabs to spot even the most infinitesimal intrusion on his lord’s sanctum, and summon him there.

			But powerful as it was, even the mantle would not be enough to save Obyron, should he be blown to dust on the way to the world’s surface. As he considered this, another shot streaked in, far too close, and his oculars were overloaded with deep red light. When it faded, the next ark along the formation had disappeared, with only sparks of subatomic froth spiralling onwards where once had been a phalanx of old friends. 

			It was as if Doahht itself were reminding him of its power. But the vargard did not flinch. If anything, he was glad for those soldiers, for their long and deathless duty had come to an end with no dishonour. They could rest now. But Obyron was thankful he had not been sold so cheap. Rest would have been a fine thing, but he was not ready for it while the nemesor needed him – and Zahndrekh would most certainly need him before this war was over. 

			As the ark passed into Doahht’s thin atmosphere, its prow was crowned with a halo of meagre flames, through which a world of gloomy red dunes became visible. They fell towards a landscape alight with energy. As the enemy’s turrets had lit up during their descent, they had revealed themselves to the guns of the capital ships, and now they were being punished for it. 

			A rain of emerald fire streaked down alongside the assault craft now, destroying smaller emplacements outright, and weakening heavier positions for obliteration by flights of night shrouds. With no forces of their own in the air, the enemy couldn’t contest the onslaught of the bombers, and while Zahndrekh’s predisposition towards honour had held him back from calling in his squadrons, Setekh had no such scruples. Slipped from their leash, his squadrons of bone-coloured craft were turning great swathes of the desert into glass. 

			‘Give them hell,’ Obyron shouted over the whipping wind, and raising a growl of assent from the lychguard. It was no empty sentiment, either. Despite his loathing for the bomber wings’ commander, Obyron was at least grateful for his pragmatism. With these defences wiped out, they would be able to land the rest of the invasion force in relative safety. So far, resistance had been piecemeal, but Obyron knew with grim certainty that the worst was yet to come. The real fight would begin on the ground, and under it, and with the interstices locked down by the world’s brute sorcery, every warrior would count. 

			That wasn’t stopping Zahndrekh from celebrating, it seemed.

			‘Superb strike!’ he cried, voice faint and crackling over a feeble carrier wave connection, as another gun emplacement vanished in a searing anti-matter detonation. ‘You know, brother, I’m almost regretting my decision to withhold my bomber wings – your fellows are really stealing the show!’ 

			Setekh scoffed in response. ‘It’s like I always told you, Zahndrekh, sometimes all that honour will win you is scars. But don’t worry, I’ll always be here to show you how to fight properly.’ Obyron rather thought that was the point of honour, but knew better than to intrude on the two nemesors’ merry exchange of insults. 

			‘On the contrary, dear Setekh, I shall show you how it’s done, once my vargard makes landfall with the lychguard…’

			‘I’m sure he’ll do well enough,’ quipped Setekh, underscored by the gibbering of his skolopendra, ‘if the old brute can remember which end of his scythe to point at the enemy.’

			‘You wicked devil, Setekh!’ said Zahndrekh, in mock outrage. ‘Go on, Obyron – happy hunting, and don’t show me up!’

			Taking this as permission to stop enduring the nobles’ wit, Obyron tuned out their voices, and set an engrammatic subroutine to alert him if either of them said anything tactically relevant.

			The ark formation was flying parallel to the ground now, around twenty kubits up, and each vessel was raising a tall plume of fine dust in its wake. There was a lot of dust here, Obyron noted. Doahht was dead and dry, with not so much as a bacterium to be found in its inert crystal sands. And though the thin atmosphere of nitrogen and argon was cold enough to freeze a mortal body in minutes, it sweltered under the sickly red light of the sun. That light permeated everything, from the deep crimson of the sky, to the glassy dunes that seemed to glow from within. Here and there, the sand was broken with great triangular outcrops of black stone, worn by endless sandstorms, and Obyron would have thought them mountains – if he had not known better. 

			Because Doahht was not as silent as its surface suggested. Beneath those dunes teemed a horde almost beyond reckoning, and the vargard’s engrams shivered with the thought of that deep labyrinth. But there was no point dwelling on it. He could fight that battle over and over in his mind, but it would win them no ground until he fought it in this world. The only way out of this war was through it. And so, as the ghost ark slowed in the shadow of a towering black cliff face, Obyron leapt to the sand and raised his warscythe with an ancient cry of challenge. 

			A gale was picking up, carrying countless tons of sand with it. Whether it had been stirred by the violence of the bombing, or was part of the world’s inscrutable reaction to their intrusion, he had no idea. But it suited his mood well. He had come to take this appalling rock, in the name of his nemesor, and in the name of the Stormlord. 

			‘Well landed, vargard,’ intoned Zahndrekh, all whimsy stripped away to reveal the aristocratic steel beneath. ‘Prepare my siege lines. Let Doahht know the sons of Gidrim have come to claim their due.’

			As the lychguard marshalled, flowing into perfect blocks as if drawn to invisible magnets, Obyron surveyed the immensity of stone before him. A broad black ramp rose from the sand to meet the mountain, pitted and cracked by the aeons, and wide enough to hold twenty warriors marching abreast. At its apex, twin doors of black metal stood, bolted to withstand eternity, and flanked by obelisks two khet high. Their surfaces had been ground almost smooth by Doahht’s winds, but still they bore rows of markings which Obyron wished he did not recognise. It was time to draw their builders forth. 

			Turning to regard the assembled legion, now thirty ranks deep as flight after flight of arks disgorged their passengers, Obyron sent an interstitial command to the heavy artillery. A battery of annihilation barges was already arrayed on each flank of the force, but they would need greater engines than those to crack this shell. 

			‘Let the guns come forward,’ he commanded, beckoning into the swirling dust with his scythe.

			And there they were. Visible at first as towering, curving-clawed silhouettes in the gathering storm, Obyron could almost picture them as the dread beasts of necrontyr myth after which they were styled. This moment of fancy was rare for Obyron, and made him wonder if Zahndrekh’s odd way of viewing the world had got into him over the years. But then the engines lumbered forwards out of the dust clouds, and he saw them for what they were.

			A cohort of colossal seraptek constructs, five strong, settled themselves before the gates, and the sand itself began to sing with the charging of their guns. As their singularity generators reached full power, they produced a low, mournful howl that would have burst a mortal army’s eardrums, and spilled sheet lightning which crackled across the quaking desert. Obyron raised his warscythe, and the lightning ran wild up his arm, drawn to its fractal blade. 

			‘Ready to fire at my nemesor’s command,’ said Obyron, keeping his scythe in the air. From experience, he knew Zahndrekh would wait before giving the order (as his lord had always said, what was a siege without a little theatre?) and so he used the time to steel himself for the fight to come, using the sealed portal before him as a point of focus. 

			But now he looked at it closely, there was something deeply unsettling about those black gates. The rows of eroded glyphs on their surface were eerie enough – but there was something carved on top of them. A scrawl of the same text, but carved with a shakier hand, and forming phrases that made no sense. He had barely begun to make out the words, when the nemesor’s voice came over the instertices, speaking with an authority that even eternity could not dull.

			‘Breach the gates,’ commanded the nemesor, and Obyron put the strange text from his mind as he let his scythe fall. 

			The red world was drowned in green fury, as ten singularity generators fired at once. Huge chunks of the gates simply vanished, as tons of metal were drawn into raging, momentary black holes, and Obyron had to brace himself against the foot of the ramp to resist the tug of their monstrous energies. The rock itself screamed as the fabric of the gates collapsed into points of tortured space-time, before detonating in a volley of molten splashes. And yet still the doors remained standing. 

			There would be no respite. Already the charge coils of the serapteks were glowing white-hot for a second strike, and Obyron swept his scythe once more to order the shot. This time, it was more than the ancient bulwark could stand. When the light of the guns faded, the doors had been reduced to tattered remnants, with a lake of boiling metal at their base. And behind them was blackness.

			‘Hold fire,’ ordered Obyron. ‘Infantry, ready.’

			The silence was iron-heavy, broken only by the bubbling of steel as it cooled on the black stone. It stretched on and on, until finally, a low susurration came from the shattered mouth of the mountain. At first, it looked as if dead leaves were gusting out of the depths. And then their forms became clear: beetle-like things, scuttling and flying in short hops, with rust-scabbed shells and oculars glowing the same dull red as the dunes. 

			‘Scarabs?’ said Zahndrekh incredulously, stifling a laugh. ‘Do you see this, Setekh? They mean to answer us with ­scarabs? How impoverished must these poor fools be – I do hope this isn’t the stiffest resistance they mean to offer!’

			Setekh offered half a laugh, with little conviction, for he knew as well as Obyron how wrong Zahndrekh was.

			The scarabs came in a trickle at first, which soon became a flood, and then a tidal wave, as hundreds of thousands of the things came out of the mountain. The first wave was shredded by massed fire from the warriors and immortals, while those behind were burst into drifting sparks by the tesla destructors of the annihilation barges. But still more came – far more than could be repelled – and in no time, they had spilled to Obyron’s line at the base of the ramp. 

			The lychguard, too proud to use their powerblades on such unworthy foes, planted their weapons in the sand and fought with hands and feet. Silent even in their wrath, they stamped the scarabs into fragments on the stone of the ramp, and crushed them like fruit in their hands. Obyron was beset by half a dozen of the things, and spent a revolting minute levering them from his skin and cracking their shells. 

			Others were not so fortunate. Knots of the canoptek creatures were now flying over the line in short arcs, descending on individual warriors in a frenzy of scrabbling legs and gnashing mandibles. Although Obyron knew they felt themselves being devoured, the warriors did not even scream as they went down. When the scarabs moved on, they left only slivers of metal, hopelessly trying to reassemble themselves. And still more came from the broken gates.

			Knowing this would come, Obyron had positioned a rank of canoptek spyders at the legion’s rear, and they moved forwards now, disgorging their own scarabs as they hovered over the lines. The tiny constructs set upon their opposite numbers, and soon the air was thick with their rattling buzz, dark with the shadow of the swarm. 

			But the enemy’s scarabs were poorly maintained, crusty things, and soon came apart under the claws of the Sautekh’s own gleaming constructs. Soon, the hostile swarm had been thinned to the hundreds of thousands, and then to the thousands, and finally, the last few were picked off by gauss fire. Wasting no time, the Sautekh scarabs began consuming the carcasses of their counterparts, spinning filaments of necrodermis to repair those warriors wounded but still standing. 

			The lines had held, and casualties had been few – only three lychguard had been lost to the swarm, and none of his personal phalanx among them – but Obyron felt only fleeting relief. He had experienced their slow dismantlement, almost as keenly as if it had been his own bones being chewed. And this was only the start. As the buzz of the scarabs faded, it was already being supplanted by a ghastly sound from within the mountain: a slow, arrhythmic clanking, underscored by the drag of rust on stone. Obyron commanded the lines to hold once more, and his lychguard picked up their blades in readiness for what was coming. 

			‘This will be… a disturbing fight,’ he murmured to Neb, who stood to his left in the first rank. ‘But choose your strikes carefully, and we’ll see it through. And if we do not… well, I hope at least to grant your wish.’ Neb turned his head to regard Obyron for a moment, with nothing but faint confusion behind his oculars. But perhaps, on some subconscious level, the words had meant something. There was no time to consider it further, however, as the foe was upon them.

			They saw their oculars first: a galaxy of doleful red embers in the darkness of the tunnel, stretching back as far as even Obyron’s most powerful scries could see. And then they shambled into the light. Necron warriors. 

			They were the same deep umber as the scarabs had been, their poorly maintained necrodermis grown over with rust, and streaked with dark stains from leaking joints. Some hauled rigid limbs into motion, while others crawled, dragging ruined legs behind them as they clawed their way forwards with skeletal hands. Their oculars sputtered, and sparks cascaded from ruined servos. Some had functioning gauss rifles, blazing with carnelian energy as they fired blind into the besieging force. Others still held weapons whose power had given out during the long silence of the tomb, reduced to little more than cudgels, and yet still they tried to fire them as they trudged on.

			Obyron’s mind was gripped with revulsion at the ghoulish things, a disgust that went deep beyond his distaste for his own cold body. Although the time would inevitably come when he was forced to grapple with these ghouls, he had no appetite for close-quarters fighting just yet. And so, holding up an arm to hold the legion’s fire, he ordered the serapteks to fire again. 

			Perhaps five hundred of the wretched things were obliterated in the first volley, but the creatures behind them did not even slow their step, limping onwards over the molten remains of their fellows. It was the same implacable, mindless determination that had driven Zahndrekh’s own soldiers over a thousand battlefields, but here there was nothing behind it – no light of noble genius to guide them forward, or to be bested in a duel of wits. There was just the vast, ancient madness of a machine. 

			Zahndrekh had been quiet for some time, Obyron noted, as the thought of his nemesor came to mind. After repositioning the annihilation barges to stem the tide of warriors long enough for the serapteks to charge another shot, he sent a carrier wave request for orders. But the nemesor did not reply. Had the jamming intensified to the point where they were now cut off? Or worse – had Setekh somehow got past his monitors and harmed his master? 

			But at last, just as Obyron was readying his mantle to make an emergency translation back to the Horaktys, Zahndrekh opened a private channel to Obyron alone, which Setekh would not be able to hear. When at last he spoke, his voice sounded almost feeble, robbed of the royal confidence with which he had commanded the commencement of the siege.

			‘Obyron, my old friend,’ stammered the nemesor. ‘I… they… they’re us.’ 

		


		
			Five

			‘Of course they’re us, my lord,’ said Obyron, taken aback. ‘They’re separatists.’ It felt unusual indeed to be the one reminding Zahndrekh of his own delusions, but he had never heard anything like the uncertainty in the nemesor’s voice just then, not in all their years together.

			‘But they… they have no souls, Obyron. They seem like us, they resemble us in form, but something has cut away their essence. They’re… severed.’

			Obyron was silent, but not through taciturn habit. He was entirely staggered by what Zahndrekh had said, as for once, the old nemesor had seen things exactly for what they were.

			A Severed World – for that was undoubtedly what Doahht was – was an abhorrent thing. When the great sleep had begun, each of the necrontyr’s countless tomb worlds had entered a long hibernation, watched over by an artificial mind known as an autonomic spirit. Across the breadth of the galaxy, the lords of the dynasties had waited through their dreamless slumber, with each of their deep graves watched over by these selfless essences. 

			And when the time came for a tomb to wake, it was the spirit which would begin the process. The canoptek swarms that had patrolled the catacombs for intruders would be repurposed to prepare the halls for the risen lords, and warriors would be woken, temporarily under the guidance of the spirit, in readiness for the command of their masters. 

			Even under perfect conditions, however, and despite the celestial genius of cryptek technosorcery, sixty million years of entropy was a terrible beast to fight. For while the bodies the necrontyr had been given during biotransference were functionally immortal, their minds were not. The slightest degradation of engrammatic matrices over the aeons could leave a lord’s psyche damaged beyond repair, and Zahndrekh himself was a tragic example of what could befall a noble during the long sleep. 

			But even Zahndrekh had been fortunate. For any one of a thousand reasons, a tomb world’s hibernation systems could fail catastrophically, entirely destroying the higher functions of every mind interred within. In these cases, the autonomic spirit would still begin its attempt to wake the dynasty under its care, but in finding no lords to take the reins, would attempt to run the entire tomb world in accordance with its limited instincts.

			The architects of the tomb worlds, unable to imagine their sorceries might be undone by the brute attrition of time itself, had made little provision for such a nightmare, and so had conjured the autonomous spirits with the compulsion to repel all invaders until such time as their rightful masters awoke from slumber. Unfortunately, given the feudal infighting endemic to dynastic society, the spirits of Severed Worlds took the soldiers of other dynasties to be enemies – and would fight them just as fiercely as they would non-necrontyr. 

			In some dire cases – if the tales of horror Obyron had heard from the galactic north-west were to be believed – Severed crownworlds could even begin their own mindless wars of conquest, spreading their legions to uncorrupted tomb worlds, and seizing them in an unthinking imitation of phaeronic doctrine. The name of one such world, Sarkon, had become infamous among the reawakened dynasties. And if Obyron’s suspicions were correct, and Doahht itself had been a crownworld, they faced an equivalent danger here. 

			Fifteen hours later, as Doahht’s long night drew in under a bloody sunset, the Severed were still marching from the tomb’s mouth, and their numbers showed no signs of thinning. In fact, it seemed that for every hour the fighting continued, the flow of stumbling automatons was growing thicker. By now, the enemy was coming in such numbers that the Sautekh gun line – even bolstered by the serapteks’ singularity generators – was insufficient to stop their advance. For hours now, Obyron’s line of lychguard had been fighting a near-constant skirmish at the foot of the ramp. And while casualties had been few, Sabni had been among them, gone down without a word beneath a heap of the rusted, clawing ghouls.

			‘How are we meant to advance into this?’ spat Obyron, as he rallied his personal phalanx during a brief respite in the skirmish. The lychguard, of course, had no more idea than he, but the quiet snarls they offered in reply suggested they were just as frustrated. 

			If Doahht was a crownworld, and Obyron’s studies from orbit had offered every certainty that it was, there might be billions more warriors at the planet’s core, even now beginning their slow crawl up into the light. And with every legion the invaders disintegrated, the world’s spirit would grow more aware and more incensed, bringing more powerful assets online, and opening further gateways to the world’s surface. 

			Until they could fight their way inside, and commandeer one of the tomb’s translation relays in order to bypass the interstitial jamming, they had no hope of recalling fatally damaged troops to the fleet for repair – Sabni’s loss would be just the start of it. And if they were surrounded before they could breach the catacombs, the campaign might collapse astonishingly quickly, having only achieved the full awakening of a Severed crownworld. Even now, Obyron was receiving reports of warriors streaming forth from the other mountains among Doahht’s dunes, and Setekh had ordered his fleet’s guns to begin firing on those entrances, hoping to seal them and hold back the tide.

			‘Just hold the line,’ he barked to his phalanx as they advanced again, with a nod of reassurance that was more for his own benefit than theirs. ‘Hold the line, stay alert, and maintain your faith in our betters – Nemesor Zahndrekh will find us a way in.’

			The truth was, Obyron wasn’t so sure Nemesor Zahndrekh would do anything of the sort. Although he hated to admit it, Setekh, for all his treachery, was carrying the entire operation. Since his transmission to Obyron just after the Severed had first emerged, Zahndrekh had been virtually silent, offering only faint, half-hearted encouragements to his forces. The nemesor was clearly stricken by what he had seen, and there was no foresight behind his commands. Though it pained Obyron to say, there was no leadership. 

			Sometime into the night, Zahndrekh’s communications petered out entirely, and Obyron grew worried. Taking his attention from the fight for a moment, he scried into the Horaktys’ bridge, momentarily dreading that he might find his master lifeless at Setekh’s feet. What he saw was almost worse, and distracted him to such an extent that a warrior’s bayonet came within a forearm’s length of his body before the horror wielding it was cut down. 

			Zahndrekh was visibly broken. Leaning against a rail for support, his shoulders were slumped, his head was bowed, and his staff had fallen to the deck. His empty goblet – which he had ever thought overflowing – lay smashed on the floor beside him. And as the warriors wired into the bridge’s controls watched absently on, he was weeping. 

			Without the nemesor’s eternal confidence, no matter how ill-founded it seemed at times, Obyron had no idea what to do. He was a servant without a master, a sword without a bearer. And with Zahndrekh absent, the vargard was effectively commanding the entirety of the Sautekh force. The thought filled him with profound misery – but what choice did he have but to lead? Even if they didn’t lose the entire invasion force here at the tomb’s mouth – which would leave the stage set for a coup by Setekh, let alone the nightmare of a fully awakened Doahht – Obyron knew his nemesor’s honour was hanging by a thread. And Obyron was as much sworn to defend Zahndrekh’s honour as he was his physical form. 

			But what should he do? What would Zahndrekh do? Holding back the smallest of groans, Obyron realised at once where he would find the answer. Paring back his awareness of the fight to the bare minimum required to fend off the enemy’s blades, Obyron assembled every scrap of engrammatic code relating to Zahndrekh’s lectures, and reminisced. He was no strategist, but if some small shred of the nemesor’s obscure genius had not carried over to him in all those years of listening, then he was a poor servant. 

			The answer to the predicament had to be somewhere in all those millions of hours of his master’s rambling. Ultimately, the tactical algorithms Doahht would be running on were based on the very same ancient manuals Zahndrekh had spent his interminable life obsessing over. By Gidrim’s name, some of them had been written by him. And if there had been anything the nemesor had enjoyed doing over the many, many years Obyron had served him, it had been talking about his favourite tactical manuals. 

			When the solution came to Obyron, it was from an unexpected place. 

			‘Obyron, my good fellow, have I ever showed you how a finger-trap works?’ 

			Zahndrekh had not, and Obyron didn’t really think now was the best time to learn, since most of his consciousness was busy fighting back an upstart lord’s canoptek wraiths via the guards outside the feasting hall. But he had the distinct impression he was about to find out anyway, and so he replied with polite interest. 

			‘It’s a very simple thing,’ said Zahndrekh, producing a small cylinder of woven reed with an illusionist’s flourish. ‘Little more than a toy, really – a little trick, used to amuse the children of the royal houses. And, of course, to teach them a little bit about war in the process.’ Obyron nodded, unsurprised so far. There wasn’t much in the necrontyr experience of childhood that was not, at least partially, about war. 

			‘Hold out your hands, Obyron, and I’ll show you. There, index fingers pointing towards each other, just like that. Excellent. And on it goes. Now, pull your fingers free.’ As a lychguard blade despatched another of the thrashing constructs beyond the door, Obyron had tried to free his fingers. With his strength drawn from the core of the small star where his heart should have been, Obyron could have snapped the device apart into a cloud of dust, but he suspected this was not the point. 

			‘They won’t come free, my nemesor.’

			‘Aha! That’s because you’re pulling on the trap, oh foolish servant! And you see, the tighter you pull, the more wickedly it grips. To break free, you must try changing your angle of attack – try pushing inwards, and see what happens.’

			‘I am astonished, my lord,’ said Obyron, as the trap fell to the floor, and so did the last of the wraiths.

			‘Marvellous stuff,’ said Zahndrekh. ‘And I know it’s a silly lesson, but perhaps it will prove useful one day.’

			Classic Zahndrekh, thought Obyron, slamming the butt of his scythe through a warrior’s skull with mute satisfaction. The figment of the nemesor had been right: the longer they resisted here on the surface, the tighter Doahht’s trap would get. They needed to push inwards. But how? The answer to this question was more forthcoming, as it was on his person: the ghostwalk mantle, which could tear through Doahht’s interstitial jamming like wet paper. Crushing his fears beneath the weight of duty, Obyron made his decision, and transmitted a request for a private carrier wave to the bridge of the Serqeht, Setekh’s flagship. To his surprise, it was answered immediately.

			‘Vargard,’ said Setekh, with a note of surprised amusement in his voice. 

			‘I hope you will forgive my impertinence in speaking to you directly, but–’

			‘Forgiven, vargard. With certain curiosity, admittedly, over why your own nemesor should not be fit to hear your request…’ 

			‘Signal problems,’ lied Obyron curtly, knowing full well that Setekh would be aware of the situation, and in no mood to dance around the truth.

			‘Hmm. Very well. And in his… absence, what do you presume to ask of me?’

			‘Permission to advance, my lord. The longer we hold at the tomb’s entrance, the greater our risk of failure.’ 

			Setekh pondered this, before replying in a sly voice.

			‘And what aid of mine do you require to enact this stroke of tactical genius?’

			‘None, lord. Only permission to advance, with my own phalanx of lychguard.’ The line fell into silence then, and Obyron felt a brief stab of pride at having caught Setekh’s tongue.

			‘Go on then,’ he drawled at last, as if agreeing to wager some petty sum on a scarab fight. ‘It should be entertaining, if nothing else. Happy hunting, Obyron.’ 

			The acidic echo of his true master’s words made Obyron bristle, but this was no time to speak out of turn. He had nemesorial permission for at least part of what he was planning, and that was enough to maintain honour. There was no need for further conversation. Terminating the connection, he pulled his phalanx back from the line, and assembled them in a tight circle around him. 

			‘Brothers,’ he began, with some uncertainty. He had never been a good speechmaker – that was Zahndrekh’s territory – and it was hard to know what to say when you did not know what your audience could even understand. But he had to say something. 

			‘You have served long, and you have served well. You have done all your lords have ever asked of you, and so you have lived well. You must know, what happens now will likely mean your death – but in death you will be commended, and you will at last find rest. I suspect, even if you do not fully comprehend why, that rest is what you desire. So come, and find it with me.’

			The circle of grim metal faces nodded, and to Obyron’s surprise, he saw none of the usual bafflement in the posture of his soldiers. On some level, they understood. Obyron nodded back, but before he raised his voice to address the troops at large, he found he had one more thing to say. 

			‘Neb, make sure to stay by me.’ 

			‘Yes,’ said Neb.

			Turning from his lychguard, Obyron addressed the whole of the legion before the gates. 

			‘On the mark of my translation, begin the advance into the tomb. Do not stop until my signal comes, or if it does not, until the last warrior falls. In the name of Nemesor Zahndrekh, I command you.’ This was, admittedly, something of a reach from the permission he had been given – but if he lived to face the consequences, it would not matter. 

			Activating his mantle in a ripple of black energy that swallowed the lychguard around him, Obyron translated forwards, into the throat of the monster. 

			Obyron’s youth had been very different from Zahndrekh’s. In a sandy yard under a baking sun, along with thousands of other soldiers, he had been trained by a bastard whose rod was as hard as his heart, and who would sooner see his charges dead than idle. Unlike the nobility, who came into the world knowing the debt of respect the rest of the necrontyr owed them, the soldiery were born nameless. Any identity they hoped to gain, they had to fight for. 

			For the nobles, equal to their subjects only in the savage brevity of their existence, the purpose of life had been to prepare for its end. To put everything into carving out a legacy, so their descendants might at least know them by the size of their tombs. Soldiers, by contrast, knew the best they could expect was a shallow hole in the desert, and perhaps a mention in someone else’s marching song. For those of Obyron’s standing, life had been about living.

			And for a soldier, to live well was to become a flawless instrument of another’s will. Death was inevitable, and not to be feared, but life was still something to be spent as dearly as possible. Attaining glory was the easiest thing in the world, his bastard drillmaster had always said – you just had to keep fighting, and the trick was simply not to die. 

			Obyron found himself in clanking darkness, with his phalanx around him, at the heart of a nightmare. Beyond the shoulders of the lychguard, a sea of baleful red oculars sprawled in every direction: a thousand mindless faces, turning blindly towards the intruders. Immediately, the blades of the phalanx were alight, and hacking into the thickets of rusty limbs around them, each strike calculated to maim as many bodies as possible. They were quicker by far than the spirit of the tomb, but against such appalling numbers, even they would not last long. They did not need to: their lives would be spent giving Obyron the briefest, but the most vital, of head starts. 

			As the mass of rusted warriors pressed in and the slaughter began, Obyron left a final message of good luck, an old soldier’s blessing, in the minds of the lychguard. They might not recognise the meaning of it, but they were owed it anyway. They would have to do what came next with what remained of their own minds, as he could not carry the bandwidth.

			Orienting himself towards the depths of the tomb, Obyron slowed his chronosense to the limits of his capacity, and brought online a battery of arcane senses, including a potent divination algorithm that would offer him a degree of foresight. With his mind alight like this, he could fight like a god – but not for long. Every moment spent on this wild plateau would burn out irreplaceable engrammatic pathways, leaving him forever depleted. Each second crawling past in real time would sear away his memories, his habits, and even what remained of his personality, until he was whittled down to the emptiness of the ghouls all around him. 

			But what was the point of hoarding himself? Obyron wondered. What was it to be necrontyr, if not to spend what cruel measure of time you had been allotted? Then he stopped thinking, because even in this deep layer of time, it was a waste of the precious moments his old friends had bought him. 

			Obyron exploded into motion, vaulting over Neb’s shoulder just as the first bayonets plunged glacially into his breast, and the momentum carried him deep into the crowd. As he landed, he swung his scythe with immortal precision, and cut down a dozen Severed before the first limbs had time to hit the floor. His blade was a ribbon of light, every movement optimal beyond the dreams of mortal swordsmen, and he moved through Doahht’s horde as if he were waving away cobwebs. 

			Wading further into the press, it was a constant temptation to lose himself in the precision of his scythe, to give in to the whispered promise of ecstasy and let the subjective hours fly past, until time swallowed him whole. But the thought of Zahndrekh’s despair anchored him – the old general needed this victory more than ever, and it would not come if his vargard surrendered to madness. He had to focus. 

			From the time he had spent alone on Gidrim as the tomb there had ground to life, Obyron knew well the protocols by which an autonomous spirit commanded its warriors. After taking inventory of its assets on awakening, it would have assigned a degree of decision-making capacity to a single unit in each region, and slaved every lower-ranking asset to the executive function of that command node. If Obyron could get deep enough to find the local node and extinguish it, the warriors in the region would fall into complete disarray. The chaos would only last long enough for the spirit to identify a new nodal command point, but with its wits still sluggish from sleep, that might be long enough for the legion at the tomb’s entrance to press the advantage. 

			And there was the command node. Further along the passage, where it widened into a sepulchral hall, the mass of warriors was lit from above by a flickering red glow. A resurrection orb, held aloft by something which had once been a lord, but was now little more than a puppet, a blasphemous parody of its former self. Suspended in the air like a marionette by the weird sorcery of the tomb, the gaunt creature turned to look at Obyron with the slowness of hourglass sand, and something entirely other regarded him through its oculars. It had to be destroyed.

			But already, Obyron could sense the limits of his heightened state. He couldn’t operate like this much longer, and already, the warriors were beginning to press in on him, bogging him down. Hands were beginning to clutch at the edges of his armour, and eventually, enough would latch on to slow him to a crawl. That would be the beginning of a slow and dishonourable end. As Obyron assessed the dwindling options left to him, words floated back from his past – this time, from the training yards. The trick is not to die. 

			Ignoring a dozen screaming fail-safe routines, Obyron reached into the core of his body, and commanded his central reactor to convert fully half of its remaining energy into mass. It was a desperate, catastrophic move, with every chance of turning him into a pool of molten slag, but even that was better than being torn to pieces in the dark. And as it happened, it worked. 

			With tons of hyperdense mass temporarily distributed throughout his necrodermis, Obyron’s momentum became unstoppable. It was as if a torch ship’s engine had ignited behind him, and as he picked up speed, he began to smash warriors aside like saplings. Soon he was moving at a thunderous pace, plumes of gas streaming from his skin as the exotic metalloids dumped by his reactor sublimated. Every warrior he touched was sent arcing into the dark, until nothing was left between him and the puppeted lord. 

			Bellowing Zahndrekh’s name in challenge, Obyron took a mighty leap from the skull of a crawling warrior, and drove his warscythe into the lord’s chest with the force of a small asteroid strike. After that, there was blackness. 

		


		
			Six

			Obyron was not capable of being unconscious, but there was a period during which his transducers registered nothing, no new engrams were encoded, and his chronosense was entirely absent. In essence, he was unconscious. 

			And then he was not, and Setekh was speaking to him from inside his head. 

			‘Bravo, vargard. I’m not one to admit my mistakes, but I suspect we may have got off on the wrong foot.’ Obyron nearly asked him if he was referring to the assassination attempt on Yama, but came to his senses in time. 

			He found he was lying on the floor of a stone chamber, scorched and surrounded by debris, while all around him, blundering Severed warriors were being cut down by advancing lychguard. As he got halfway to his feet, only to collapse back to the stone, he recalled his assault on the command node. The fact he could remember anything was a good sign; the surge had not eaten away too much of his mind. 

			In fact, running a diagnostic scry, he found he had suffered surprisingly little in the way of engrammatic damage – all he had lost during the hard burn had been the memory of taste, and the name of his long-dead father. By cruelty of chance, he had not forgotten the names of the phalanx who had just sacrificed themselves for him, but as far as Obyron was concerned, those memories were a burden he deserved to bear.

			The things he had lost were not a bad price to pay at all, considering what had been won. With the local command node cut off, Doahht’s defenders had fallen into disarray as predicted, and his forces – Zahndrekh’s forces, that is – had been able to sweep into the sepulchral hall with little resistance. Now they were in place, it would be a matter of hours before they could commandeer the hall’s machinery and secure a translation relay free of the Severed World’s jamming field. 

			‘Vargard?’ It was Setekh again, with a definite edge of impatience.

			‘Apologies, my lord nemesor. This humble servant thanks you for your favour.’ 

			‘That’s more like it, vargard. Now why don’t you translate up to the Serqeht so I can congratulate you in person. Dear Zahndrekh seems as if he needs a little cheer, and I think you’ve more than earned the right to join us for a victory toast, despite your… recklessness. I look forward to receiving you.’ Setekh clearly didn’t expect an answer, any more than Obyron expected the right to refuse. 

			And even though he would have rather made another near-suicidal charge into a chamber full of ghouls than join the traitor on his flagship, he had been given his orders. And so, after making sure the sepulchral hall was secured, and seeing to it that the crypteks had the jamming field suppressed, he prepared to return to orbit. 

			The instant before he cast the translation ritual, Obyron finally realised what had been bothering him about the sepulchral hall. Even as he had fought through it, some minute sliver of his consciousness had registered that there was something odd about the walls. Now he had a chance to observe them, he could see it clearly: they were covered in writing. Of course, the tombs of his people were always covered in writing – reams upon reams of ritual funerary texts would always surround the stasis chamber of even minor lords, and that was all here, as he would expect. But just as he had seen in the instant before the tomb’s gates had been destroyed, there was a second layer of inscriptions carved on the top, meandering over the older text in an unbroken stream of gibberish. It was a deeply unnerving detail, in a place that already filled him with unease. 

			Nevertheless, he had better things to do than ponder the relics of a mad world. The sooner he got this visit over with, the sooner he could get back to the business of the war, and the sooner they could leave. And so, as the translation energies wrapped around his body, he put the carvings out of his thoughts.

			‘Ah, the conquering hero returns,’ said Setekh, rising from his seat as the door to the audience chamber slid open. It was dressed for a feast, with a huge crescent-shaped table set, draped in the blue and cream of Setekh’s dynasty, and walls aglow with the sapphire glyphs of his household. But although the table could have seated seventy lords, it had only two occupants – Setekh, and a haggard-looking Zahndrekh opposite him. Sepa and Sata were coiled together on the dais the table surrounded, antennae waving lazily as Obyron approached. 

			He wanted nothing more than to go straight to his master, but none of the things he needed to say to him could be spoken in front of that bone-coloured serpent Setekh and his pets. He and Zahndrekh could be no more separated, while still in the same room. 

			‘How goes the war, old friend?’ asked Zahndrekh in a hollow voice, making a dismal attempt at faking his usual high spirits. 

			‘Well enough, my nemesor,’ answered Obyron, telling half the truth. For while they could at least now translate troops in and out of their newly won sanctum, making their numbers far harder to exhaust, the odds arrayed against them remained staggering. Doahht’s surface was lighting up with new threat points, with thirteen tomb gates now open and spilling warriors onto the dunes. And while the invasion force had collapsed the entrance behind them when they went underground, it would not be long before it was dug out again by the rusted horde, putting them under attack from all sides. Time was not on their side. 

			‘We would certainly be faring more poorly, were it not for our brave vargard here – is that not so?’ Setekh actually clapped him on the back at this, and only Obyron’s core-deep fatigue prevented him shuddering. 

			‘I am reminded, now, why you were awarded the Order of the Tomb Fly seven times over, vargard! And while I don’t recall giving you permission to advance the whole legion in your nemesor’s stead, I’m sure it was just a matter of crossed wires. As you yourself said, there were terrible signal problems. And while I shall leave the matter of your punishment with brother Zahndrekh, as I see the matter, there is much room for leniency.’ He turned to Zahndrekh then, with what Obyron could have sworn was a smirk. ‘What say you, brother?’

			Zahndrekh deflated further at this news – this was clearly the first he had heard of Obyron’s decision to move forward the troops, and it would look like nothing less than a usurping of his command in his moment of weakness. And worse, now he thought back on that moment of madness, Obyron could not fully convince himself it had not been.

			‘No, no punishment,’ said Zahndrekh, in a near-whisper. ‘On the contrary. Three cheers for Obyron. Hurrah.’ 

			The rest of the occasion somehow made Zahndrekh’s feasts with his nobles back on Gidrim look merry in comparison. Obyron’s master barely touched his empty chalice (which Setekh had made a big show of gifting him to replace his shattered vessel), and said perhaps one word for every five of the other nemesor’s. Still, in all of Setekh’s speech-making, Obyron at least had the opportunity to learn something of the pale lord’s recent history – or rather, those parts of it he wanted the vargard and his master to hear. 

			Setekh was a privateer of sorts, working as the Stormlord’s concealed asset in the dark gulf of the m’wt. In exchange for freedom to operate, and as penance for sins he did not choose to elaborate on, he had agreed to sacrifice his tomb world, and have it marked as lost to a supernova during the great sleep.

			Since then, his small dynasty had been nomadic, based entirely aboard his fleet, and charged with furthering Sautekh interests among the Ghoul Stars. Largely, this meant pruning back the horror of the Drazak Bone Kingdom, and stopping Valgul’s vile reach from extending too far into the Eastern Fringe. But he was also an explorer of a kind, tasked with looking into places which had been dark since the War in Heaven and, where possible, stripping them of useful assets. This was how Setekh had come upon the eldritch cloaking technology his fleet and troops now moved under, and how, just recently, he had found Doahht. 

			‘You can imagine my thoughts, brother,’ said Setekh, pretending to chew on a hunk of meat. ‘I was taken aback, to say the least. A whole crownworld, lost somehow to wild sorcery, and its people replaced with mindless automata. Naturally, there was only one necrontyr I knew who was up to the task – and so I begged Imotekh to send for Zahndrekh.’

			‘You are… most kind, brother,’ Zahndrekh acknowledged, looking like the flattery had slid off him like rain, and could find nothing more to say. Soon after that, Setekh suggested the old nemesor must be tired, and insisted he translate back to the Horaktys to rest. Zahndrekh did not argue. With one last, sad glance at Obyron, the nemesor put down his chalice, and vanished. 

			After Zahndrekh left, Obyron tried to make his own excuses, but Setekh – now with his oculars dimmed in the suggestion of a sly smile – would have none of it. 

			‘Come, Obyron, it’s time we spoke. Please, sit down with me.’ It was the first time Setekh had ever called Obyron by his name, and the first time he had ever heard him say ‘please’, even to another noble. But if it was meant to ingratiate him to Setekh, the gambit was poorly judged.

			‘Lord nemesor, I am but a soldier, it is not my place–’

			‘–to refuse an invitation from a lord of my rank, vargard,’ snapped Setekh. ‘Now, sit.’ 

			Obyron sat. 

			‘As I implied before, I think maybe we have not conducted our relationship on the most mutually beneficial terms – neither now, nor in the past. In fact, perhaps I’ve misjudged you entirely. It’s clear you made a fine job of leading from the front, back there.’

			‘I was not leading, lord nemesor, merely–’

			‘Holding the reins while your master was… indisposed. Yes, yes, Obyron, I know how this story goes. You’re a loyal creature, a soldier through and through, never dreamed of power, and so on. But here’s what I can’t fathom – how is it that such a capable leader as yourself hasn’t… taken hold of the reins long before now? Let’s be realistic – it’s not as if you’d even have to do anything. Simply do nothing for as little as an afternoon, and there’d be enough knives in Zahndrekh’s back to forge a monolith from.’ 

			Obyron stiffened in the seat, not quite believing the evidence of his auditory transducers.

			‘My lord nemesor, you can’t be suggesting–’

			‘I can suggest what I damn well please, but since the implication is not to your taste, let’s not dance around it. You should be leading the sons of Gidrim.’

			‘Again – I am a soldier, my lord nemesor, not a noble.’

			‘And so was our noble Phaeron Imotekh, once upon a time. A soldier, who became a general. And when he woke amidst the chaos of Mandragora, he became a phaeron.’ 

			Obyron floundered a moment, before finding his words. ‘You have told me often enough to know my place, Lord Setekh.’

			‘And well you should – well should we all. But where is your place, Obyron? These are wild days, vargard, and they grow wilder still. Who’s to say what’s ours for the taking? Codes of honour written for a dead race? Lords grown too weak for their thrones? No, my friend, no one can determine our fate now, save our very selves. What is yours?’ 

			Silence hung above the table like a sword, before being broken by the soft click of Sepa’s claws – or Sata’s – as one of the beasts slunk into the shadows.

			‘I have no wish for power,’ said Obyron at last, reiterating his most basic truth, in the hope it would steer him away from this black hole.

			‘No, not for yourself, perhaps. But surely you’d wish to see the rule of the dynasties restored – and you really think that’s best achieved under Zahndrekh?’

			Obyron could not bring himself to answer honestly, so he sat silent and let Setekh continue unanswered. 

			‘Let me put it this way – do you truly think we are here to exterminate the Severed one by one, hmm?’ Obyron had wondered, in all honesty. Nobody had explained the wider plan for the campaign to him, but then he had not expected them to: his job was to carry out plans, not to make them. Still, as the scale of the former crownworld’s opposition had become apparent, Obyron had come to foster serious doubts about what they were expecting to achieve here. 

			‘No, vargard. We’re not here on some sort of… pest control detail. Certainly, if we achieve our objective, we’ll extinguish Doahht’s threat, but we won’t do it by waiting for every warrior to walk into our guns. 

			‘Let me tell you something, Obyron. At the heart of this world lies a treasure of incalculable value to our people. And it lies in the same sanctum as the cores which house the spirit of this world. Our campaign must be a fast one – to move down through this world and breach that sanctum, before enough of the tomb is woken that we are overwhelmed. To achieve such a feat will require not only our combined might, but also leadership, untainted by either doubt or madness. Zahndrekh, noble vargard, is no longer possessed of such a quality. On Doahht, he has seen the very first sliver of the truth of the world, and it near cracked him. He is too gentle a soul for this new galaxy – you must act out of mercy, if nothing else.’ 

			Obyron couldn’t say what angered him more. That the person who had tried to kill his master was so openly trying to turn him to the same cause, or that he was beginning to make sense. Fury blazed like sheet lightning across his engrams, and he had to stop himself smashing a fist through the nemesor’s table.

			‘I have nothing but loyalty for Zahndrekh.’

			‘Loyalty, Obyron, or love? Because if you think it’s the latter, you’re as deluded as your master. Biotransference cut away our ability to love, if ever we possessed it. There is no such thing.’ 

			Lost for words, Obyron wondered if the best answer he could offer would be the blade of his warscythe. But in truth, so soon after the fight in the sepulchral hall, he wasn’t certain he could prevail – not with the skolopendra beasts so close at hand, and with the arsenal of tricks Setekh had no doubt picked up during his long pillaging of the m’wt. And besides, he couldn’t be sure the nemesor was wrong. So he opted, for the first time in sixty million years of fighting, to flee. 

			‘The hour grows late, my lord nemesor,’ he growled, forcing the honorifics into the sickly, perfumed air of the feasting chamber. ‘With your leave, I would continue to prosecute this war.’

			‘So go, Obyron, by all means. Go and lead. Someone needs to raise the Sautekh banner alongside me. And when you come to realise what shall be necessary if we are to reach the treasures at the heart of this world, I believe I’ve made your course of action very clear.’ 

			Before heading back to the stygian turmoil of the front, Obyron translated to the Horaktys to check on his master, in the hope that his demeanour during the feast had all been a cunning feint: that somehow, the nemesor would have brushed aside the trauma of staring into Doahht’s nightmare mirror, and would be his old self again.

			Instead, he found Zahndrekh in the dome of dust and bare branches which had once been his pleasure garden, hunched over an ancient desk. It seemed he had been attempting to write poetry again. And while the nemesor’s verse was hideous at the best of times – not that Obyron was any real judge – this time, it looked as if he had lost his capacity for words altogether.

			As the vargard walked softly to stand beside his master, he retrieved a sheaf of crumpled parchment from the floor, and unfurled it to find the page covered in wild, scrawling gibberish – a fevered brew of phoneme-glyphs and numerals that bore no relation to language. Was this Zahndrekh’s psyche finally collapsing in on itself, like the last embers of a dying star? When those tomb gates had been cracked open to reveal the horror within, had Zahndrekh broken too, as he had understood the full scale of what the necrontyr had damned themselves to? 

			Zahndrekh had been old by the time biotransference had come, but through all the gulf of time since, Obyron had continued to see him as the brash, youthful spirit he had first met on Yama. Now, though, he appeared truly ancient, a ruin as worn as the obelisks on the world below. To see him fallen like this, Obyron could not forgive himself for the years he had spent wishing Zahndrekh could see the truth. 

			Certainly, to see him bluster along with his delusions had been endlessly frustrating. But the pain of seeing Zahndrekh with his eyes open was worse than anything Obyron had felt since the C’tan biofurnaces had stripped away his flesh. 

			Obyron stood beside his master for a long time, waiting for him to acknowledge his presence, but all that came from Zahndrekh was the scratching of his quill. Eventually, after an hour, the nemesor spoke. And what he said hit Obyron like a gauss blast. 

			‘Who are you?’ 

			Obyron returned to the front with thunder in his steps, and rage in his core, although he was no longer sure who it was directed at. He threw himself into the fighting the moment he was back, leading his lychguard on push after furious push against the tomb’s defenders. But no matter how fiercely he drove back the Severed, he could not drive the thoughts from his mind. Perhaps it would be better for the old general to be at rest, rather than tormented by the growing knowledge of his true nature. Perhaps, in its way, the betrayal Setekh was suggesting would be the greatest service he could offer, both to his master, and to the Sautekh throne. Perhaps killing Zahndrekh was love. It was hard to tell, thought Obyron, when you no longer had a heart. 

		


		
			Seven

			For a time the campaign saw renewed success; in the days following the capture of the first sepulchral hall, the invasion force fought its way nine leagues underground, cutting through Doahht’s infested crust like a powerblade through flesh. Chamber after chamber was seized, each deeper than the last, and each quickly secured by the Sautekh crypteks to act as a translation anchor for the next push. The Severed continued to boil up from the dead world’s heart, but the spirit of Doahht was too vast, too ponderous, to adapt to the intrusion. Time after time, the once-lords who acted as command nodes were identified and eliminated, leaving the warriors around them baffled and helpless as reeds before a scythe. 

			Although Obyron hated to admit it, the assault had proceeded even faster when he had finally accepted Setekh’s offer of three legions of deathmark snipers. He had stalled at first, as Zahndrekh had always found the use of any sort of assassins distasteful against an honoured foe, but the deeper into the catacombs he fought without his master’s guiding voice, the more irrelevant his nemesor’s habitual scruples became. They might as well have been just another damaged engram, blackened by the fire of his exertions.

			The truth was, Doahht’s cavernous spaces, and the command nodes’ habit of hovering above their legions, offered a perfect tactical environment for snipers. The silent warriors with their single sapphire eyes could snuff out the puppeted nobles from dozens of khet away, allowing the infantry to advance with little or no resistance. Obyron was always at the front, hacking down Severed by the hundred, but the violence did nothing to quench either his fury, or the deep misery beneath the veneer of his wrath. 

			By the time they breached Doahht’s long-cool asthenosphere, the process of conquest had become so efficient that the expedition’s vanguard was almost perpetually on the march, pausing only briefly to secure each new vault before moving on. Sometimes, they came upon whole decurions of unwoken Severed, heads slumped in their sleep-caskets, and the Sautekh scarabs fell on them to harvest their matter. 

			Frequently, as Obyron waited in the sepulchral chambers to marshal a new assault, he would look up and see – once again – those strange scrawlings carved over the wall friezes. And no matter how long he stared at them (he tried not to, but they always drew his eye), they remained incomprehensible, somewhere between mathematical notation and nonsense verse. The carvings made him think of Setekh’s words about secrets and treasure, and he wondered often what madness they were fighting their way to the heart of. But he did not let his attention linger. It was not his job to understand the ultimate goal of their campaign, or to ponder the mysteries of this world – he was here to defeat it. Why invite the agony of thought, when there was fighting to be done?

			Eventually, the advance began to slow. Like some leaden behemoth growing dimly aware of scavengers at its heels, Doahht was becoming angry. And slowly, but relentlessly, it was learning. The world’s spirit began to designate ordinary warriors, buried deep in the ranks, as command nodes, robbing the deathmarks of their easy targets. Sepulchral assaults became ugly, grinding presses, threatening stalemate until the Sautekh crypteks could run an augury to determine the enemy’s likely nodal structure, and identify priority targets. The rituals took longer and longer as the spirit introduced greater variation in its command patterns, and the fights grew fiercer. And as they moved further down through the tombs, the enemy’s numbers seemed to increase exponentially. 

			Obyron was no stranger to hordes. His blade had spilled oceans of the fungal broth that passed for the blood of orks, and he had served his master through the cleansing of entire star systems overrun by the vile tyranids (Zahndrekh had thought they were a series of increasingly large hounds). Hordes of his own people, however, were a different matter. And despite the anathema of their condition, that is what the Severed were. Even degraded by time and ill maintenance, they were clad in the same self-repairing necrodermis as the Sautekh warriors, and possessed of the same grim resilience. One on one, they were little match for even the poorest of Obyron’s warriors, but the invasion force would be lucky to see that sort of ratio again, this deep in the world. 

			On the twentieth day of the campaign, the advance had ground to a halt altogether. Momentum had stalled in an enormous cavern, split by a fissure of terrible depth, and crossed only by three slim bridges. The chasm bisected the tomb galleries for leagues in either direction, and scouting forays by Setekh’s canoptek wraith squadrons had found no easier crossings within range of their nearest translation relay. The crypteks had divined a cost of weeks to carve out a route to another traversal point, and with Doahht growing more vicious each day, it was time they could not afford to spend. 

			Zahndrekh would have had a plan, but Zahndrekh was not talking any more, and while his silence endured, Obyron’s options as his regent were slim. Even if he had possessed the strategic genius to think around the problem – and he knew he did not – he could not enact any solution without openly wresting control of the Sautekh forces from his master. And of course, whatever strategies Setekh may have cooked up, he was clearly withholding his counsel until the vargard did exactly that. If that was the case, Obyron insisted to himself, the pale nemesor would be sorely disappointed. Because while there was still an enemy before him and a blade in his hand, Obyron could avoid the decision. And so, with only one option left, Obyron had elected to fight at the crossing point. 

			It was not going well. The numbers massing on the enemy’s side of the chasm were unfathomable, and it was taking everything they had just to hold them back. Artillery platforms had collapsed statuary across two of the three bridges, funnelling the unthinking mass of the enemy across the central crossing, but the Severed kept coming, in waves thick and slow as flowing mud. The press on the bridge was so thick that warriors constantly spilled from its edge and into the depths, but their numbers were inexhaustible. 

			Obyron’s were not. Fully sixty per cent of the expeditionary force was now committed to Doahht’s underground at any one time, and across every ship in both fleets, repair foundries were operating at full capacity. Their attrition rate was commendably low, especially compared with Doahht’s – the Severed world’s recall mechanisms were in poor repair, and often failed entirely, leaving fizzing heaps of slag in place of warriors after failed translations. But such were the reserves backed up in the planet’s depths, it barely mattered. Doahht could lose a thousand warriors for every one of theirs, and they would still run out first. 

			And that was presuming their supply lines held. Every day, the Severed World was opening new breaches into Sautekh-held vaults further up in the complex, forcing the committal of reinforcements to defence. Worse yet, Doahht’s translation-jamming protocols were growing more sophisticated by the hour, slowly constricting the bubble within which the invasion force could reliably transmit both communications and fresh troops. Even the ghostwalk mantle, which Obyron had been arrogant enough to assume would always transcend Doahht’s capabilities, seemed of dubious utility now.

			This nightmare of logistics and sorcery was not Obyron’s domain. Whatever Setekh might have wanted him to be, he had never been the mastermind behind Gidrim’s successes – merely the muscle which kept it safe. And without Zahndrekh to show him the way forwards, no matter how maddeningly obtuse the route might often be, all he could do was keep flailing at the dark. 

			‘Lychguard, advance! For Gidrim! For the nemesor!’ 

			These seven words were the only ones Obyron had spoken aloud for days, yet he had bellowed them so often that they had lost nearly all meaning to him. They were not even necessary; he could signal the advance with the same subconscious ease as moving his own feet forward. But still he cried them out since, thin as they were, they were the only illusion of companionship he had left. 

			The lychguard advanced, for the one hundred and sixteenth time, into the madness of the bridge. For three khet to either side of them, the invaders’ side of the fissure was alight with green gauss fire, answered by a storm of red from the opposing side. The metal surface of the bridge glowed dull carmine beneath their feet, hot enough to have blackened mortal flesh. It was now six days into the battle of the chasm, and the energy released by the hundreds of millions of gauss shots fired had heated the cavern to infernal temperatures. The rock itself glowed, as if the spirit of Doahht, blazing red in the oculars of the Severed, had swollen to possess the entire battlefield. 

			And the front line had still not moved. Dozens of times, Obyron had led his vanguard to the opposite side of the bridge, only to be beaten back before the toehold could be secured. The battle had boiled down into a maddening, endless fugue, and Obyron swore his chronosense was beginning to break down entirely. Although he had no need of sleep, he would usually spend a few hours each day cycling parts of his mind through shutdown, in order to maintain its efficiency. But there had not been a moment for rest since they had entered the cavern, and as a consequence, he was plagued by memory leaks. 

			‘Lychguard, advance!’ he commanded again, as he crashed bodily into the front rank of the Severed, driving a wedge through the crowd and sending warriors tumbling into the abyss on either side. ‘For Gidrim! For… the… nemesor!’ His words faltered at the end of the command, vocal routines flooding with trash-glyphs as his mind suffered a brief feedback cascade. But the seizure was only brief, and besides, the sound had been drowned entirely by the fury of the clash. 

			The time had long passed where there was any point in form or finesse – after this many assaults, the struggle for the bridge was a matter of brute force, and Obyron fought with a basic ferocity that would have appalled Zahndrekh. He laid into the ranks of the Severed like a pit fighter, smashing warriors to the ground with his shoulders, and sweeping them aside with the haft of his scythe. He hammered away with his blade, jamming it into faceplates and puncturing ribwork, advancing kubit by kubit along the bridge through the vented reactor gas of his foes. His lychguard advanced behind him: a wall of blades, hacking apart the Severed left reeling in his wake. 

			But every time they charged the bridge, they made slower progress. Much of Doahht’s force was still made up of common warriors, and indeed, many of them were now on their third or fourth trip to the front, missing limbs and leaking fluid from poorly mended wounds. But there were plenty of fresh bodies alongside them, and they were joined by more powerful reinforcements. Somewhere around the sixtieth assault, Obyron had begun to encounter the occasional phalanx of immortals among the press, and by now, the bulkier shock troops made up fully one-third of the opposition. They were just as sluggish and mindless as their brethren, but they took fractionally longer to cut down, and in a conflict of attrition on this scale, even the smallest alteration of the odds threatened to tip the scales of battle against them. 

			As Obyron reached the centre of the bridge’s span, a stack of glyph-pings materialised in the corner of his vision, begging his attention, but he paid them little heed. No doubt they would be another glut of status reports from the crypteks at the relay vault, offering him more bad news he could do nothing about. Since the advance had stalled, there had been little to celebrate: Severed aircraft were now being launched from silos at Doahht’s southern pole, and while they were still handling poorly, they were coming in such numbers that they would soon be able to challenge the expeditionary force for control of the atmosphere. In the last ping Obyron had bothered to acknowledge, there were even reports of enemy capital ships awaking on the outskirts of the system, disgorged from the pocket dimensions where they had waited out the aeons. 

			Rage surged through Obyron’s limbs as he dismissed the pings from his vision, and he made use of the energy to barrel into a quartet of Severed immortals. Air superiority? Fleet movements? These were not the concerns of a soldier. These were matters for Zahndrekh – old ones take him! – and the old fool was still holed up in his ridiculous garden, wallowing in cowardice. It hurt, almost physically, to curse his master’s name, but Obyron could see things no other way. Zahndrekh had failed him, but more importantly, Zahndrekh had failed the Stormlord. 

			Not for the first time that day, temptation gripped the vargard’s mind. It would be so simple: all it would take would be one translation back to the Horaktys, one short walk to the nemesor’s pleasure garden, and one swift stroke. It would be over quickly, and the Sautekh forces would accept him as their rightful commander. Then, under the cunning hand of the pale lord, they might finally find a way to put an end to the horror of Doahht. Repulsive as it was, it seemed increasingly inevitable, and Obyron had a dreadful suspicion it was what the Stormlord himself would have willed, were he here. 

			However, it was also what Setekh willed, and that alone was enough to stay Obyron’s hand. Millennia of enduring Gidrim’s feudal politics had given the vargard a keen sense for the stench of manipulation, and his mind was not yet so eroded by the fight that he could not catch a whiff of it here. Setekh was letting him drown in the immensity of command; letting things play out until Obyron saw betrayal as the only way out. The pale nemesor could not make an open assault on Zahndrekh’s power, as the infighting would collapse the campaign planetside, so he was waiting for Obyron to do it for him. 

			But while Zahndrekh had been brought low by the sickness in his mind, Obyron refused to stop believing he could recover. Setekh, by contrast, would never stop being a complete bastard. While there was still hope for Zahndrekh – and there had to be – Obyron could not stop fighting in his name. Planting his feet on the smoking bridge as the next wave of Severed came in, Obyron shut down his oculars for a moment, and brought to mind the last time he had seen his nemesor. Who are you? Those had been Zahndrekh’s last words to him, as he had looked up from the depths of his madness. The vargard had been too stricken then to find an answer, but now he knew his response. Obyron brought his oculars back online, and raised his blade. 

			‘Lychguard!’ he roared, kindling the embers of his conviction into renewed fire. ‘Adv–’ 

			The command was lost to an almighty blast of red fire, and Obyron found himself thrown backwards. Pure luck kept him from plummeting into the chasm, and instead he landed on his back, skidding across the surface of the bridge in a shower of sparks. He barely had time to roll and rise to his knees, before another blast came in, just kubits away. This time he managed to keep his footing, but already another volley of fire was coming in. Barking an order to retreat, he scrambled towards the Sautekh side of the fissure. There was no way they could hold the bridge under a bombardment like this – the first blast alone had wiped out the front rank of his lychguard, and scoured away thirty-two per cent of his own reinforced necrodermis. By the time he made it back to the line, there were only eight lychguard with him. 

			As more shots arced in to pummel the mass of the Sautekh infantry, Obyron shot a quick glance at the other side of the chasm, and what he saw filled him with despair. Arrayed along an outcropping of masonry, oculars glowering through the boiling air of the cavern, were a full phalanx of Severed Destroyers, and at their heart towered one of their lords. 

			Destroyers were, without doubt, the worst of all who had once called themselves necrontyr. Zahndrekh had always found them beyond repugnant, to the extent where Gidrim’s subordinate lords were forbidden from fielding them, and even Obyron – who had never shared his master’s sentimentality – hated them with a passion. Driven to nihilistic rage by the trauma of biotransference, they were true monsters, without even the slightest vestige of civility or reason remaining to them. Their hulking bodies retained little of the necrontyr form, as they had lost all hope of returning to it: they had made themselves weapons. 

			The emergence of Severed Destroyers, Obyron reflected, was really not good news at all. Mortification flooded through him, as he understood what the message glyph he had dismissed during the assault must have been warning him of. How many lychguard would he have retained, had he heeded it? Even as he considered this, the battery was laying waste to the Sautekh force. Gauss cannon blasts were raining into the crush of troops at the bridge’s anchor point, obliterating warriors by the dozen. In the face of such devastating firepower, recall attrition would be horrendous. And worse, Obyron had no counter – he had been so focused on the endless, boneheaded assaults on the bridge, he had done nothing to anticipate such a change in the enemy’s force composition. 

			He watched the annihilation of his master’s army, gripped by a terrible paralysis. Yet more glyph-pings flooded his vision, as subordinates begged him for instructions, but he could not answer. Finally, he had reached a problem he could not solve by trudging forwards with his scythe, and he felt shame burn through him. He did not know what to do. 

			Obyron dragged his chronosense down, slowing his perception to the point where the Destroyers’ gauss rounds seemed to drift across the gulf like clouds of flame. But he could not stop time – he could only hide in it, fleeing from millisecond to millisecond as they were seared away beneath him. It was like mortality, in a way, although he had never feared death half so much as he had feared failure. 

			Finally, after subjective hours had passed, he resolved himself to call on Setekh for help. Much as it would disgrace him, it was surely preferable to watching any more of his comrades vanish in clouds of raging ions. But then, as a nimbus of ice-blue light blazed into existence at the apex of the bridge’s span, he realised he would be spared the indignity.

			Even down in the dregs of creeping time, it was fast: one moment, there was nothing on the bridge, and then there stood Setekh, cloak shimmering with the energies of translation, with his canoptek hunting beasts at his side. As Obyron released his chronosense, the nemesor planted his staff on the bridge with a crackle of blue lightning, and thrust the palm of his left hand towards the Severed, radiating lordly defiance. With a sound like a leaden bell being struck, a shockwave raced from his palm, knocking rows of the Severed from their feet down the length of the cavern. Even the Destroyers were staggered, rocking backwards on their repulsor platforms before the force of the blast. Obyron had never seen such a thing, but then who knew what ancient treasures Setekh had found in the depths of the m’wt?

			For the briefest instant following the shockwave, the cavern seemed silent, before Setekh filled it with an echoing cry of command.

			‘Sepa, Sata… cast off!’ Rearing in delight, the twin constructs emitted a shrill chittering, and raced forwards. Almost immediately, they were under a hail of fire from the massed ranks of the Severed, but the beasts appeared to shimmer in and out of reality, letting gauss fire pass harmlessly through them, and dipping in and out of the bridge’s matter as if it were water.

			Like twin missiles spiralling towards a target, the hunters flowed across the chasm’s crossing, and plunged into the mass of the Severed. The rust-red warriors stabbed and hacked with their bayonets, but slow-witted as they were, they barely raised sparks. Occasionally, one of the canoptek creatures would lunge to scissor a warrior in half with their mandibles, but Obyron knew all too well this was just play – once the beasts had a target in mind, they would not be distracted. 

			Indeed, within moments, the creatures had fallen on the battery of Destroyers, squirming like eels in a hot pan as they clambered over their bodies and snipped away limbs. Then, Sepa (Obyron thought it was Sepa) had slithered up behind the Destroyer lord, and was gripping its hull in an embrace of spiked claws. Like one hand working in concert with another, the second of the beasts – Sata, he supposed – reared up before the pinned Severed, and twisted its head this way and that, as if admiring a morsel of meat. Quick as lightning, before its victim could even raise its cannon, the skolopendra struck, and the lord’s head fell to the floor with a dull thud. 

			All at once, the enemy fell into confusion, formations collapsing as their command node was snuffed out. Here and there, knots of order were forming as Doahht assigned new hierarchies – it was getting faster and faster at reorganising its nodal structure – but it could not restore cohesion in time to recover the advantage. 

			Capering almost playfully among the disoriented Severed, the two canoptek beasts chewed the rest of the Destroyers into scattered fragments, before scampering back across the bridge and butting their heads affectionately against their master’s armour. Patting his charges regally, Setekh gave the order for the infantry to open fire once more, and as the gauss storm began anew, he strode from the bridge with his beasts in tow. Obyron was already rushing forwards to the chasm’s edge, assembling a new detail of lychguard. With the enemy robbed of its strength by the elimination of the Destroyer lord, there was every chance an assault across the bridge might hold, this time.

			But despite the vargard’s most desperate, illogical hopes, Setekh was not leaving the cavern. He was heading straight to intercept Obyron, radiating cold anger. As the nemesor closed on him, he did not slow, but instead transferred his momentum into a vicious backhand blow across Obyron’s jaw. And despite being nearly twice the slender lord’s mass, Obyron was stunned enough to be sent reeling, taking a step back to steady himself from the blow.

			‘Enough of your foolishness with the damned bridge,’ snarled Setekh, loud enough to carry down the front. ‘You know as well as I this war will not be won in this blasted cavern, and I am growing tired with your procrastination. Why do you waste your time? Even if you do take this scrap of stone, you’ll only be bogged down at the next bottleneck.’

			Suppressing his rage at the admonition, and finding shame beneath it once more, Obyron bowed his head as Setekh continued, this time in an exasperated, conspiratorial hiss.

			‘Do what needs to be done, Obyron. I have shown clemency in forgiving you the mistake of this prolonged indecision, but I do not make a habit of repeating my mercies.’ 

			‘If I am to do this,’ said Obyron, straining not to let his despair show in his voice, ‘please, at least… tell me what we are fighting for.’

			‘For our very survival, thanks to your tardiness! For every hour you’ve dawdled here, our odds of ever making it away from this rock have dwindled. But despite your insolence in asking, I can find the generosity to tell you the truth, in the hopes it will be enough to stir you from inaction.’

			As Setekh steered him away from the massed troops, Obyron wondered why he did not know the truth already, but he listened anyway. 

			‘If you had not already pieced it together for yourself, I did not stumble across Doahht in the throes of its awakening, or by accident. It was the object of a long and arduous search, a trail of legends and ghost stories centuries long, and borne from the faintest, most outlandish rumours.’

			Setekh gestured at the ancient stone of the cavern wall, with a sneer of disgust. 

			‘This world was silent as dust when I found it, and the last thing I wanted was to rouse its senses. But if Doahht truly held what it was reputed to, then the hornet’s nest had to be broken open.’ 

			‘What does it hold?’ asked Obyron. At that, the pale nemesor gestured up at the soaring wall of the cavern, where the tomb-friezes were overlaid by that same, jagged scrawl of glyphs that had become more and more prevalent as the expedition had moved downwards.

			‘You’ve seen these carvings? They were the work of one creature, it is rumoured.’ Setekh slipped into the tone of a court storyteller at this point, and it swiftly became apparent that he enjoyed the sound of his own voice at least as much as Zahndrekh. 

			‘A lone cryptek of singular genius, who woke from sleep hundreds of millennia before his time, and long ahead of the rest of his crownworld. As far as he knew, he was the only necrontyr awake in the whole slumbering vastness of the galaxy, and the isolation… made him strange.’ 

			Setekh sighed, and ran a finger over the carvings. 

			‘He spent an age down here in the dark, consumed by wild theory, and scrawling his workings on the walls. And then, when at last he had reached his conclusions, he found they were more than even his capacious mind could hold, and his sanity cracked. But in his madness, he built something – an engine of sorts, at the world’s centre – whose purpose we can barely guess at.’ 

			‘A weapon?’ asked Obyron, sensing the obvious. He and Zahndrekh had been on many campaigns to deal with planetary superweapons, and those which had actually functioned had generally ended up in Gidrim’s arsenal. They were nothing new to him.

			‘No. Not a weapon. Salvation.’ 

			Obyron froze at this, feeling a shiver at the very root of his mind. What did the nemesor mean? 

			Setekh elaborated. ‘Whatever this engine was, when the cryptek activated it, the mind of every being interred here – from the phaeron himself to the lowliest warrior – disappeared. That’s why our esteemed friend the autonomous spirit is now using everything in this world as a toy.’ 

			‘So their minds were wiped?’ asked Obyron, confused. 

			‘Not just wiped, Obyron. If the stories are to be believed – and from everything I can make out of these carvings, they are – the minds of the dynasty were… transported. Spirited away, to be restored elsewhere. Where, I do not know. It may not even have been in this reality. But if the text on these walls suggests what I suspect, they were born anew, in bodies of flesh.’ 

			Obyron heard the words, but he could not quite parse them. He had come, over the long years, to understand hope as merely a lighter shade of despair. But this was the real thing. The phantom of a heart caught in his chest, and he shivered all over with the ancient memory of sunlight on real skin. If this was real, it could be the answer to the necrontyr’s curse – the solution to their miserable condition. To think of it was more a relief, even, than thinking on the release of death. It was life. Setekh gave him a moment to let the enormity sink in, then carried on.

			‘You can perhaps now understand, vargard, why I realised Doahht had to be woken. For how could I know of such a thing, and not seek to bring it to the throne of Imotekh? Even if it was only the faintest possibility, a tall tale gibbered by the wretches of Drazak, what risk would not be worth taking to find out for sure?’

			‘And so you sent word to the Stormlord, and asked for Zahndrekh. Even though you knew he was too soft for the task?’

			‘Well, I didn’t know it,’ said Setekh, inspecting the talons of one hand, ‘I suspected it, based on reports from Gidrim. And alas, so it has proved to be. But in truth, it was not Zahndrekh I was after.’ 

			Setekh’s anger had long cooled now, to be replaced with something far smoother, yet Obyron liked it no more.

			‘Oh no, vargard. It was not the mind of Gidrim’s war machine I had need of, so much as its body. Zahndrekh’s armies have barely known defeat since Yama – as you well know – and I saw enough in those early days to know where the true strength of them lay.’ Setekh gave him a look then that bored through him, and for a moment he was back in that humming marsh, fighting off the beasts at his master’s door. 

			‘Me,’ said Obyron.

			‘You. And yes, I’m well aware we’ve seen each other as enemies, largely thanks to your love of your master. But it is that same love which now threatens to undo this entire operation. And you must understand, Obyron – the necrontyr have never been creatures of love. If you can overcome this weakness, and rally the armies of Gidrim beside me, then we may yet have every chance of changing the destiny of our people.’

			Obyron could not answer. He felt as if he was sinking into the ground beneath the weight of what Setekh had said, and could only shake his head, as if that would make it all go away. 

			‘You must go now, Obyron. Go, and cut yourself free from the past. Let an old general rest in the glories of the past, and forge the future with me.’ 

			Setekh clicked his fingers to rouse Sepa and Sata, and turned to leave. As he departed the cavern, the warriors parted before him with a wave of his hand. And watching him recede through the crowd, Obyron knew, with bone-cold certainty, that his mind was made up.

		


		
			Eight

			Obyron walked away from the battle of the chasm, and prepared to make his translation up to the Horaktys. He was in no great hurry. Even though the fight behind him had once again reached its full, grinding intensity, all sense of urgency had left him. The front would hold without him, and Setekh was right – neither the campaign, nor the fate of the necrontyr, would be settled on that bloody bridge. 

			Walking through the supply corridor leading back from the cavern, he shouldered his way through the flow of reinforcements, marching onwards with the same dull clanking as the Severed. None of them even turned to face him as he brushed them aside, and looking at their expressionless faces, he was made freshly, bitingly aware of what they were. Of what he was, too. 

			At the corridor’s end, he reached the vault serving as the expeditionary force’s forward muster point, where fresh troops were translated in to replace losses at the chasm. The chamber flashed with pulse after pulse of actinic green light, chasing the shadows into the furthest corners as each new phalanx arrived through the interstices.

			As soon as he entered the room, a small cloud of scarabs flocked to him, eager to speed the repair of his necrodermis from the damage it had suffered on the bridge. Usually, he would have endured the ministrations of the drones, but now he swatted them away like flies. He’d prefer the agony of the burns to their pestering, and right now, the touch of the things repulsed him. Barely moments after he finished shooing away the canopteks, a gaggle of fastidious crypteks was upon him, waving tablets and plying him with logistical reports. If anything, they were more irritating than the scarabs had been, so he waved them away too, growling with irritation. The time was long since passed when he could hide in the minor details of the war. 

			Urging himself to act before he could think any further, Obyron stood at the centre of the vault, and began to cast the ritual of translation. The whispering energies of the interstices had just started to gather at his feet, when he broke off the casting. No. He could not do this, not yet. He needed a moment, just a moment, to fortify himself. He needed to be alone. 

			With a deep ache at his core, Obyron made his way to a small antechamber off the main vault, found a chunk of masonry, and allowed himself to finally sit. As he settled on the rock, he felt the full weight of his body for the inert metal it was, and he leant against his scythe as if he might collapse without it. 

			Obyron’s great and only talents were fighting and waiting, and now, at last, he could not take refuge in either. He had to act, and whatever he felt about Setekh, he knew the nemesor was right. The necrontyr had not conquered known space with loyalty, or with love. They had won the stars through ruthless brilliance, and the sheer will of individuals to carve out their ambition on the cosmos. 

			He looked up at the wild scrawlings on the chamber’s wall, and thought of what Setekh had said. If there was even the slimmest chance this trail of madness might lead to the ends suggested, it would be worth any sacrifice to get there. On the scales of his people’s fate, the price Obyron had to pay would be infinitesimal – merely the culling of one speck of weakness, to make way for the strong. But for him, it was everything. It felt as if he were preparing to walk into a furnace. Still, he would walk into anything if it was his duty to do so. Obyron could no more ignore duty, than gravity. And so, with a deep and rumbling sigh, he began to lever himself from the rock. 

			‘Are you all right, old chap? You seem rather glum.’

			Obyron’s initial reaction was complete panic, as he had clearly lost his mind. Finally, the exertions of the campaign had stacked up and, under the crushing pressure of his decision, his mind had snapped like a twig, and he was hearing voices. But no: the voice was entirely real, and so was its speaker. Standing a few kubits behind him, in the shadows of the antechamber, was Nemesor Zahndrekh, draped in a cowl of rough cloth. 

			Obyron had many, many questions. But they all piled into one another on the way to his vocal actuators, and what came out surprised even him.

			‘My lord,’ said Obyron, ‘what on Gidrim are you wearing?’

			‘A disguise, dear friend!’ proclaimed Zahndrekh, with a flourish. ‘I’ve concealed myself as one of the peasantry, in order to make my way down here without being bothered.’

			Obyron was now completely sure he had gone mad, but since his mind had run away from him, he felt he might as well see where it was off to. 

			‘It’s these carvings, you see,’ continued Zahndrekh. ‘They’ve been vexing me ever since we first made planetfall, but I think I’ve finally made some sense of them. As you well know, I’ve always been somewhat of an amateur mathematician, and a poet besides. And… well, I rather think at last my little hobbies have paid off. Hah! Who knew that metrical verse would turn out to be such a powerful thing, eh?’

			Obyron had no idea what the nemesor – or at least the hallucination of the nemesor – was talking about. But he cared as little as he ever had at such times. Whether real or not, it was such a joy to hear the old general’s ramblings, he could have endured a thousand years of them without moving from the spot. But still, on the off-chance this was Zahndrekh, and not the madness of the tomb speaking, he felt he should at least attempt to make sense of the situation.

			‘But my nemesor… the pleasure garden… you were… I thought you were lost, my lord.’

			‘Well, it wasn’t my finest hour, I’ll admit. And it’s true. I did feel rather… lost, for a time. But there’s no quandary without a solution, my good fellow, not even the one we’ve found ourselves in. And do you know, I’ve got a tremendous hunch that I’ve found that very solution. I’ll explain along the way – time is short, after all.’

			Obyron’s mind was struggling to keep up with the escalating lunacy of the vision. ‘On the way where, my lord?’

			‘Well, if you’re up for it of course, we’ve got something of an excursion to make.’ 

			Obyron felt a note of concern, then. Because to talk to a hallucination was one thing, but he had been around madness enough to know that to start acting on the suggestions of one could be unwise. 

			‘I know this sounds a little rash, but I rather need you to take me to the front line, and then… oh, blast, there’s no point dancing round it. I need you to jump into that big damned hole in the ground with me.’

			Letting the nemesor’s words echo around his exhausted mind, Obyron found himself less perturbed than he might have been. On the one hand, the suggestion that he should leap into a measureless abyss was exactly the sort of thing a malignant hallucination would suggest. But on the other hand, it was even more the sort of thing Zahndrekh would come out with. 

			Either way, the thought of jumping into the chasm was preferable to the task he had been working himself up to before this vision. The task which, he now realised darkly, had moved that much closer into his reach. Zahndrekh was now standing well within his warscythe’s striking arc, and its blade would very quickly differentiate reality from fiction. 

			After a long moment of consideration, Obyron reached his conclusion. There was one very simple way, ultimately, to decide on his course of action.

			‘My nemesor,’ he said, locking oculars with Zahndrekh, and knowing it might be the last exchange they ever shared. ‘Is that an order?’ 

			‘Well of course it is, you bloody fool. You’re my vargard, aren’t you? So it’s one hundred per cent an order.’

			And that was that. Obyron nodded once, as the crushing weight of responsibility lifted from his shoulders, and did his master’s will.

			After he had been falling for an extremely long time, Obyron began to wonder if he had made a terrible mistake. 

			With the chasm’s walls rushing past him at considerable speed, it was all too easy to dwell on the possibility that he might have just denied his entire culture the possibility of salvation, on the orders of a hallucination. Then he hit the ground.

			Obyron was puzzled at first, as he was entirely intact. Although his body was more robust than the voidborne warships of many lesser species, it was still extremely heavy, and he would have expected at least partial dismemberment after a fall like that. But if anything, his landing seemed as gentle as if he had merely toppled a few kubits. And he had fallen onto a metal surface, which was just as unexpected. 

			He began recalibrating his oculars to adjust to the darkness, but there was no need, as a bank of green lights bloomed to life right in front of his face. Obyron recognised the pattern immediately; he had landed on the crescent wing of a catacomb command barge – one of Zahndrekh’s own – with its hull still frosty from the void, and crackling from the residual energy of a rapid translation.

			‘How’s that for precision?’ quipped Zahndrekh, oculars glowing across at him from the vessel’s other wing, and gesturing proudly at their chariot. Obyron was speechless. Had Zahndrekh just translated the barge right under their feet, while he himself had been falling? Even without Doahht’s jamming field, which now had an iron grip on everything past the bridge’s midway point, to attempt a translation precise enough to place the barge beneath them – and at a matched velocity, too – was lunacy. Or sorcery. At the very least, such a feat could not have been achieved by someone who refused to accept they were a machine. Was this it? Had Zahndrekh just come to cheerily accept the nightmare of undeath, as if it were an unfortunate gambling debt?

			‘Ha!’ crowed Zahndrekh. ‘No idea whatsoever how I managed that, but I had a feeling it would work. The dullards didn’t think to block translations initiated from beneath the front, did they?’ 

			There was no arguing with that. As rapidly as Doahht was now adapting to the invasion, there was no way it could have predicted something so completely bizarre. And so there they were, in the lightless cellars of the world, with a single command barge, and nothing but stone and wind around them.

			‘Where to?’ asked Obyron, settling himself into one of the barge’s pilot stations.

			‘Down, my good vargard,’ said Zahndrekh, reclining into the vessel’s throne. ‘Down, to the heart of the world.’ 

			Obyron flew the barge onwards and downwards, through the honeycombed immensity of Doahht’s interior. It was as if they were plumbing the depths of a cold and lightless ocean, bottomless beneath a sky of stone. Like most major tomb worlds, Doahht had been hollowed out long ago, its mantle chewed through by swarms of mining constructs in order to provide the raw material for its fleets and armies. To keep the crust above from collapsing, the diggers had left columns of rock leagues thick, but the spaces between them were large enough for fleets of voidcraft to pass through. 

			In this vaulted expanse the nemesor’s barge seemed impossibly small, a mote of dust drifting through a titan’s crypt. They were not alone, however. From time to time, they would see red lights drift by in the distance – Severed canopteks, patrolling aeons-old maintenance routes – but the constructs never altered course to intercept them, nor did they even appear to register their presence. Clearly, Doahht’s spirit had not made provisions for an intrusion so recklessly deviant from its stolid comprehension of war, and so its sensory nodes were not on the lookout for a renegade nemesor and his bodyguard, leagues below enemy lines. They were, in practical terms, invisible. 

			And so, with nothing to check their progress, they flew on, little more than a rogue datapoint in a mind whose senses spanned a planet. As it became apparent they would not be challenged, their tense watchfulness segued into a sort of companionable silence. Obyron kept himself occupied with the smooth descent of the barge, while Zahndrekh gazed up at the gloom-shrouded vault that crowned the underworld, occasionally making thoughtful noises to himself. The wind moaned softly through the planet’s carcass, and for a fleeting instant, all was peace. But tempting as it was to try to prolong it, Obyron knew he could not. After a lifetime spent wishing his nemesor would shut up, he found he could not wait any longer to hear the old general’s thoughts. 

			Even so, it was hard to know where to start. Obyron spent a good while grappling with the phrasing of his opening question – even for someone without a soul, he was no wordsmith – but eventually he ran out of patience, and spoke his mind directly.

			‘My lord Zahndrekh.’

			‘Hmm? Oh – yes, dear servant?’

			‘What… would you say… were you… made of?’ It sounded ludicrous, now he said it aloud, and Zahndrekh responded with a laugh so loud he feared it would prick the transducers of every construct in the depths.

			‘Sterner stuff than you, by the sound of it!’ crowed the nemesor, over the echo of his outburst. ‘What an absurd question. Why, I’m made of flesh and blood and old war stories, same as you are. Poor vargard, has this war cooked your head at last?’

			Obyron rather suspected it had, but he was intrigued by Zahndrekh’s sanguine response all the same. That had not been the answer of someone who had finally realised their mind was forever cut off from their soul, imprisoned within the cold husk of a machine. Still, it was worth pressing further, just to be sure. 

			‘Forgive me, lord. I only ask because… well. When you saw the enemy, you were perturbed, were you not?’

			‘Drastically, yes.’ Zahndrekh’s voice was grave, now. ‘I will admit, as I said before, that the revelation of our foe’s nature was a dark moment for me. And it’s singularly hard to make sense of, even now. At the time I just… couldn’t square it, Obyron. They were so like us, but there was something… wrong. So wrong it hurt to even think about. I developed a monstrous headache, and it altogether drove me out of myself for a time.’ 

			Obyron listened, with some relief. The river of Zahndrekh’s mind, it seemed, had been undammed. 

			‘I couldn’t gauge what these creatures were at all. But at some point in that mire of despond, I seized onto reason. It was the carvings, Obyron. I found myself consumed with those first images of the gates, from before our serapteks made the breach. There was something in that strange writing, the very start of a thread I knew I had to follow. So I… oh no, Obyron, you’ll surely think I’m mad if I go on.’

			‘No, lord,’ said Obyron, for whom the concept of madness was beginning to lose all meaning. ‘Please, continue.’

			‘Well, I began to… dream, I suppose. And when I dreamed, I saw through the eyes of the soldiers as they moved underground – even through yours, dear friend. I could see through the eyes of the scarabs, as clearly as if I were watching an interstitial projection. I was a passenger behind their eyes, wandering the halls and taking in everything that was written there. And in time I sent the bugs deeper, scurrying through the cracks, to find more. In my waking hours, such as they were, I wrote it all down. Eventually, Obyron, I found the meaning of those glyphs, and the cloud that had settled on me was burned away.’ 

			Obyron waited for his master to tell him the rest, until a meaningful cough told him it was his turn to offer a prompt. 

			‘What was the meaning of the glyphs, my lord?’ he asked, trying not to sound impatient. 

			‘They are a magic spell, Obyron, of some arcane potency. A soaring hybrid of algebra and poetry, clearly concocted by a most wicked sorcerer, for a most dreadful purpose. To turn an entire world of necrontyr into horrid robots.’ 

			Obyron was not what anyone would call a jolly sort, but it was all he could do not to burst out in coarse, booming laughter. After everything Zahndrekh had seen, and all that mental turmoil, that was the conclusion the nemesor had reached. That a wizard had turned Doahht’s inhabitants into robots. The funniest part of it, of course, was that he was at least half right. 

			As if on cue, the barge passed out from behind the shadow of one of the vault’s colossal supporting pillars, and into a dull red glow. The glow was coming from another pillar, perhaps three leagues distant, which was wrapped around by spiralling bands of blood-red light. At first, Obyron took it for a river of molten rock, until he noticed the stream was flowing upwards round the pillar. As his oculars focused, he saw the light for what it was – the glow from the oculars and the chest-glyphs of millions of Severed, marching in lockstep. An ocean of rust and dull rage, marshalled forth from the pillar’s interior, and making its inexorable way up towards the crust. 

			That one vista made it clearer than any number of failed assaults in the chasm could ever have done: their invasion had been doomed from the start. There were probably more warriors on their way up that one pillar than there were in the entire expeditionary force, and as Obyron looked further into the distant gloom, he counted four other columns alight with the Severed. While it was a profound relief to have something like the old Zahndrekh back, unless he had saved his most incomprehensible brilliance for whatever came next, this was nothing but a moment of levity before the end. At the sight of the enemy’s numbers, Obyron felt a pressing need to be reassured that Zahndrekh did, in fact, have a plan. 

			‘Before we jumped, my nemesor, you said that studying the carvings had given you a solution to… the spell. May I ask what it is?’

			‘I said no such thing!’ chided Zahndrekh, wagging a finger. ‘I said I had a hunch. Very different. But don’t fret, my servant – it does not become you. I’m sure something will come to me when the time comes.’

			‘Of course, my nemesor,’ said Obyron. 

			After a long time – so long that Obyron had begun to wonder whether they would ever stop descending – they reached a point where they could go no further. Down here, the pillars of the world spread out into buttressed slopes like the roots of gargantuan trees, and Doahht’s thin atmosphere had condensed under such pressure that it was as viscous as water. The nemesor’s barge cruised over this unreal landscape for a long time, seeking its lowest point, until at last, in a broad valley between the roots of four pillars, the rock of the floor began to give way to patches of smooth, unreflective darkness. 

			‘There,’ said Zahndrekh, as they hovered over the blackstone plain. He was pointing at a raised dais of onyx, ringed in red light. ‘I’ll wager that’s where we’ll make ingress to the sorcerer’s lair. Set us down, and let’s have at it.’ 

			Obyron brought the barge to a halt and, after he had helped his master down from the craft, they walked towards the ring of light, footsteps clinking in the silence. Now they were closer, Obyron could see the red ring was in fact three bands of glyphs, rotating counter to each other and fading in and out of brightness.

			‘You know what that looks like to me?’ said Zahndrekh, with relish.

			‘A series of rotating bands?’ offered Obyron, out of ideas.

			‘No, oh beloved fool, it looks like a puzzle. And I love a puzzle. Now… where are my notes?’

			Hurrying over to the dais, Zahndrekh fell to his hands and knees, and produced a sheaf of parchments from nowhere, which he then spread out beside him. When he had seen the sheets back in the pleasure garden, Obyron had taken them to be the nemesor’s poetry, but perhaps they had been mathematical notation. Or perhaps they were poetry after all. Maybe they were both simultaneously – sorcery was confusing at the best of times. Eventually he concluded that he had no interest in understanding, so long as Zahndrekh saw sense in it all.

			He certainly seemed to. Over the hours that followed, the nemesor tutted and hummed and muttered to himself, utterly absorbed. Occasionally he would touch the tip of his staff to one of the rings with a sonorous chime, nudging symbols from one ring to another, and give a little cackle of victory. It was the same bookish joy that overtook him when he was in front of a campaign map – the kind Obyron had thought he would never experience again – and it was such a relief to see that he didn’t speed his chronosense by so much as a moment.

			But even as it dawned on Obyron that this might well be the last moment of peace they ever shared, he knew he had to disturb it. He’d already initiated more conversations that day than he had in the preceding four centuries, but there was one more he had to start, and it was the most fearsome of all. Never once, in all his career as a soldier, had Obyron ever begun a conversation about his feelings. But there was a first time for everything, even when one was immortal, and if he didn’t do it now, he might never get the chance. So he went to kneel beside his master, and he spoke.

			‘Zahndrekh.’

			‘That’s Nemesor Zahndrekh to you,’ said the old general, without turning from his work, ‘but do go on.’ 

			‘In the garden, as you worked on these notes… you asked who I was. Did you not recognise me, lord?’ 

			Zahndrekh sighed in faint exasperation at the disruption, but then turned to Obyron with a look the vargard could only interpret as remorse. 

			‘I recognised you well enough, Obyron. But in that moment – and I’m ashamed to say it now – I doubted you.’

			‘Doubted me, my nemesor?’ Obyron felt as if he had sprung a sudden reactor leak; as if his chest were venting gas. Had he displeased his master?

			‘I was confused, my loyal vargard. And I’ll admit, I was hurt. I was increasingly sure Setekh was planning to move against me, you know, and that had rather shaken me to start with.’ 

			‘But Setekh is your brother,’ protested Obyron, trying to feign conviction.

			‘He might have been once, Obyron. But now, quite honestly, I think he’s up to no good. I think he’s led us here so he can take this magic spell for himself. Now I understand it, I fear the worst – that he intends to use it to raise an army of vile machines, and move against Lord Imotekh.’

			Warped though Zahndrekh’s understanding might be, he had a point. Now Obyron thought back to his conversations with Setekh, he wondered just how truthful the pale lord had been in his insistence that he wished to bring Doahht’s treasure to Imotekh’s feet. If he did come to possess the answer to biotransference – or whatever it was that lay beneath them – why would he share it? It wasn’t as if he had shared any of the other marvels he had looted from the Ghoul Stars, after all. Obyron was just considering whether to tell Zahndrekh about the assassination attempt on Yama, when the nemesor waved the whole subject away in exasperation.

			‘Ach! Enough of Setekh, he’s not the issue here. His betrayal I could handle – he always had it in him, ultimately. But worse, it seemed he was courting you, and I feared you would turn against me, when I needed you most.’ 

			Obyron stiffened. Zahndrekh said he had seen through Obyron’s eyes in his ‘dreams’ – had he looked in on his audience with Setekh, following the feast?

			‘After I turned you away in the garden, I was furious at myself. I had been sulking, Obyron. And I was sure, as each day dawned, that it would be my last. That you would come to usurp me, based on Setekh’s assurances of necessity. How could I have been so foolish? That bastard might have a silver tongue, Obyron, but silver cannot dent steel, and that is what you are. I should have had more faith in you. When I finally had the heart to assess the state of the ground war, I can’t tell you how my soul swelled, to find you still waiting at the front for me, unbowed by his persuasions. You still had faith in me, and so I had to return.’ 

			Shame welled up inside Obyron then, at how close he had come to giving up on his master. How close he had been to striking him down. Would he really have gone through with his plans after the battle of the chasm, had Zahndrekh not appeared to him?

			‘No,’ said Zahndrekh, resting a hand on the scarred armour of his shoulder. ‘I will always know my Obyron, even if I lose comprehension of all other things. Indeed, sometimes I wonder if I have lost some of my wits – if maybe I don’t see the world for what it truly is. But that will never matter, so long as I have you by my side. You are, in many ways, the stronger half of me. The better half. Even if you are an oafish, sandborn clod.’ Zahndrekh laughed softly at that, and clapped Obyron on the back. 

			‘Now, I’m sure you’ve had enough of this mawkish rot. Let me finish dealing with this contraption, and then let’s go and kill a sorcerer while we’re still two steps ahead of Setekh.’ 

			‘Let’s do that,’ said Obyron, as an ember of something he had thought gone with biotransference flickered deep in his breast. 

			Zahndrekh did some more clucking and tutting after that, before rummaging through his parchments and cursing loudly. 

			‘There’s a bloody page missing!’ 

			Obyron wondered what Zahndrekh meant, until he remembered. When they had last met, in the garden, Obyron had taken one of the pages of what he had assumed to be Zahndrekh’s poetry. He had been haunted with the feeling that he might never see his master again, or that if he did, he would not want to reminisce on their final encounter. And so he had slipped it into a pocket dimension, as a sort of keepsake. It was a matter of moments to summon it back, and he hoped to slip it beside Zahndrekh before the old nemesor could notice he had it. But no sooner had it appeared in his hand, than Zahndrekh’s own shot out to snatch it up.

			‘You old thief, Obyron!’ cried Zahndrekh, delighted. ‘You rascal! Ah, but I always knew you for the sentimental fool that you were. And I’m grateful for it, too… If that page had been lost, well, we’d be hard-pressed to find our way out of this mess now, I don’t mind telling you. But as it happens… there it is.’ After a fair bit of chin-scratching and murmuring over the final page, Zahndrekh collected all the documents together, and tucked them away. Then, moving his staff cautiously to the inner ring, he tapped three symbols with smug precision, and waited. Nothing happened.

			‘Oh,’ said Zahndrekh, crestfallen. And then, after a moment, he disappeared. 

			Obyron just had time to begin wondering where he had gone, before he vanished as well. 

		


		
			Nine

			It was not like a normal translation. It was faster, and harder, slamming Obyron through the cracks in space-time with such violence that his whole body seemed to vibrate like a plucked string. Even so, his scythe was alight the instant he arrived, and he fell into a fighting crouch, ready to protect his master. There was no need, however; Zahndrekh was standing just a few paces away, face tilted upwards in awe as if stargazing for the first time. 

			Following Zahndrekh’s gaze, Obyron could see why. Above them soared a great black sky, twinkling with constellations of faint red stars, and at first, Obyron was sure they had been taken somewhere far from Doahht, to the very dying edge of space. But no; the floor they stood on was solid blackstone, dotted with crimson markings, and as his oculars followed it into the distance, it curved up over their heads in a titanic sphere, a league or more across. It took Obyron longer than he liked to realise what this was: it was Doahht’s core, and thanks to some ancient perversion of gravity, they were standing on its inner surface, with the world’s crust far below – or above – the soles of their feet. As usual, it was Zahndrekh who broke the silence. 

			‘I must say, this is much fancier than Gidrim. If it weren’t for the state of the place, I’d have to admit I was rather jealous.’ 

			Now he had oriented himself, Obyron looked around them, and was forced to agree. As well as containing the cores that anchored the autonomous spirit, a tomb world’s central sanctum was usually where a world’s overlord was interred – and in the case of a crownworld such as Doahht, that would surely mean a phaeron.

			But while this chamber had once been a crypt of stately magnificence, it had fallen hard into disrepair. The statuary was smashed, the dynastic banners were in tatters, and the floor was littered with stains, cables and tech-debris, with every clear patch daubed over with swathes of wild algebraic verse. In short, it looked as Obyron might expect a place to look, had a cryptek spent several hundred thousand years losing his mind in there. 

			But that rogue cryptek had certainly not wasted his time. Two khet away from where they stood, a jagged ziggurat began to rise from the sanctum’s floor, reaching its apex near the centre of the sphere. Long ago, its summit would have borne the phaeron’s cryptosleep sarcophagus. But now that was gone, replaced by a towering, spider-like scaffold of machinery. The entire rig was cloaked in thick, boiling mist, glowing scarlet from within, and spilling thick cables that ran down the pyramid’s slopes into countless other devices. Obyron was no expert, but he suspected that whatever engine lay at the heart of Doahht’s fate – whether it had redeemed its sleepers, or just damned them further – stood before them. 

			‘As I suspected,’ said Zahndrekh, with an air of dread. ‘A spell of such magnitude would require a quite remarkable apparatus in order to be cast, and this must surely be it. Obyron – let us ascend the peak and put a stop to its malign influence, so the poor necrontyr of Doahht can rest at last.’

			Despite his best intentions, now it came to the task, Obyron couldn’t help but grapple with doubt. His master was clearly intent on smashing the engine – but what if it really could restore the necrontyr, in flesh and blood? What would he be throwing away, for the sake of loyalty? He told himself this was nonsense – that it had just been a tall tale Setekh had told him, because the pale lord had known it was what he wanted to hear. But faced with the engine and all its arcane power, he just couldn’t be certain. Perhaps between here and the summit he could find a way to reason with Zahndrekh, but he wasn’t counting on it. 

			And besides, there was a more immediate problem to hand: Doahht’s phaeron was rising from its grave. 

			He hadn’t registered the sarcophagus at first, taking it for just another piece of detritus at the foot of the ziggurat. But now its stone lid was shifting with a bone-deep grating, and a figure was emerging from within. Resplendent in an iridescent cloak and a grand headdress engraved with a stylised orrery, Doahht’s once-great king still cut an imposing figure, despite moving with the stiff clumsiness of a marionette. Obyron’s first reaction was pity: this was the rightful lord of a hundred stars or more, who had gone to sleep at the head of a mighty dynasty, but had never woken up. Once he had possessed a name that made billions tremble, but now his legacy was nothing, and he was little more than a drone, to be thrown in their way as the Severed World’s last, sad line of defence. 

			Woken too late, it would take the Severed lord time to reach full power – time it did not have, with Obyron and his blade just a few paces away. But the vargard could not simply despatch it like a sick beast. Even on his own account, Obyron could not conceive of treating a phaeron with such disrespect, even if it was just a husk. And Zahndrekh believed in nothing more than he believed in a noble’s right to a fair duel. Fallen though this creature surely was, the nemesor would no doubt insist that Obyron allow it time to prepare itself.

			‘What are you waiting for?’ yelled Zahndrekh, throwing out his arm at the shambling atrocity, as if protesting the unfair ruling of a pit-fight umpire. ‘Stab the damned thing in the face!’

			Well, that was a surprise, thought Obyron, as he shoved his scythe blade through the phaeron’s left ocular, and it collapsed back into its grave in a puff of red vapour. The vargard felt a flash of perverse satisfaction at how easily the foe went down. He had never killed a phaeron before, and although he relished the novelty, he thought it best not to dwell on it, in case he developed a taste for regicide. Then he noticed that Zahndrekh was applauding.

			‘Very pragmatic, Obyron. Disrespect worthy of death, on paper at least, but no one need ever tell the Stormlord, eh? Now, as you were – let’s get to the bottom of this. Or the top. You know what I mean, I’m sure.’

			As they reached the ziggurat’s summit, they entered the nimbus of charged mist that surrounded the cryptek’s edifice, and the form of the engine began to take shape. At once, Obyron recognised the cluster of casket-shaped cores that anchored the world’s autonomous spirit. Its thought processes would be distributed to some extent among the masses of the Severed, but it was bound – by design – to these physical units. After all, following their experience of the C’tan, the necrontyr had learned well enough the importance of keeping gods on a short leash.

			The cores had been dismounted from their original mountings and hauled up here, where they had been plumbed into a great web of glowing cable. Thick bunches of tubes spilled from their access ports, winding round the pylons that formed the engine’s superstructure, and coming together at the heart of the machine. Following their twisting path, Obyron’s gaze was led to the hollow at the engine’s centre, where something horrible stared back at him. 

			Suspended in a cradle of sparking brackets, with its back arched in agony and its hands twisted into spasming claws, was the form of a necrontyr. Its single, blazing eye gave it away – this had to be the machine’s architect: the mad cryptek who had turned his crownworld into a monster. The creature’s body seemed somehow insubstantial, and painful to focus on, as if it were trapped perpetually in the instant of translation, and it was surrounded by a halo of something that was either blinding light, or throbbing darkness. The radiation emanating from the cryptek’s form would have been enough to turn any living thing into a slurry of broken-down cells, and the whole assembly threw out a ferocious, scorching heat. 

			Zahndrekh and Obyron stood on the summit before the thing, and stared. 

			‘Good grief,’ intoned Zahndrekh, in a whisper of horror, before adding a curse so brutally coarse it astonished Obyron. He had no idea Zahndrekh knew words like that. 

			‘What happened here?’ said Obyron, as a phantom shiver ran down the back of his neck. 

			‘It seems that whatever magic this thing sought to enact, it paid… a terrible price,’ said Zahndrekh, and Obyron murmured in assent. He could not begin to fathom what dark bargain the cryptek had struck in its meddling with the fundament of the cosmos. Had this been the final self-immolation required to seal the annihilation of every mind in Doahht? Or had it been a sacrifice – the taking on of a nightmarish fate in order to free a whole world from the shackles of biotransference? Perhaps it had been both. Obyron was grateful when Zahndrekh interrupted his thoughts. 

			‘My faithful Obyron. As you have ever left the thinking to me, take my lead now, and believe me when I say it will do us no good to think on this at all. Whatever this thing may be, it… should not. And it is connected, somehow, to whatever animates the ghouls of this world. Destroy it, and all of Doahht’s defences will collapse – at least for long enough that we may return to orbit and pound the place to atoms. Then we can put this foul interlude behind us, and have a much overdue conversation with our good friend Setekh.’

			‘Why wait?’ said a languid voice from behind them, and Obyron turned around to find the pale nemesor leaning casually against a shattered statue of Doahht’s phaeron, at the edge of the summit. There was no sign of Sepa or Sata, but the vargard knew better than to presume Setekh had come alone. Anyway, the skittering beasts were far less dangerous than Setekh’s tongue, and Obyron didn’t intend to let the bastard say another word. Obyron charged: perhaps there was room for a little more regicide today, all things considered.

			He made it about five kubits, before Setekh raised one palm and knocked him flat on his back, with the same blast of force he had unleashed on the bridge. The impact seemed to rock his mind even more savagely than it did his body, and as he struggled to lift himself, he had no choice but to listen as Setekh drawled on. 

			‘As I was saying, Obyron, there’s no reason not to speak sooner, rather than later. Indeed, maybe there’s still time for you to avoid making a drastic mistake.’

			‘I’ve made no mistakes beyond listening to you,’ snapped Obyron, straining to rise with half-numb limbs.

			‘So I lied,’ shrugged Setekh. ‘I’m astonished you ever assumed differently. But if it’s truth you want, so be it. Yes, I want Doahht’s treasure for myself. And yes, I’ve used you both to get hold of it. Zahndrekh might be a fool–’

			‘I beg your pardon!’ interrupted Zahndrekh, but Setekh shushed him as if he were a child. 

			‘But he is a very clever fool, and I knew that if his mind was seeded with just the most tantalising hint of Doahht’s secrets, he’d eventually find a way to crack his way into this nut.’

			‘In which case, why have you spent the whole campaign trying to convince me to kill him?’ growled Obyron, reaching a knee.

			‘You bloody moron, Obyron. You don’t think I didn’t realise, after Zahndrekh’s little… collapse, that the best way to get you both back in fighting form was to try and drive you apart? A little jeopardy, a little intrigue, and there you both were… master and servant, back together at last, and ready to hand me Doahht on a plate.’

			‘Hang on,’ interjected Zahndrekh, appearing rather lost in the whole exchange, ‘how did you get in here?’ 

			In answer, Setekh just chuckled, and gestured at his staff. ‘Identical weapons, old boy. And not just in the decoration, either. They’re quantum-bonded. Where one goes, the other can always follow. Honestly, do you really think I would have been so gauche as to have them forged identically out of a sense of affection?’ 

			‘Oh,’ said Zahndrekh, looking at the floor. But in the time it had taken Setekh to finish gloating, Obyron had regained his feet, and was advancing on the pale lord, braced in a low crouch.

			‘All right then, Obyron,’ said Setekh, standing up straight. ‘I can see this will come to violence. You might even win. But before you engage, let me offer you one more truth.’ His eyes narrowed then, and Obyron paused mid-step. ‘That engine behind you? For all I understand, it really does exactly what I said it does. It sends whole worlds full of necron minds… elsewhere, and leaves behind empty bodies. That’s why I want it – as a weapon, to wipe out rival dynasties and puppet their legions. But for all I know – and there’s plenty of evidence in the cryptek’s workings to support the idea – the minds thus displaced might well end up somewhere… better. It’s your choice, Obyron. Join me, and you’ll be a traitor in the short term, but you might just save your people. Obey Zahndrekh, and you’ll be a good hound, but you’ll be throwing away what could be the answer to our damnation.’

			Obyron thought carefully, slowing his chronosense to try to piece things together. But for all his attempts at analysis, all he could think of were his nemesor’s words, as he had sermonised on the barge above the battlefield during their previous campaign. Will without honour is nothing, I’m afraid. And infuriating though he surely was, Zahndrekh’s wisdom had never been proved wrong yet. 

			Without a further thought, Obyron cranked his perception suite up to near-maximum settings, and hurled his warscythe at Setekh. By the time the pale lord had time to cry out in shock, the blade was embedded in his chest, pinning him to the statue behind him through his central reactor. Although grave, the wound would heal – but it had never been intended as a killing blow. The action’s main purpose had been to buy Obyron time to counter the real threat. And so, as soon as the scythe’s shaft left his hand, he turned and sprinted for Zahndrekh, reaching the nemesor just in time to knock him out of the path of the pouncing skolopendra.

			Of course, Setekh’s whole revelatory speech had just been a ploy to distract them both, as the canopteks had prowled up the sides of the ziggurat towards Zahndrekh. Obyron had acted with microseconds to spare. Even so, the odds were stacked against him. He’d fought these beasts before, and barely escaped with his life – and that had been without the prone form of Zahndrekh to keep from their snapping mandibles, or Setekh moments away from freeing himself and joining the fight. And as if that weren’t challenge enough, he’d just thrown away his only weapon besides his fists.

			So, fists it was. Grabbing the antenna of the construct as it surged past, he wrenched with all his strength, steering the clattering abomination right into the path of its twin, as it leapt from the mist. Vaulting onto the back of the second creature – it was Sata, he saw now – he pounded away at its headcase with blows that would have shattered a tank’s armour, but left only dents in its shell. Still, it was enough – Sata was stunned long enough for him to move out of the way of Sepa’s next attack, so it only caught his forearm in its pincers, rather than his head. 

			His armour held, and so rather than try to shake Sepa loose, Obyron pulled the monster closer, gripping its bladed mouthparts even as they chewed at him. Reaching an arm round Sepa’s neck to take the beast into a crushing headlock, he let it bear down on him with all its weight, then pivoted suddenly, throwing the construct sideways. But Sata was already up, and striking. Once again, Obyron dodged, hoping to grab its antennae just as he had grabbed Sepa’s at the start of the fight. But his fists closed on nothing: the awful thing had phased out, just in time. No matter, thought Obyron, activating the ghostwalk mantle: he too had developed new tricks since Yama. 

			With the mantle online, Obyron could slip in and out of reality just as easily as either of the canopteks, and his training gave him the edge over their animal instincts. If they had been focusing on him alone, he would have been worn down quickly. But the skolopendra seemed intent on reaching Zahndrekh, and for all that he was no brawler, the nemesor was doing a decent job of evading them, ducking and weaving between the mechanical debris that littered the summit. Obyron himself flickered from spot to spot, blocking with his body every time one of the beasts had a clear run at Zahndrekh, and unleashing short flurries of blows whenever he could materialise behind one of them.

			For all that, it was still a tenuous battle, and for every second the fight progressed, Obyron found himself having to increase the intensity of his perception suite in order to keep up with the skolopendra. He was already fighting on the ruinous metabolic plateau that had cost him so dearly during the battle of the first sepulchral hall, and if he pushed further, he would inflict catastrophic damage on what remained of his mind. But then, what else did he have to lose? Obyron pushed further. 

			As he tore a leg from Seta, he forgot the city of his birth. An armour plate torn from Sata’s back, as they wrestled in the shadows of the interstices, cost him the memory of how it felt to drink water. With every blow struck, another understanding deserted him, as if whatever remained of his mortal self was caving in beneath his fists. But still he fought on, to protect his lord.

			Eventually, Obyron reached his limits. He found himself stood beside Zahndrekh, fists raised, as the skolopendra circled around them in the strange, dark glow of the cryptek’s engine. Both canopteks were heavily damaged by now, but they were by no means out of action, and it would take a monumental effort to keep them at bay. Obyron knew he could finish the monsters off, or at least cripple them for as long as it would take to deal with their master. But he also knew what that would cost, because it was the richest memory he had: Yama. 

			Could he really sacrifice that? Could he give up his most precious memories of his master – the very foundations their eternity together had been built upon – in order to save him? As the wounded constructs slithered forwards, Obyron glanced sideways at Zahndrekh, and Zahndrekh looked back with the strangest kindness, as if he understood. The vargard knew then that he had nothing to lose at all. He could forget every moment of Yama, but Zahndrekh would remember. And as sure as the void was cold, Zahndrekh would tell him those stories again. This time, they would be new.

			Wishing he could smile, Obyron nodded to the old general, and pushed himself to a state so elevated he became lost in it. 

			A short forever later, Obyron woke, unsure of where he was, looking down a hill of broad black stairs at the smoking carcasses of two strange metal creatures. He was puzzled by that, and his body hurt very much. But he had the nagging feeling there was something he needed to deal with, and that it was possibly behind him. 

			Turning with the slowness of a sleepwalker, Obyron saw a sight he couldn’t piece together at all, until reality hit him like a hammer. That was Zahndrekh, his master, who he loved but couldn’t remember meeting. And he was fighting someone he didn’t know at all, but who he hated very much. They were fighting with staffs, in front of a horrible red light, and the person he hated was winning. 

			Running over, it felt as if the world were moving too slowly beneath his feet, but then he remembered what his chronosense was, and let it sink to its regular level. Things sped up considerably then, and in no time he was behind the person he hated. He found himself trying to calculate the optimum way of disarming his master’s assailant, but he was extremely tired, and so elected to take the most direct option. Obyron kicked the bone-coloured figure extremely hard in the leg, and he crumpled to the floor. Before he could get up, Obyron leapt on top of him.

			Zahndrekh was saying something, and so was the person he hated, but Obyron couldn’t really hear them properly, over the sounds of his fists. They were making huge dents in the pale figure’s faceplate, and it felt very good, so he kept smashing them down. He paused after a while, to see if the person was dead, but he wasn’t. In fact, he was trying to speak again. But Obyron had had enough of that. 

			Hauling the battered body to its feet, Obyron grabbed it by the neck, and dragged it towards the horrible red light. It got hotter and hotter as he got closer, but Obyron didn’t care. There was another figure in the light – something with one eye – but Obyron did not really care about that either. The pale creature started shrieking then, but that just made Obyron more angry. He really, really wanted it to shut up. So he shoved its face in the light. The light burned his hands, and that was all right, because it was burning the person who he hated much worse. 

			The longer he held their head in the light, the brighter the light got, until it started to flicker and flare. Whatever was making the light, he was fairly sure he was breaking it, and that this was a risky thing to do. But he was even more sure it needed doing, so he carried on. At last, there was a very loud bang, and the light went out altogether. Something like a body fell from the place where the one-eyed thing had been, and turned to dust as it hit the floor. That was confusing. But the pale creature was still in his hands, and its face was black and melted now. It was still alive, somehow, but it wouldn’t be talking any more. So he walked back to where he had been standing when he woke up, and threw it down the stairs into the dark. As it hit the floor, he was fairly sure the things he had shattered earlier were crawling over to eat it. That was good.

			Then, as messages he couldn’t understand blinked in and out at the edges of his vision, Obyron fell to his knees. He tried to get up again, but he only sank further down, and blackness rose to meet him.

			When Obyron woke again, he tried to gasp, before remembering that he had no lungs. His vision was covered in glyph-pings: messages from his own systems, warning him of catastrophic damage, imminent shutdown and multiple failed attempts at reboot. Surveying the extent of the ruin he had inflicted on his own mind, he was astonished he had come back online at all. But there he was, sitting on the floor at the top of the ziggurat – and there was Zahndrekh, sitting beside him. He still had no idea how he knew Zahndrekh, but he was sure it would come in time.

			Behind them, the engine at the planet’s heart – Doahht, wasn’t it? – had fallen into darkness, as had every light in the enormous chamber. The only illumination now came from his own running lights, and Zahndrekh’s, casting a pool of dim green across the darkness of the stone floor. Obyron felt peaceful. But as the structure beneath them trembled, and a deep rumble emanated from far below it, he suspected the situation was a little more precarious than it seemed. 

			‘Well fought, old friend,’ said Zahndrekh, with companionable warmth. ‘You really ought to have rested more, but we need to leave. I must commend your rather… straightforward method of dealing with the sorcerer’s engine, and it very much appears to have done the trick. Doahht has gone off like a light, and its legions with it. But without the engine, I fear the stability of the planet itself won’t last, so we’d be much better off in orbit. Are you ready for a short jaunt up to the Horaktys?’ 

			Obyron nearly said yes, but then he remembered the engine’s true purpose. Or what it might have been – it was so hard to recall now. 

			‘But… our souls, Zahndrekh. The machine… it could give us our souls back. It could give us our bodies. Please, lord, let’s at least take part of it with us, so we can know for sure.’

			‘Oh, dear vargard, why do you hold on to such things? You must let the thought of this awful contraption go.’ 

			Zahndrekh put an arm round him in consolation, and continued.

			‘Let me pose you this thought, Obyron, in the hope it will bring you ease. What do you think caused you to hold true to me for all this time – despite all the power you might have enjoyed through betrayal – if it were not a soul? What can love, but a being with a soul?

			‘Even if we all ceased to be flesh and blood millions of years ago, which of course I don’t believe for a moment,’ – Zahndrekh actually winked – ‘wouldn’t it have suited us better to live in denial of that, as some fools might say I had done? Wouldn’t it be better, Obyron, just to accept our fate, and enjoy immortality for the everlasting life of merry campaigning it has proved to be?’

			Obyron stared hard at Zahndrekh, unsure of what he was hearing. ‘You old bastard. You knew all along.’

			‘I knew nothing of the sort, old friend. But since you seem to be labouring under some delusion that you’re a soulless machine, I thought I should at least make some attempt to set you straight.’ Zahndrekh stood up then, and patted his thigh for Obyron to join him. ‘Come now, soldier. Up on your feet, and let’s return to the flagship. If we’re quick about it, we can have this all cleared up in time for a truly astonishing feast.’ 

			Obyron, ever loyal, obeyed his lord. He would have wept, but he had no tears.
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			The crone, finger painted yellow with the ochre she was applying to the young man’s face, turned her eyes to the sky. She opened her mouth as if to taste the charged wind, but her mouth was empty, for she had no tongue.

			‘The gods are coming.’ 

			The words were murmured by the little girl squatting at the crone’s side – her helpmate and her voice.

			The crone turned to the young man kneeling in front of her and grasped his face, pulling it close to her. 

			‘Go to them.’ 

			The words were an echo of the crone’s youth, uttered by the child, who spoke no words of her own. None among the Faithful knew whence the girl came; some whispered that she was the crone’s soul, taken human form; others held that she was the crone’s daughter. The crone herself gave no sign.

			The crone’s eyes were black, pits without reflection. The young man could feel her looking into his soul. He felt it quailing before her.

			‘Go to them, Montalte. Take them to the saint. He is calling. The gods come at his call.’ The girl’s eyes remained downcast all the while she spoke, as though she were caught in a memory. 

			As if in answer, lightning forked across the roiling sky then split a Bael tree in half from crown to root. The tree screamed in mortal agony, its thorn ropes lashing, before the holy fire consumed it. 

			The crone turned her scarred face to the blaze. Montalte saw the light from the holy fire illuminating the dark cave of her mouth as she opened it to savour the smoke. The smell, pungent and aromatic, took Montalte back to a time before the sky had cracked and vomited the Defilers onto his world. The feast of Saint Blaise, its spices, sweets and incense. The flames smelt like ceremony.

			Montalte smelled cloves as the Bael tree burned.

			The crone turned back to Montalte. ‘The saint blesses you with his fire. Find the gods.’ 

			Montalte nodded. 

			The crone held out her hand. The silent girl placed on it a medallion – one of the pilgrim medals, cast in the thousands when pilgrims still came to Chevreuse to walk the Chemin Royal to the shrine of Saint Blaise. Montalte bowed his head and the crone hung the medallion round his neck. The metal disc, signed with the Holy Fire, sat cold on his flesh. He looked up again into the old woman’s lined face.

			The crone opened her mouth, her lips moving, the words spoken once again by the silent girl at her side.

			‘You are the last pilgrim, Montalte.’

			Montalte bowed his head and made the sign of the aquila upon his breast.

			‘Now go.’

			As Montalte got to his feet, the silent girl pressed a needler into his hands. He looked down at the weapon, then to the crone. ‘Are you sure?’

			‘Find the gods. Bring them to the saint.’

			Montalte lay, silent, in a lightning pit. The sky fire had seared the soil to cracked black glass. All of Chevreuse was pockmarked with these pits, but nowhere more so than the Stations of the Saint that lay at the end of the Chemin Royal. 

			Around Montalte, the scrub jungle crackled. Flashes of light told of the discharges of sky fire that had been stored in the Bael trees. He was at the edge of the storm zone. Ahead of him, the scrub jungle became a twisted, blasted plain of devastation, littered with the remnants of war vehicles and the shattered stumps of Bael trees. The Defilers had made many attempts to enter the saint’s realm in the years since they had taken Chevreuse, but all such incursions had ended in piles of smoking metal and cooked flesh when the saint sent his fire burning from the sky. Now, the Defilers maintained a sullen sentry on the far side of a no-man’s-land that swelled and shrank as the storm itself writhed above.

			No aircraft could fly into the storm zone, not even one bearing gods. Now, Montalte waited. The crone had told him to meet the gods at the ruin of the tomb of Blessed Etienne, companion to the saint. From where he lay in the lightning pit, Montalte could see the broken remains of the tomb, a corona flickering from the jagged ruin of its spire. The sun of Chevreuse, a bloated red giant, hung low in the sky, filling the horizon. To the south, the rising dark told of a sandstorm blowing over the flats. Lightning sparked through that dark, so distant that no trace of its thunder reached Montalte.

			Movement. There. Furtive and grey, clambering over the snapped branches of fallen Bael trees. He would likely not have seen them in the gloom, save for the feeble thrashing of the trees’ thorn ropes, struggling to lasso a passing meal. 

			The yellow ochre painted over Montalte’s face and bare scalp camouflaged him against all but the sharpest eyes. Only the eye whites might give the Faithful away amid the yellow and grey and green of Chevreuse, so they stained their eyes with the juice of the Bael tree. Now he turned his yellow eyes towards the movement and saw it slowly resolve into a Defiler patrol. 

			The mind that framed the strategy of the Defilers on Chevreuse was subtle, determined and unafraid of taking losses. It had tried frontal assaults, infiltrations, flanking attacks, misdirection and feigned retreats in its efforts to first take the storm zone and then, when that had failed in the face of the saint’s holy fire, it had switched to trying to lure the Faithful out into the killing zones beyond. So far, the Faithful had mostly resisted the temptation to engage the enemy outside the storm zone. But ever and again, the enemy probed and tested. It was doing so now. The patrol, clad in grey and with the foul sigils of the Defilers on their combat fatigues, were sectoring in towards the storm zone.

			They were off-worlders. Everything about the way they moved proclaimed that. The way they placed their feet confidently upon the earth, how they scanned for enemies in the distance but looked neither to the ground in front nor the air above, told that they were newcomers to Chevreuse. They did not know its particular dangers. 

			The ground near the patrol rippled. 

			Fire worm.

			Even off-worlders would know to take cover in a building should a fire worm reach out of the earth of Chevreuse and turn a member of the patrol into a living candle. But that would mean them taking cover in the only structure within reach: the Tomb of Blessed Etienne.

			He had to draw them away.

			Montalte sighted down the needler. The weapon the crone had given him was a holy relic itself, one of the weapons wielded by the saint’s companions when he first drove back the Enemy. The point man of the Defiler patrol stopped, scanning the distance. 

			The needles took out his eyes. 

			Hearing the alarm shouts, Montalte threw a stone into a tangle of nearby metal that had once been a Chimera and, as the saturated metal discharged in a volley of sparks and flashes, he slid, fast as a fire worm, to his right, heading towards the nearest stand of Bael trees.

			Behind and above him, Montalte heard the snap of las-rounds. In the storm zone, the supercharged atmosphere left a trail of spark discharges behind every las-round, turning each shot into tracer fire. The Faithful found this useful. They always knew where the enemy was once he started firing.

			Coming into the scar zone around the Bael trees, Montalte felt the thorn whips slide over his shaven scalp. Tasting their own ichor, the thorn whips fell still, and Montalte crawled through into the cover of the trees. 

			Turning, keeping low, Montalte looked to see that he had pulled the Defiler patrol away from the tomb. He scanned the ground for the telltale phase ripple that showed a fire worm was rising, but the earth was still. 

			For a native of Chevreuse, the marks of fire worm and ball sprite and whistler were learned young and learned well, or the native never grew old. For the many pilgrims who had come to Chevreuse to walk the Chemin Royal to the Stations of the Saint, purifying themselves of sin before coming into the saint’s presence, the learning was often the final act of their pilgrimage.

			Montalte squirmed sideways. Occasional las-rounds ­sizzled through the air, sounding like meat frying on a pan. The patrol was vectoring roughly towards him, but clearly they had no idea exactly where he was. From his position he could see the officer, scurrying from one flimsy cover to another, pointing at various areas for his Guardsmen to fire at. The Defilers had quickly learned that, on Chevreuse, communication equipment worked reliably no further than an officer could shout. It had become a war of runners and messengers. It had cost the lives of a score of the Faithful to bring the message to the crone that the gods were coming. 

			Glancing to the horizon, Montalte saw the final arc of the sun’s setting.

			The gods would come with the night. The Defiler patrol was still too close to the infiltration point. He had to lead them further away.

			Montalte began to line up the needler.

			Steel. Cold, sharp, thirsty, at his throat.

			At the same moment, his mouth was sealed and he was held, with unspeakable strength, against something more unyielding than Chevreuse itself.

			A voice whispered in his ear.

			‘To call out requires a throat. Make a sound and I will remove yours.’

			Montalte felt his head being turned and he looked into the face of death.

			And death looked back.

			A finger, clad in armour, traced the ochre patterns the crone had painted over Montalte’s face and scalp.

			‘You have the mark,’ Death whispered. ‘You live. For the moment.’

			Death turned from him then, its red eyes searching through the slowly twisting thorn whips of the Bael trees for the approaching patrol. 

			Montalte saw the blue of Death’s armour and the black of his bolter and the lightning on his shoulder and he knew that the gods had come. He would have abased himself in worship, but the god held him immobile.

			Death gestured and, to his left and right, other gods appeared, moving with a silence and stealth that their size and armour made extraordinary. But then, Montalte thought, ideas tumbling wildly through his mind, they were gods. They could go where they willed, leaving no trace of their passing. 

			The gods unsheathed their knives. The blades were dulled with oil and rubbed-in dirt but the edges, ah, the edges. Montalte saw the way the cutting edges of those knives sliced the air. Death pointed, flanking left and right, and the gods turned and were gone, slinking into the shadows and rifts. 

			The Defiler patrol was still directing random las-rounds into the Bael trees while the patrol officer gestured his squads into flanking positions on either side of the stand. But as the squads reached their locations, taking up firing stances and looking to their officer for the command to fire, death rose up behind them.

			From where he lay, Montalte saw the blue gods move with a speed and silence that was not human, pulling back heads and slicing throats, crushing windpipes and shattering skulls, killing every man in each of the squads in the time it took for him to look left and right and left again. 

			‘Fire!’ The Defiler officer screamed his command.

			But only silence answered it.

			The officer stood up, looking to see what had happened to his men, and as he rose a god rose behind him. 

			The blue god picked up the Defiler officer, his armoured fist immediately muffling the man’s strangled cries. Around him lay the broken remains of his command squad. None of them were moving.

			The blue god made his way towards where Death waited, Montalte beside him, with the Defiler officer dangling in his hand.

			The god saluted Death. ‘All accounted for, brother-sergeant.’

			‘Vox?’ 

			‘Destroyed. But I could not tell if they made a report first.’

			‘Put him down.’

			The Defiler officer stood, swaying, in front of Death. For his part, Montalte looked with curiosity at the man, for this was the closest he had ever been to a living servant of those who had torn the sky asunder. The man was bald, as was everyone who stayed longer than a few days on Chevreuse, but his face and scalp were tattooed with sigils and signs that made Montalte’s gorge rise simply from looking at them. 

			‘Did you send an alert?’ 

			The Defiler officer looked up at Death. The traitor opened his mouth and Montalte saw that his teeth were filed to points and his tongue, licking fear over his lips, was forked. 

			‘I-I serve the Dark Gods. I do not fear death. I welcome it.’

			‘Then today is your day of fortune.’

			Montalte, although he was looking upon Death, saw nothing beyond a flicker. Neither, apparently, did the Defiler officer, for he continued to stare in defiance at the skull-headed god standing before him. But a red line opened across the Defiler’s belly, from hip to hip, and the officer, feeling the death he had welcomed, reached down, trying to hold himself together. In his reaching he upset the momentary balance that was binding him. With a look of ineffable surprise on his face, the Defiler officer fell apart, his torso falling backwards, his legs and hips pitching forwards. 

			Montalte stared up at Death’s blank bone face. He had cut the man in two and Montalte had barely seen him move.

			Death turned to the blue god who had captured the Defiler.

			‘Assume mission secrecy compromised.’ Death turned his red eyes on Montalte. ‘Why did you alert the patrol?’

			The Faithful stared into Death’s skull face. He could not speak. He made to give obeisance but Death pulled him up from the ground.

			‘Speak.’

			Staring into the face of Death, a memory flicked across Montalte’s mind, of a Defiler running at him, screaming, his face a mask of tattoos and mutilations, flesh self-sacrificed to the Dark Gods. Montalte had been a child up until then. If he had remained a child that day, he would have remained locked in his fear until the cultist skewered his body. But his childhood had ended as he had raised the laspistol his father had given to his keeping, to guard his mother and sisters. Montalte had emptied the entire power pack into the cultist before dropping the empty weapon and staring, in horrified fascination, at the charred lump of flesh that remained. What he had faced down that day was the face of corruption, the horror of an unclean death. Now, face-to-face with Death itself, he saw that true death was clean.

			Now, at last, Montalte could answer.

			‘Y-your reverence. I-I thought to draw them away from the infiltration point.’

			‘We were already here. Waiting for you. If you had not alerted them, they would have all been dead before they could send a signal.’

			‘Communications rarely work on Chevreuse, your reverence. Mayhap they could not send word.’

			‘Or perhaps they did.’ The man, the god, fell to silence, his red eyes distant.

			‘Your reverence?’

			The blue-armoured figure glanced at the little man. ‘I am deciding whether to let you live.’

			‘Permission to speak, brother-sergeant.’

			Death turned to another of those who wore the death mask. ‘Granted, Brother Jansenius.’

			‘This creature has already compromised mission security. He will slow us down. Recommend ensuring that he has no further negative impact on the mission.’

			Death shook his head. ‘He is our contact with the local resistance and, for the moment, our guide.’ 

			Death turned to Montalte. 

			‘You live. For now.’

		


		
			Chapter 2

			 


			‘Do you have a name, your reverence?’

			They were making their way across no-man’s-land, heading towards the storm zone. Montalte had been chosen for this mission by reason of being one of the most skilled among the Faithful in moving with stealth and speed through the broken land outside the storm zone, yet he could barely keep up with the blue-armoured gods. Nor could he do anything but marvel at how men of such size, wearing ceramite armour, could blend into the yellow and grey and green of Chevreuse, disappearing into shadows and merging into lightning tracks. They were silent as ghosts in the twilit night.

			The chief of them – there were five of these gods who wore the shapes of men but the face of death – turned to him.

			‘My name is Augustin. I am not your lord. I am a sergeant of the Fulminators, a Chapter of the Adeptus Astartes.’

			Montalte bowed. ‘Your reverence, I am named Montalte, son of Clermont, one of the Faithful whom the saint has raised and protected to guard his mortal remains.’

			Sergeant Augustin pointed ahead to the storm zone, its twisting mass of cloud lit from within by deep lightning. ‘How long has that been there?’

			‘The saint raised the storm when the sky split and darkness came down upon us. Saint Blaise raised it, and we, the Faithful, took shelter within it.’

			‘When was that?’

			‘Seventeen years ago, your reverence. When I was yet a boy.’

			Sergeant Augustin nodded. ‘We have known storms such as this – they raged when our Chapter was raised, on Mars the Red, and to them we owe our name – we are the lightning bringers. Such tempests hold no fear for the Fulminators.’

			‘This is the saint’s work, your reverence. It is unlike any other.’

			The god turned his eyes upon the man beside him. Even while they talked, they moved with scarce visible movement and less sound through the blasted debris of the battle zone.

			‘It is a storm,’ said Sergeant Augustin. ‘An electrical storm. We are Fulminators – we know storms. We bear their mark.’

			Then he reached to his head and removed the death mask he wore.

			Montalte, schooled into silence through seventeen years of fighting the forces of the Dark Gods, gasped. For Sergeant Augustin’s face bore the fractal scarification of one who had received the saint’s blessing and lived to tell the tale. Zigzagging down the side of his face was the livid lightning scar.

			‘You have been touched by Saint Blaise,’ Montalte murmured. ‘And lived.’

			Sergeant Augustin shook his head. 

			‘He did not make this mark on me, nor on the rest of my men. It was the mark of our making, when such storms raged on Mars the Red that had not been seen for millennia. I went into the tempest, still a neophyte, and offered myself to the storm – as we all do – and returned a brother.’ Augustin’s armoured hand, moving with the delicacy of a zither player, traced over the scar that ran from his shaven scalp, down between his eye and ear and on to his neck. 

			‘Two o’clock.’

			Montalte heard the words, hissing and crackly though they were, whisper from Augustin’s vox. The sergeant gestured to him to find cover but Montalte had already slid into the lee of a shattered Bael tree. 

			‘Hostile?’ Augustin whispered.

			‘Unknown.’

			‘Assume hostile, Brother Cornelius.’

			Montalte tried to get closer to the Fulminator. He knew what was approaching, they did not. But the lead Space Marine had already vectored to eleven o’clock. 

			‘Stop–’ Montalte began to shout his warning but it was too late.

			The grapnel launcher sent its hook unerringly into the rolling ball of light that was approaching and then as quickly reeled back, attempting to haul in its catch before it might transmit a signal.

			But the ball of light moved faster than the line, reaching long fingers towards the launcher and following after. As the ball of light rolled towards Brother Cornelius, the Fulminator who had tried to hook it, Montalte broke from his hiding place, running. 

			The Space Marine reacted faster than the Faithful. His bolt pistol was firing before Montalte had taken a step, each round centred in the heart of the ball of light, each round exiting without exploding. 

			The ball of light swallowed the Space Marine’s head, blazing brighter as it did so. The Fulminator clutched at his helmet, armoured gloves disappearing into the sizzling, sputtering flames, but the fire only burned brighter. Running towards him, Montalte grabbed from the ground two loose lengths of what he prayed to the saint were metal and, sticking one piece into the fireball that had swallowed the Space Marine’s head, he touched the other to the black glass of a lightning pit.

			Then everything went black.

			Montalte woke to see Death looking down at him. 

			Death reached out his hand and helped him up.

			Death, Montalte noted, had been badly scorched, the skull face blackened and burned.

			Sergeant Augustin pulled the Space Marine round to face him. ‘Brother Cornelius?’

			‘I am well, brother-sergeant’

			‘Keep moving.’ Augustin turned to the Faithful. ‘You will tell me what that thing was.’

			‘A ball sprite,’ said Montalte. ‘Some call them fire dogs. They hunt and burn what they find.’

			The sergeant shook his head. ‘Carnivorous ball lightning. Save I saw it, I would not have believed.’

			Montalte glanced towards the Fulminator who had been engulfed by the ball sprite. ‘None I know could have lived after the fire dog had bitten for so long.’

			‘We know the swift fire. We enter the storm, so it was not the first time Cornelius had felt its bite. But he could not have survived much longer. Faithful, indeed.’

			Montalte bowed. ‘Thank you, your reverence.’

			The Fulminator shook his head. ‘To be a sergeant of the Fulminators Chapter of the Adeptus Astartes is a greater honour than any Ecclesiarchy title.’

			‘I will remember, your reverence… er, my sergeant.’

			Augustin pointed ahead. ‘We will soon reach the storm zone. There, no auspex can track us. Once we are secure from tracking, take us to the Shrine Cathedral of Saint Blaise. Then your task shall be complete. We shall see to the safety of the relics of your saint.’

			‘But you cannot simply approach the saint. First, you must be purified by completing the Stations of Holiness. Only then, when all sin has been shriven from the soul, is the pilgrim pure enough to approach the Reliquary of the Saint.’

			The Fulminator pointed to his armour. ‘Do you know what this is?’

			Montalte shook his head. ‘No, your– my sergeant.’

			‘This? Or this?’

			‘No, my sergeant.’

			‘They are purity seals. You take us straight to the saint.’

			‘I…I will try, my sergeant.’

			‘Good.’

			‘But the saint may not be willing.’

			Sergeant Augustin looked down at the man scurrying beside him.

			‘With every due respect, we are here to preserve the relics of Saint Blaise from desecration by the unclean hands of the Archenemy. The saint himself has been dead for a thousand years. He will have no view on how we appear before him.’

			Montalte, fretful and uneasy, made no reply.

			‘Do you understand?’ asked Sergeant Augustin.

			‘Yes, my sergeant.’ Montalte looked ahead to where the storm zone began. It was not far now: already the electric winds that defined the edges of the storm zone were causing his skin to crackle. ‘But I do not know if the saint will.’

		


		
			Chapter 3

			 


			Captain Donatus knew that he was getting close to where Pelagus had set up his field headquarters when his skin began to crawl. 

			The encampment was seething. Marching after the messenger sent to fetch him (the gods curse the electrical activity of this planet that made even sending vox messages a lottery), a memory had popped unbidden into the mind of the Guardsman. A memory from when he was a child, before he had heard the dark, siren call. Pouring boiling water into the mound of tarmites that towered in the garden, standing on teetering tiptoe to reach up high enough to pour the water into the mound entrance. Seeing the first wash of boiled tarmites spilling from the bottom of the mound, the young Donatus had run, screaming and flapping desperately at his exposed skin, as a second wave of tarmites came seething from the mound, searching for that which was attacking them. He had had to stay in bed for a week or more after that, drifting in and out of consciousness as the anaphylactic shock pulled him to death’s darkness. That was when he had heard the first notes of the siren call: wandering in those dark places on what he had thought to be the borderlands of death. But, in truth, it was a first intimation of the warp, of the shifting sink of dream and desire that lay underneath everything. 

			Now, marching to the summons of Pelagus, Donatus saw the camp seethe with the same sort of murderous intensity as that tarmite mound had done when he had attacked it. There was trouble in the charged air – he could feel his skin prickling even more than usual. Without thinking, Donatus reached to scratch the itch, then cursed as the built-up energy discharged, giving him a shock. 

			‘Gods curse this planet,’ Donatus muttered. With a galaxy to liberate from the corpse god, why had the host come here? Why not one of the paradise worlds? Failing that, just an ordinary hab planet would have been fine: plenty to loot on one of those worlds. But no, he had been stuck with Chevreuse. Whisper it – no, make that only ever think of it in the darkest corners of your mind and, if possible, forget about it afterwards – but word was that even the dominus was none too happy about being assigned this mission. 

			The renewed thought of Pelagus made Donatus’ skin crawl again. His throat tightened. He swallowed to try to loosen it. He had seen men stricken into silence in the presence of Pelagus: a silence that the dominus had made permanent more than once when, irritated beyond endurance by a subordinate’s inability to produce his report, he had removed the unfortunate’s voice. 

			Donatus swallowed again, trying to work some saliva from the glands in his mouth. Nothing came. Time for an old trick: he bent down, picked up a smooth pebble, ignoring the inevitable static shock, and put it in his mouth, working it round with his tongue. 

			Coming to the entrance of the command tent, Donatus saluted the impassive guards that stood sentry outside. The tent flap opened and Donatus, hands sweating and mouth dry, entered the personal domain of the Space Marine commanding the Chaos forces investing Chevreuse.

			Inside the tent, the sensation of something crawling over his skin – a feeling which accompanied Donatus everywhere on Chevreuse – immediately departed. If there was a residual sense of discomfort, Donatus knew that it arose not from the planet’s electrical field but from the proximity of Pelagus himself. 

			While the air was free from Chevreuse’s skin-crackle static, it was thick with incense. At each corner of the many-sided tent stood a votary clad in rust red, swinging a thurible from which rose the thick, oily smoke. In the centre of the tent was an altar carved with the sigils of Chaos. Beside the altar lay the crozius – the badge of office and honour of the dominus, and his weapon in battle. And behind the altar, raised on a plinth, was something that made Donatus’ eyes burn to look upon. He looked away, but something deep in him drew his eyes back, though they burned, to look again.

			‘Blind servants are of no use to me. I suggest you look away.’

			The words came from behind him.

			A thought spun through his mind: maybe better to burn his eyes out looking at what was on the plinth than turn to see the one who spoke. But the words were a command – having heeded the dark call all those years ago, he could no more resist the speaker’s will than a sheet of paper might stop a bolter round.

			Captain Donatus, leader of men, turned and made obeisance to the Word Bearer.

			‘It is not for such as you to look upon the face of my master, exalted. Your soul would burn along with your eyes, leaving a husk with neither wit nor will. I have a surfeit of such servants. What I require now is a servant with wit and will. Do you have these qualities, Captain Donatus?’

			Head bowed, Donatus felt, through the sick lurch of fear, that same call from the shadows that had first thrilled through his childish soul as he saw the tarmites boil. Worlds of forbidden experience swung into his imagination: these might be his to know, should he serve the Word Bearer well. 

			Captain Donatus looked up into a face that had gone beyond death into the infinite. 

			‘I…I have those qualities, my lord.’

			Pelagus nodded. ‘Those who serve me well shall know their reward. The forces of the false one, the corpse of true belief, have tried and failed to retake this world from me. We have driven them back to the southern continent, but we must be wary, for they may try to retrieve the relics of the saint of the false god by other means. A patrol has gone missing east of the cursed storm. A message fragment reached me, nonetheless, along with information from… other sources.’ 

			Donatus followed the Word Bearer’s gaze to a shape beside the altar: something that had once been a man, an officer of the Imperial Guard.

			‘The servants of error have despatched a squad of Primaris Space Marines to find and bring from the cursed storm the relics of their saint, that they might still claim some sort of victory from their defeat on this planet. But in doing this, they play into my hands. I will allow them to rescue the relics, and to bring them out of the cursed storm. When the servants of the corpse god leave the storm’s protection, we will fall on them with all the forces we have and take the relics from them. So their defeat shall be complete, and yet more of the deluded shall have their eyes opened to the true faith.’

			Donatus gave obeisance to the Word Bearer. ‘What would you have me do, my lord?’

			‘Find them, follow them, harass them. Take as many of the Unshackled as you wish. Their deaths shall serve to exhaust the ammunition of the enemy.’

			‘Should I retrieve the relics from the enemy, my lord?’ asked Donatus, his eyes still downcast. 

			In answer he heard a strange, inhuman noise, akin to the death rattle of a scrag-bear. Donatus looked up. Pelagus was laughing.

			‘You, take the relics from a squad of Space Marines?’ The Word Bearer wiped his eyes. ‘I have not laughed so much in a thousand years. Captain Donatus, you will have been blessed beyond all measure by our Dark Gods should you survive these next few days – I for one do not expect to see you again. But if I should see you once more, ensure that your men have fulfilled the role assigned to them. They are cannon fodder. Give the enemy surfeit.’

			Captain Donatus, keeping his face covered, bowed. ‘Yes, my lord.’

			‘As for these Primaris Space Marines, I shall see to them myself.’ Pelagus stood and went to the altar that lay in the centre of the command tent before the statue of the Exalted One. The Traitor Space Marine looked up at the daemon primarch. His eyes bled.

			Pelagus shook his head and closed his eyes.

			‘Yet unworthy,’ he said softly, to himself. Then he turned back to where Captain Donatus knelt. ‘The enemy thinks these Primaris Marines, whom they bred millennia ago, shall turn back the tide that rolls over the galaxy. They think them superior.’ The Word Bearer smiled, and Donatus felt his skin crawl. ‘I have fought the Long War for ten thousand years and they think these new Adeptus Astartes superior to me. While they slept, I fought, and prayed, and made sacrifice. I thank the Dark Gods that they have sent these upstarts to me. We shall see who is the greater among us.’

			‘Yes, my lord,’ said Donatus.

			‘Take as many messengers as you require – do not trust to vox communication. Send word when you find them, and when they have retrieved the relics of their so-called saint. Then I shall come.’

			‘Yes, my lord.’

			‘Now, go,’ said Pelagus.

			Emerging from the command tent, Captain Donatus took a deep breath of the charged air. The Word Bearer had given him carte blanche. If he was going down, he would make sure a thousand men went down before him.

			‘You.’ Donatus grabbed a passing orderly. ‘I want three companies of the Unshackled ready to go in an hour, with as many of the Devoted as can be gathered.’ 

			‘Sir, I’m carrying out–’

			‘And I’m giving you an order direct from the dominus himself. Who would you most like to answer to for your failure to carry out an order?’

			The orderly saluted. ‘Sir.’

			As the man ran off, shouting to other command staff to follow, Captain Donatus looked up at the shifting, rolling sky. Clouds were gathering.

			Looked like a storm was coming in.

		


		
			Chapter 4

			 


			Montalte tried to blink the rain from his eyes. He looked around, sight swimming in the downpour, trying to gauge where they were. Above, the sky blinked with the saint’s fire, the clouds pulsing a rhythm of light to accompany the pounding thunder. The path that he had been following, the one that he had taken many times before, now simply ended: it ran into a valley of knife grass. The Faithful wiped his eyes again, trying to see what lay on the far side of the valley. Was that the spire of the saint’s shrine cathedral? He could not see for the rain.

			‘I said you were to take us straight to the saint’s relics.’ 

			Montalte had not heard the sergeant come beside him. But amid this storm, it was all he could do to hear his words, let alone his approach. 

			‘I am trying, my sergeant,’ said Montalte. ‘The way… shifts.’

			‘It shifts so much that this is the second time we’ve been here,’ said Augustin. 

			Montalte shook his head, rain flying from his scalp. ‘No, my sergeant. You do not understand. The ways to the saint are none of them straight – the pilgrim must follow where the path leads.’

			‘It leads in circles, then,’ said the Fulminator. ‘Which means we are getting nowhere.’

			‘Not nowhere, my sergeant. We are approaching – sideways.’

			‘I prefer to march in a straight line,’ said Sergeant Augustin. He pointed ahead, across the valley. ‘That is where we are heading?’

			‘Yes, my sergeant.’ Montalte blinked the rain from his eyes. ‘Do you see, across the valley? I think that is a spire, although it might be the trunk of a Bael tree that has received the saint’s blessing. We are close.’

			‘Good,’ said Sergeant Augustin. ‘Let’s get closer.’

			‘We cannot go that way,’ said Montalte as the Fulminator stepped towards the swaying knife grass.

			‘Why not?’ 

			In answer, Montalte picked up a wind-broken branch and threw it towards the knife grass. The knife grass, whipped to and fro by the gusts of the storm, sliced through the branch as if it were air, cutting it to kindling. ‘When there is no wind, it is possible to find safe passage through knife grass, but not during a storm.’

			But the Fulminator shook his head. ‘It’s grass,’ he said. ‘We do not divert for grass.’

			‘But it will cut through anything…’ began Montalte. His words died away as Sergeant Augustin reached out and dragged a great clump of the knife grass from the ground.

			‘Not everything,’ said Augustin, dropping the dead leaves in front of Montalte. The Fulminator signalled to his squad. ‘Advance.’

			‘B-but, my sergeant, the grass will cut me,’ said Montalte.

			‘Go around,’ said Augustin. ‘Or go home. We can see our destination – you have done your duty.’

			Montalte gestured, taking in the storm, which was redoubling in intensity all around them. ‘The saint is sending his fire. It is dangerous to be abroad – we should stop until it passes.’

			Sergeant Augustin shook his head. ‘It is lightning. We are Fulminators. We know lightning. We walk the storm.’

			Then he turned and led his men forwards. The squad of Fulminators, advancing in skirmish line, entered the knife grass. The blades, whipped up by the storm winds, lashed at their armour but did no more than score the ceramite. Behind them, at the edge of the grass, Montalte wrung his hands in a frenzy of uncertainty. Dashing the rain from his eyes, the Faithful looked for some other way around the valley, that he might meet the Space Marines on the other side. But the valley stretched, to left and right, to the limit of visibility. True, that limit was not far; it was possible the valley ended little more than a hundred yards away. But he could not see to tell. Montalte looked ahead. The Fulminators, heedless of the lashing strands, were crushing a path through the knife grass, using their knives as machetes. He might follow and, possibly, survive. 

			Montalte peered down the new path. Already, the sergeant and his squad were disappearing in among the thrashing blades of grass. If only the storm would die down a bit… But instead, it renewed its intensity. The lightning was near continuous, making over the night of Chevreuse into a brighter day. Montalte took a hesitant step forwards, then stopped. He remembered seeing another of the Faithful take cover in knife grass, only for the wind to start up. He remembered seeing the man crawl out, what was left of him, looking more like a butchered animal than a person. 

			Even with the rain lashing his skin, Montalte could feel the itch of the building charge: the land and the air and the storm were rubbing against each other, storing up the energy that would be released by the saint’s holy fire. He could see the crackle of discharge as the Fulminators pushed through the knife grass. He saw the earth ripple that told fire worms were being drawn up from their deep lairs underground. The gods were attempting to approach the sanctuary of the saint without first purifying themselves at the saint’s stations. 

			He had to warn them before it was too late.

			Not stopping to think any further on it, Montalte ran after the gods. 

			The electric wind lashed the knife grass to and fro. Montalte ran in bursts, stopping when a longer clump slashed across the path the Space Marines had broken with their armour, then accelerating again. He had to catch them. The Faithful could feel the charge building in the air and collecting on the grass: each blade stood up, separate. He glanced down at his forearm. The hairs there were standing on end. 

			The holy fire was building.

			Montalte ran on, not stopping the next time the knife grass whipped across the path but using the holy relic, the needler the crone had given him, to fend the blades aside. Still, an edge caught him, laying open the flesh across his shoulder, but the rain washed the blood: it would be a clean cut, Montalte thought as he ran on. 

			The path was climbing now. He might soon reach the end of the knife grass, which preferred the wetter ground of combes and dells, but the rising path meant that he slipped on the water sheeting down the slope. Each time he fell, Montalte felt the trampled knife grass cut into the hand or knee that came into contact with the ground. Just as well the rain was washing away the blood. Otherwise, every blood fly in the area would have descended upon him to drink its fill and lay its eggs. But the storm wind was too great for their stubby wings: they would be sheltering in the hollows of Bael trees, waiting for the storm to pass.

			Coming to the top of a rise, Montalte stopped and, shielding his eyes from the rain, tried to locate the Fulminators. What he saw was something much more unexpected. The high spire that stood over the saint’s reliquary rose above the final belt of knife grass: it really had been the saint’s shrine cathedral that he had seen across the valley. 

			Then, ahead, he caught a glimpse of the blue of the armour of the gods. They had come to the edge of the knife grass. They were about to enter the Holy Precinct that surrounded the saint’s shrine – the area that none might enter save the pure, those who had endured the trials of the Stations of the Saint and shriven every sin from their souls.

			But the gods had come directly to the shrine without passing any of the stations: they must indeed be gods, without stain or fault, for the saint to allow them to approach him this way.

			Montalte ran to catch up with them. As he ran, he felt the storm winds die away and the rain slacken. The air felt charged, heavy. Electric.

			He looked ahead and saw the first of the Fulminators, the point man in their skirmish patrol formation, poised to step into the Holy Precinct. 

			They were gods. Pure from sin.

			A blue, armoured foot stepped upon the Holy Precinct.

			And the fire came.

			It crackled from the steeple top, it hissed from the air, it rose up from the ground itself.

			The Fulminator was bathed in light.

			The blue god stood there, transfixed, arms outstretched in exaltation, blessed as he had been blessed before on his home world.

			But then the fire, rather than flickering to black, renewed itself, cracking from the mouths and eyes of the reliefs carved into the façade, striking down from the storm in multiple jagged spears.

			The Fulminator arched rigid, his head thrown back. The fire filled him, then burst from his fingertips, from the mouth thrown wide in agony, from the eyes that saw as their last sight only light. 

			Then, darkness.

			The light went out.

			The god stood, dark and still, arms outstretched. 

			The god fell. He collapsed in upon himself in a heap of smoking, blackened armour.

			By the time Montalte reached the Space Marine, Sergeant Augustin was kneeling beside him. The rest of the squad had taken firing positions, ready for any assault. But the air was still now, the storm passed. 

			Sergeant Augustin looked at Montalte. Kneeling, he was eye to eye with the Faithful. Augustin was holding the Space Marine’s helmet. ‘He’s not there,’ Augustin said softly. ‘Nothing’s there. His geneseed is lost.’

			But Montalte shook his head. ‘No. This is the saint’s blessing.’

			Sergeant Augustin stood up. He was still holding the smoking but empty helmet in his armoured fist. ‘What sort of blessing is this?’ he asked.

			‘There is nothing left of your soldier.’ Montalte paused. ‘I…I confess, I did not know his name, so I cannot offer prayers for him, but we have seen this – those whom the saint wishes to destroy, the holy fire leaves as roasted meat, food for the blood flies and flesh worms. But those whom the saint blesses, he takes entire, leaving their clothes – or armour – behind. The holy fire consumes their flesh and frees their spirit.’

			Sergeant Augustin shook his head. ‘It was lightning.’

			‘A lightning that burns the body but leaves belongings behind?’

			Sergeant Augustin shook his head again. ‘He is dead. There is no debate on that.’ The Fulminator began to turn. ‘At least we are at our goal…’

			His voice trailed away. 

			Where before the Shrine Cathedral of Saint Blaise had risen before them, its arches, gargoyles and spires making mute stone counterpoint to the fractured land of the storm zone, now there was only a path – narrow but paved, weaving into a forest of Bael trees.

			‘Where has it gone?’

			‘None may come into the saint’s presence without first cleansing themselves of sin by passing through his stations,’ said Montalte. ‘I had thought, when I saw the shrine, that mayhap the saint made exception for you. But it is not so. You shall have to walk the Paths of Penance, my sergeant, before you come into the presence of the saint. Until then, he has veiled himself from you.’

			Sergeant Augustin ignored the man standing beside him.

			‘Readings?’ he called out, while checking his own auspex.

			‘Negative.’ 

			‘Nothing.’

			‘It’s disappeared.’

			‘It was there,’ Sergeant Augustin murmured. ‘I saw it.’

			‘This is a sign of the saint’s favour,’ began Montalte, ‘he wishes that you come to…’

			But before he could finish speaking, the Fulminator picked him up. By the neck.

			Montalte dangled helplessly in front of the Space Marine, choking.

			‘We were made, in the depths of time, to guard and protect such as you. But having woken from our long sleep, I sometimes wonder if you are worthy of our guard. You are such insignificant creatures. I could crush you with a finger.’

			Montalte, unable to speak, stared goggle-eyed into the face of the Space Marine. But he did not look away. In truth, that was because he was slipping into the grey.

			Augustin nodded. ‘You have some measure of courage at least.’ 

			He let Montalte go and the Faithful dropped in a heap on the ground, clutching his throat.

			‘You will take us to the shrine of your saint by the path he prefers. Now lead on.’

			Still clutching his neck, Montalte got to his feet and started down the path into the trees, the sergeant following silently behind him, the remaining members of the squad fanning out in patrol formation. As Montalte was about to enter the Bael trees, Sergeant Augustin spoke quietly, as if to himself, but loud enough for Montalte to hear.

			‘His name was Ambrosius.’

		


		
			Chapter 5

			 


			Sergeant Augustin stopped Montalte. ‘We are not alone.’

			He pointed back along the path. The Bael trees that clustered thickly around the path obscured the view for more than a few yards, but the Space Marine had picked up movement.

			Montalte nodded. ‘The Faithful. They walk behind us.’

			‘We do not need cover,’ said the Fulminator.

			‘Nor do we think to provide it,’ said Montalte. ‘Not for such as you. They are here for the honour of following in the footsteps of the gods.’

			‘We are not gods,’ said Sergeant Augustin.

			‘To such as us, you are,’ said Montalte.

			Augustin made no answer. His head snapped right, eyes searching, then locking. ‘I see one of those sprites.’

			Montalte peered through the dangling thorn whips. ‘I… I do not see it.’

			‘Ten o’clock,’ said Augustin. ‘One hundred yards.’

			Montalte glanced at the Space Marine beside him. ‘I cannot see thirty yards through this wood.’ 

			‘Angling away.’ Augustin started forwards again, Montalte scurrying to keep up.

			As they went on, the Bael trees started thinning out. Sparks danced over the points of the thorn whips. Montalte pointed ahead.

			‘The first station,’ he said.

			Sergeant Augustin whispered into his vox. ‘Cornelius, flank left. Jansenius, right. Arnauld, rearguard.’

			The three Fulminators silently took up their positions. Montalte marvelled at the way the blue-armoured giants disappeared into the shadows. 

			‘We are in the saint’s storm,’ said Montalte. ‘No evil can come to us here.’

			‘You alerted the enemy to our presence when we arrived,’ said Sergeant Augustin. ‘They will be coming after us.’ 

			‘They cannot enter here and live.’

			‘The enemy does not care if they live – only that we die.’ Augustin looked ahead. ‘How much further?’

			‘I do not know. Not for sure.’

			The Fulminator looked down at the Faithful. ‘You are supposed to be our guide.’

			‘The stations are not always where we last saw them,’ said Montalte.

			‘You mean to say that chapels and shrines, made of stone and wood, move around?’

			‘Yes. Like the saint’s shrine cathedral.’ Montalte paused. ‘Or it may be that we move, while they remain still.’

			‘My orders are to find the saint’s relics and make them safe,’ said Sergeant Augustin. ‘How many stations must we pass through before arriving at the shrine?’

			‘That depends on the pilgrim – there are as many stations as the pilgrim requires to make his soul pure enough to stand before the saint.’

			Sergeant Augustin stopped. He looked down at the Faithful beside him. ‘How many stations did you have to pass through before you saw the saint?’

			‘Oh, I know I am not worthy to see the saint – I have never entered the sanctuary of his shrine. But you are a god. The saint will welcome you.’

			The Fulminator looked ahead. ‘The first station?’

			‘Yes,’ said Montalte. ‘Let us enter.’

			The first station was a simple chapel. The Faithful pushed open the door, which was fashioned from the dense, heavy wood of the Bael tree, but Sergeant Augustin’s gloved hand stopped him entering. 

			Bolter raised, the Fulminator scanned the dark interior. The door’s opening brought to Montalte the familiar smells of incense and candle wax: amid the dangers of Chevreuse, the stations were sanctuaries for the natives of the saint’s world, although they might be fatal to the unworthy pilgrim. But these were gods, not pilgrims, Montalte thought.

			Scan complete, Sergeant Augustin made his way into the chapel, Montalte following. The Fulminator kept his bolter ready. The candlelight flickered upon the dark metal. 

			The chapel was empty, save for them, but to Montalte it felt heavy with the saint’s presence. He was there, with them.

			‘Clear.’ Sergeant Augustin signalled his squad, in their positions outside the chapel.

			‘The saint would see the other gods too,’ said Montalte.

			The Fulminator looked at the Faithful. ‘You are sure of this?’

			‘Y-yes,’ said Montalte, suddenly unsure under Augustin’s gaze.

			‘Cornelius, to me. Jansenius, Arnauld, remain in position.’ Order given, Augustin glanced round the shrine. ‘What is that?’ He pointed to the ædicule in the centre of the chapel.

			‘That was built before the chapel itself, to protect the saint’s anchorhold, the cell where he took refuge from the forces of the Archenemy while he prepared himself spiritually for the struggle that lay ahead.’

			Augustin nodded. ‘I would see this.’ He made his way to the ædicule and peered in through its iron-barred gate. ‘It is a hole in the ground.’ 

			‘A cave,’ said Montalte. ‘The cave from which Saint Blaise emerged with his sight restored to defeat the Archenemy. He was blind before.’

			‘Open it for me.’ Augustin pointed at the gate.

			‘I…I do not have the key.’

			The Fulminator grasped the iron. There was no discharge when he touched the metal, Montalte saw. But as Augustin went to pull the gate, the lock clicked open. 

			The Fulminator let go of the iron. The gate swung open with no touch from the sergeant.

			Sergeant Augustin looked at Montalte.

			‘I think the saint wants you to enter,’ said the Faithful.

			The Fulminator, ducking his head, went through the gate and stood before the entrance to the dark cave. Montalte followed behind.

			Augustin entered the cave.

			He stopped, turned and looked back at the Faithful.

			Fire suddenly sheathed Augustin. The saint’s holy fire, which illuminated only that which it touched. Augustin’s eyes were aflame. They stared from the cave, looking at something which Montalte could not see.

			One of Augustin’s men pushed past Montalte as he made to enter the cave.

			‘Stop!’

			Never would Montalte have thought to order one of the gods, but his voice was filled with holy ardour for the saint.

			Brother Cornelius turned his death mask on Montalte. ‘What have you done to him?’ 

			‘The saint purifies Sergeant Augustin. If you touch him, he will die.’

			The other Fulminators, Jansenius and Arnauld, stood with their comrade, staring at their sergeant.

			Augustin began to scream, a guttural roar welling up from chthonian depths.

			The Fulminators made to enter the cave.

			The fire died.

			Sergeant Augustin stood staring at them. The fire had left his body, but there were flames still in his eyes.

			‘Sergeant?’ 

			Sergeant Augustin took a step forwards. Tongues of flame flickered where his eyes had been.

			Without a word, the three Fulminators raised their bolters and trained them on their sergeant.

			Augustin closed his eyes. 

			The Space Marines stood tense, poised, ready to fire. 

			Augustin opened his eyes. The flames were now gone. His gaze returned from the far-off place to which it had been directed.

			‘Sergeant?’

			‘I saw a light, blinking through the storm, all but extinguished. We need to hurry.’ 

			Augustin’s gaze refocused. He saw his squad, their bolters trained upon him. But he paid that no heed, stepping forwards, his old, brisk air of command resumed.

			‘Cornelius, take point. Jansenius, right flank, Arnauld, left flank.’

			It was the normality of the orders that did it. Montalte heard it in Augustin’s voice, and so did the Fulminators: Sergeant Augustin was not tainted. The three Fulminators lowered their bolters and set to their positions.

			But as Cornelius went to leave the chapel, he stopped, auspex flaring. ‘Hostiles. Six o’clock. Closing. Multiple contacts.’

			‘Exit and cover.’ Augustin drew his bolter, tagged Jansenius to follow with Arnauld as rearguard, then looked to Montalte. ‘Stay close.’

			From outside, through the thick walls of the chapel, Montalte heard the percussive clap of bolter rounds and the sizzling fizz of las-fire. Under the kinetic noise, he heard sounds produced by throats that had once been human but were no longer: howls and screams, ululations and perorations, and the chanting of the ear-bleeding litanies of the Defilers. He would have stopped his hearing, if he could. But instead, he had to follow Augustin as the Fulminator burst through the chapel door then broke left, towards where Cornelius was standing: a pillar of blue, spitting fire and destruction at the onrushing horde.

			For that was what it was. A once-human tide, raving and possessed, their bodies mutilated in self-sacrifice to the Dark Gods, any last trace of humanity washed away by the foul rites through which they had given themselves over to heretical worship. The Archenemy had opened the floodgates that held back the damned. By their sheer numbers, by the overwhelming sacrifice of lives, he aimed to force his way into the storm zone and claim the saint for himself at last. 

			The tidal wave of cultists bore the marks of the storm zone, although it was difficult to tell where wounds ended and self-mutilation began. As they came pouring forwards, the Fulminators calmly took their combat stances and began volley fire. Judging firing angles with preternatural speed, the four Space Marines’ combined fire began to scythe through the advancing horde, so that the following waves began stumbling and falling over the growing bank of their own dead. 

			‘Chaos forces.’ Montalte heard the message come through on Augustin’s vox.

			‘Where away?’

			‘Five o’clock. Multiple contacts. Heavy weapon signatures.’

			‘Arnauld, take rearguard. Jansenius, break contact. Head…’ Augustin paused, and Montalte saw him trying to get a reading on his auspex. 

			The Faithful pointed. The path lay beyond the chapel. ‘Follow me.’

			‘Further contacts. Nine o’clock… Possible friendlies.’

			‘The Faithful.’ Montalte pointed again. Above and before their advance were the fire dogs, the rolling sprites of lightning. ‘The Faithful can stop the Defilers.’

			‘You can control those things?’ Augustin asked.

			‘By the saint’s grace,’ said Montalte.

			As he spoke, the first of the fire dogs rolled over the ebbing tide of cultists, leaving a trail of sweetly smelling burnt flesh behind it. The remaining sprites angled away, towards the oncoming Defilers.

			‘The enemy must not follow us,’ Augustin said.

			‘I will tell the Faithful,’ said Montalte.

			‘Be quick.’

			The Fulminator began covering fire. Montalte, running where there was cover and crawling where there wasn’t, made his way across the fire zone to where the Faithful were taking up positions in a welter of lightning pits. He slid into the first he found, pitching up next to one of the Faithful, who went to skewer him with his knife. Montalte grabbed the man’s blade arm, twisted it back around him and pulled the man close and immobile.

			‘I am Faithful. Montalte. Take word to the crone – stop them if you can, delay them if you can’t.’ Montalte spun the man round again, looked him in the face. ‘Tell others as you go so that one, at least, reaches her. Now, go.’

			Montalte watched the man crawl to the next lightning pit, the snarling fizz of the enemy’s lasguns tracing spark trails through the air above their heads. He waited until he saw three further men crawl from the pit, each charged with carrying the message to the crone, before Montalte made his own way back to where Sergeant Augustin maintained his firing position, in the cover of an outcrop of fused rock – the outcome of three successive lightning strikes at the same point.

			Even as Montalte reached the Fulminator, the Faithful renewed their assault, sending fresh waves of fire dogs rolling towards the positions the Defilers were trying to take up. The tide of cultists had ebbed. They had wished to sacrifice themselves for their Dark Gods: their desire has been fulfilled. 

			‘This way,’ said Montalte. 

			Augustin pointed for him to go first and signalled Corn­elius, Jansenius and Arnauld to withdraw while he laid down a final barrage of covering fire. Then the sergeant followed. 

			Behind them, the chapel shook, hit by multiple shells from the Defiler mortars, but still stood.

		


		
			Chapter 6

			 


			‘You are greatly blessed, my sergeant.’

			Augustin looked down at the little man marching beside him. ‘In what way?’

			‘Few have seen the saint and lived to tell of it – his purity is such that few can survive the sight of him.’

			‘I did not see him,’ said Sergeant Augustin. ‘I said what I saw – a light, guttering, amid a gathering storm.’

			‘You… you are sure?’

			‘Yes. What does it matter?’

			‘If the saint had vouchsafed you a vision of himself, then it would be possible to bring you forthwith to his shrine and presence, and the path would be taking us there directly. But now I fear that you shall require further purification. We march to the next station.’

			‘How far?’

			‘That depends upon the pilgrim.’

			Sergeant Augustin permitted himself a smile. ‘I thought you would say that.’

			‘Am I that predictable?’

			‘When speaking of our destination, yes. It is always further than hope would put it.’

			‘But not so far as despair.’

			‘No. I am a sergeant of the Fulminators. Even in death, there is no despair, for the Emperor is with us.’

			Montalte pointed ahead. ‘Our hope is justified. There lies the station. It has not been far.’

			‘A night’s march.’

			‘Near indeed.’

			‘From our auspex readings outside, the storm zone is barely a day’s march across. We have been travelling now for two.’

			Montalte’s voice took on the sing-song quality of recitation. ‘The way to the saint goes by many byways.’

			Sergeant Augustin voxed Cornelius and Jansenius to take up position outside the next station while he approached with Montalte, and Arnauld stood rearguard.

			Where the first station had seemed but a humble forest chapel, the second station was near as large as a basilica of the Ecclesiarchy, with a vaulting roof and great glassaic windows rising above them. The holy doors stood open. 

			Augustin looked to Cornelius. ‘Clear?’

			‘Unsure. Auspex readings inconclusive.’

			‘Stand ready.’

			Bolter ready, Sergeant Augustin stood next to the holy door with Montalte behind, then entered the basilica, fast. 

			It seemed even bigger within, a vast, silent, empty space, arched over with stone that took the shape of the ribs of some huge prehistoric creature. The altar stood at the end of the nave, its sober stone lit by the rows of candles that stood to either side of it.

			Beside the altar was a jury-rigged comms base, unmanned but powered. As the Space Marine and the Faithful approached, the screen flickered into grainy life, shifted, then settled into the shape of a Fulminator.

			‘Sergeant Augustin.’

			‘Captain Cavallus.’

			‘Report, sergeant.’

			‘Effected contact with local agent. En route to the shrine of Saint Blaise.’

			‘ETA?’

			Montalte saw the sergeant’s eyes flicker towards him, but before he could speak, Augustin answered.

			‘Unclear, but less than two days.’

			‘The mission has failed, sergeant.’

			‘Captain?’

			‘The mission is terminated. Return to base.’

			‘Captain.’

			Sergeant Augustin raised his bolter. The first round shattered the screen. The Fulminator captain’s face dissolved into fragments. The second silenced him completely.

			Behind the screen, the candles banked around the altar ignited and flared to flickering light.

			Montalte turned to Sergeant Augustin. ‘How did you know?’

			‘The mission has not failed.’ Sergeant Augustin holstered his bolter. ‘It will not fail.’ The Space Marine looked down at Montalte. ‘How many more?’

			‘It depends…’ Montalte began.

			Sergeant Augustin held up his finger. ‘How you answer this question shall determine how much of you will leave this building. I have little tolerance for dissembling.’

			‘As I was about to say, I think there will be only one more – the Station of Sight. There, the pilgrim must learn how to see by the light of the Emperor, by the holy radiance of His eternal effulgence. For so does the saint see – all his vision is by virtue of the light the Emperor shines into the darkness.’

			‘I will keep my eyes open, then.’

			‘It is by the inner eye that one sees the light of the Emperor.’

			Sergeant Augustin nodded. ‘I shall keep that eye open too.’

		


		
			Chapter 7

			 


			‘Captain Donatus.’ 

			The Unshackled Guardsman saluted. Donatus noted, in passing, the tattoos on the palm of the man’s hand: an offering to the man’s particular god. They were distracting: the dominus was dedicated to Chaos Undivided, not to any sect sworn to one or other of the Dark Gods. Having men promise themselves to one of the quaternity was an invitation to division and… chaos. Donatus smiled to himself. Not much he could do about that, then.

			Donatus had arrived with the last company of the Unshackled. The journey through the storm zone had been even worse than he had anticipated: near fifty per cent casualties, and most of them simply vanished. It was only the waves of cultists that he had sent before the trained troops that had allowed them to come so far. Pelagus had told him to feed the enemy’s cannons. He had fed their cannons, their cursed Bael trees, the knife grass, the fire worms and sprites, the lightning and the storm – he had fed them well, but there had only been just enough. He had already sent runners back for reinforcements, the messengers disappearing into the storm. One at least ought to get through.

			‘Report,’ said Donatus to the Guardsman. 

			‘We have taken the enemy position, sir, as well as some captives. The rest of the enemy have withdrawn.’

			‘Take me to the captives.’

			The trooper led Donatus through the carnage of the battlefield. Corpses, most of them cultists, lay in the stark, exposed postures of death. Donatus had seen many battlefields in his time. There was no dignity in this sort of dying. But what was unique to Chevreuse was the way the corpses sparked and sputtered, charges arcing from fingertip and toe to the ground. Some of the bodies had begun to burn with the corpse flame that consumed the flesh but left the clothing all but untouched. This Donatus had seen nowhere save on Chevreuse. He had heard reports of people, very rarely, being consumed by a blue fire that would not be put out, and which left the surroundings untouched. He had always thought that these reports, if true, told the tale of an unwonted eruption from the warp. But here on Chevreuse, the dead burned frequently, and the living sometimes burned too. 

			On his arrival on Chevreuse, one of the first things he had seen was a Guardsman screaming as a blue flame issued from his belly, begging his comrades to put the fire out, only for his screaming to be cut off when one of those comrades put a las-round through the back of his head.

			The trooper had looked round to see Donatus staring.

			‘No saving them when they get the blue belly fire,’ the trooper had explained.

			Donatus strode on, following the Guardsman towards the chapel. Around him, the remaining men of the three companies of the Unshackled that he had brought with him were setting up defensive positions, digging out trenches and surreptitiously rifling the bodies of the dead. No different from what the soldiers of his old Imperial unit – 81st Regiment of the Narsine Yeomanry – used to do. Sometimes Donatus thought there really weren’t that many differences between the soldiers of either side in what Pelagus called the Long War; not between the footsloggers that made up the weary base of every army. But then he saw some men crucifying a captive in a particularly imaginative manner, while others, carefully and with great concentration, were self-mutilating in honour and thanks for the victory given to them by the Dark Gods. 

			No, the armies really were different. Donatus, arriving at the small group of surviving prisoners, smiled. These men and women would shortly learn just how different.

			‘Now, you don’t really want me to have to go over all this again, do you?’

			Donatus was enjoying himself. It was duty, but it was fun too. That was one of the many things that dark vision had promised him: the pleasure of destruction. No destruction was sweeter than the breaking of a man’s soul. 

			The man he was currently breaking was sitting before him – he likely would have found it too difficult to stand – on the ground in front of the little chapel. The chapel itself was pitted with the marks of las-rounds and plasma, but it had stood the tumult of battle remarkably soundly. What was even more remarkable was that the enemy had not used it as a final redoubt as his men closed in around them. They had fought and died outside it, but they had not retreated inside it to fire from within. 

			Unfortunately, so far he had been unable to find out quite what they had been protecting. Every man he had sent in to scout the chapel had barely made it past the door before collapsing and, usually, dying. One or two, whose comrades had been particularly quick, had survived through being hauled out again fast. But most were dead, with not a mark upon them. Their bodies had simply… stopped. As if their every biological function had simultaneously ceased. 

			Donatus suspected that there was some sort of field at the entrance to the chapel that disrupted all the electrical systems that maintained the body’s functioning, but auspex readings showed nothing. Mind, in this storm zone, they showed little of anything.

			‘As I understand it,’ Donatus said to the man in front of him, ‘in order to find the next station on our way to your saint, we have to enter this chapel and complete whatever rituals your false and foolish religion requires. Seeing as how we deny your corpse god, none of my men can complete those rituals. So, I need one of you to do them for me. You have seen what I have done to the others. Do this thing for me, this single small thing, and I will give you the gift of a swift and easy death – or embrace you as one of my own men, with all the blessings that the true gods may bestow. The choice seems easy to me.’

			The Faithful, a man of middle years, who had known Chevreuse before the sky split wide, looked up at Donatus. One of his eyes was puffed shut from the blow that had rendered him unconscious, allowing the Unshackled to take him prisoner.

			‘Well?’

			The Faithful mumbled something.

			Donatus nodded. The man standing behind the Faithful applied pressure to a nerve point. Nothing too much: Donatus wanted him to be able to walk.

			The Faithful went rigid, his face a rictus, with no sound emerging from his mouth for so long as the pressure was applied. Then, pressure released, he collapsed back into himself in the manner of a spider falling, wrapping its legs around itself as shield against the coming impact.

			‘Well?’ Donatus repeated.

			The Faithful looked up again. His tongue flicked out to wet his lips. 

			Donatus permitted himself an inward smile. The man was breaking. He had all the signs.

			‘Yes,’ the man whispered. He was staring into the dirt, as all men did when they knew they were broken. ‘Yes, I will lead you into the chapel.’ 

			But then the Faithful looked up at Donatus with his one good eye, and it was smiling with the mockery that had always taunted Donatus, ever since he had first harkened to the dark call – the mocking uncertainty of some part of his own soul that it was he who had been tricked, who had swallowed the lies and made them his own; he, not all the Imperial drones and ants that he had disdained, even from boyhood, labouring away for scant reward. 

			‘I will lead you into the chapel,’ the Faithful repeated, his voice growing stronger with each syllable, ‘and bring you before the saint, and he will see you, and he will laugh – he will laugh at your pride and your vanity, and then he will destroy you.’

			Donatus stared down at the man. His throat worked. Anger and fear and something like uncertainty filled him. From the corner of his eye, he saw his men, the interrogators, looking sidelong at him, waiting for his answer.

			Donatus kicked the man to the ground.

			‘Where is…’

			Kick.

			‘…your saint…’

			Kick.

			‘…now?’

			Kick.

			The Faithful was still conscious somehow, although little recognisable remained of his face.

			Donatus stopped his frenzied assault, tried to calm his breathing. ‘I’ve got this far despite everything your saint’s thrown at me. He’s not going to stop me now.’

			Donatus looked to his interrogators. 

			‘Make it slow.’

			As the men went to work on what was left of the Faithful, Donatus went up to the chapel door, calling his section leaders with him. Standing outside, he looked into the dimly lit interior of the chapel. In spite of everything, the candles inside were still burning, filling the simple interior with flickering light.

			‘Have the patrols come back? Any sign of which way they went?’

			The section leaders looked to each other: they were trying, silently, to decide who would be the one to deliver unwelcome news.

			Donatus decided for them. ‘Arius, report.’

			Arius coughed and shifted uneasily, eyes glancing sideways only to see the other section leaders studiedly ignoring him. He would have to deliver the bad news.

			‘Sir, we sent out the patrols, as you ordered, but…’

			‘But what?’

			‘But they can’t seem to get anywhere. Every path they take, it just brings them back here again. It’s like we’re in some kind of web.’

			Donatus looked to the other section leaders. ‘You confirm this?’

			They each nodded or spoke their agreement.

			‘It’s not a web,’ said Donatus. ‘We’re in a recursive loop. We could keep going forever and we would only ever come back to our starting point.’ The captain of the Unshackled forces looked at the chapel, standing quiet and unassuming at the centre of the grove. ‘The only way out of a loop is through its centre.’ Donatus looked back to his section leaders. ‘Check among the remaining cultists, and your men. We need to find natives of this planet. One of them might be able to get into the chapel without dying, complete the ritual and open the loop for the rest of us.’ He looked round them. ‘Find me someone. We’re going to keep sending men in until one completes the ritual or we choke this saint with our dead.’

		


		
			Chapter 8

			 


			‘Wait.’ Montalte held his hand up. 

			The word was a whisper. But Augustin heard it, and signalled his men, spread to either side of the path, to stop. 

			They were making their way through a fractured landscape of folded ridges and combes of Bael trees. The pilgrim path wound over the ridges and between the trees. Sometimes a thorn whip lashed out at them as they passed, but the attempts were futile, for the thorns made no impression on the armour of the Fulminators, while the whips shied away from Montalte and his ichor-coated skin. 

			Montalte indicated ahead. The pilgrim path looped around an outcrop of fire-fused rock, the flow marks on the red haematite the mark of the holy fire which had once turned the rock to liquid by the energy of its discharge. But that was not what Montalte had spotted. There, vectoring in towards the pilgrim path, towards where a makeshift shrine to one of Saint Blaise’s companions stood by the way, was a ripple, a phase shift in the solidity of the very rock of Chevreuse. To anyone who had not been born and raised on the saint’s planet, it would have appeared as no more than the motion of a zephyr over the ground. But Montalte knew it for what it was.

			‘Fire worm.’

			‘We have no time to stop,’ said Sergeant Augustin.

			‘I know,’ said Montalte. ‘Let me go first. If I should burn, my sergeant, continue on this path – it will surely take you to the next station, which I think shall be, for you, the final one.’

			The Fulminator made to come with Montalte but the Faithful held up his hand. 

			‘Please. I know these things, my sergeant.’

			‘We will not delay,’ said Augustin.

			‘Neither shall I,’ said the Faithful.

			Montalte scurried down the path. In the roiling sky, lightning forked, hidden for the moment in the storm, but announcing its ever-presence. In response, the land-shift jerked towards the path. The fire worm could sense the approaching footsteps.

			Montalte made no effort to lighten his stride, but stepped heavily, increasing his pace to a jog and then, finally, a flat-out run, as the fire worm jagged towards him and he approached the outcrop of fire-fused haematite.

			The fire worm broke the surface in its killing lunge. To the eye, it was a mouth of flame; to the ear it was the hiss of superheated steel plunged into water; to the skin, it was the crawling crackle of living electrical charge all over the body. 

			The Faithful leapt for the rock outcrop, fingers scrabbling desperately to find purchase in its fused surface, pulling himself up and on to it. The fire worm, sensing its prey leap past, jerked round and struck towards Montalte. But the Faithful had managed to pull himself up higher on the haematite. The fire worm missed its strike, hitting the rock instead, breaking against it with a splash like ocean waves meeting a cliff face. The electric flames that made up the fire worm’s body dissolved into the haematite, the rock absorbing the charge and carrying it down, down, down into the supercharged depths of Chevreuse.

			Montalte opened his eyes. He was looking at the sky, lying on his back on the pilgrim path. He saw his hands. The fingers were burnt. The sudden discharge of the fire worm into the rock outcrop had superheated the haematite so quickly that he had not been able to jump off before his hands were scorched.

			The sky went blue. Sergeant Augustin was standing above him. The Fulminator held out an armoured hand to help Montalte up. The Faithful shook his head, indicating the burned skin.

			Augustin reached down and picked Montalte up by the arm. Despite the power armour that covered it, his hand was gentle.

			‘Let’s go,’ he said.

			Montalte staggered a little. The Fulminator steadied him. 

			‘Not much further,’ said the Faithful. 

			‘Not much further indeed,’ said Augustin. He pointed ahead. Rising over the next ridge was a veritable forest of watchtowers and auspex rigs. It could be nothing less than a major military compound. The Fulminator looked to the Faithful beside him. ‘That was on the schematics we studied before the mission – the base from which the saint conducted his campaign. But there was nothing on this scale.’

			The Faithful looked up at the Fulminator. ‘There are many things on Chevreuse that remain unknown to those who have not earned the saint’s blessing.’

			They crested the rise and looked down into the hollow that sheltered and partly hid the compound. It was built to the standard Guard pattern, with twin towers guarding the gates to the compound and crossing avenues laid out in a cruciform pattern. Sergeant Augustin and Montalte made their way down to the twin watchtowers guarding the entrance to the compound. As they approached, Augustin voxed to Arnauld and Jansenius, who had taken up flank positions. 

			‘Can you see where the path goes after this?’

			Their replies, crackling and broken though they were, told that the path went no further.

			The Fulminator looked down at Montalte. ‘Is this the end of the path?’

			‘The path only appears to the pilgrim once the station has been visited. But I do not think we have much further to go, my sergeant.’

			‘Good.’ 

			The Fulminator and the Faithful stopped at the compound’s gates. They were closed. Sergeant Augustin pushed at the gates. They did not stir. He pushed harder, but still the gates did not shift, nor did they even settle against the posts: the gates seemed not to even register that a Space Marine was beginning to exert something like his full strength upon them.

			Sergeant Augustin looked down at Montalte beside him. ‘What’s this?’

			‘I do not know,’ said the Faithful. ‘I… when I came here before, the gates were open.’

			The Fulminator voxed his squad. ‘Readings?’

			‘Multiple fixed weapon sites in the compound, all unmanned.’

			‘They are relics,’ said Montalte. ‘Weapons from the first war to liberate Chevreuse.’

			Sergeant Augustin drew his bolter and levelled it at the gates. But then he paused. The Fulminator took a step back, his gaze scanning over gate and towers and perimeter wall. 

			‘This… this is not what it seems…’ Sergeant Augustin looked to Montalte. ‘What was the passcode, when the saint made this his base?’

			‘It was the first line from the Canticle of Deliverance, that the Enemy might never utter. “They walked amid flames…”’

			The Fulminator’s deep voice continued the canticle. ‘They stood in the midst of the fire and prayed aloud.’

			As he spoke, the gates began to swing open. But in their opening, they changed, and the change spread outwards, flowing over the compound, turning it from a functional military compound to a soaring cathedral.

			Montalte looked up at the Space Marine beside him. The Fulminator’s gaze was narrowed and tight, scanning left to right. Augustin was making a visual search for traps.

			‘This is the Station of Sight,’ said Montalte.

			‘So I see,’ said Augustin. But he did not holster his bolter.

			In front of them now stood the façade of a metropolitan cathedral, laid out in the standard Ecclesiarchy cruciform pattern, with a long nave oriented east to west and a shorter transept. The sobriety and restraint of its exterior decoration matched the finest examples of Imperial Gothic architecture. Ranks of stylised hierophants stood in ascending arches over the holy door, with choruses of holy martyrs and warrior saints carved into the façade, and the arms of the faithful primarchs were arrayed on either side of a relief of the God-Emperor, raised from the tympanum. 

			The two spires of the cathedral which rose from either side of the façade, and which had appeared as watchtowers, and the great single spike, which before had seemed to be a comms tower, towered above the junction of nave and transept, rising into the swirling electric clouds of the storm zone, spitting intermittent fire down the long conductors that ran to the ground all around the great cathedral.

			‘Let’s go.’ The Fulminator stooped through the holy door, with Montalte beside him. 

			The inside of the cathedral was as impressive as its exterior. The nave stretched to the blue distance, appearing almost impossibly long through the sublime art of the architect, who had staggered the high gothic vaulting of the ceiling to create a perspective that lengthened even further the already long nave. The narthex, where they were standing, was bathed in the multicoloured light flooding through the rose window in the façade, the window itself illustrating events in the life of the saint: his enlistment, the debacle at Canna where three Imperial regiments were destroyed, his blinding and his wandering in the wilderness, the retreat to the cave, the Emperor’s commission, the call to hope and fresh arms, the gathering, the first battle, the summoning of the crusade, and the long struggle to free the segmentum of the Archenemy – all was recorded in that window. 

			The Fulminator looked down at the shadow he was casting on the stone floor. ‘Where is the light coming from?’ he asked Montalte. 

			The Faithful looked up at Augustin. ‘Light always shines upon the saint.’

			Aisles marched up the cathedral, running parallel to the nave, their limits marked by the marching rows of porphyry pillars that ran to the quire, the sanctuary and the apse. As soon as they had passed through the holy door, the skin-tingling effect of the storm zone had stopped. Within the cathedral, the air was still and cool, with only the underlying smell of incense, and something…

			‘There is somebody here,’ said Sergeant Augustin.

			‘The saint is here,’ said Montalte. 

			But the Fulminator raised his bolter, scanning the empty aisles while his auspex tracked through transept, quire and sanctuary. ‘Something is here,’ he said. ‘I do not know if it is your saint.’

			‘No dangerous creature may enter here,’ said Montalte. ‘This is the sanctuary of Saint Blaise.’

			Sergeant Augustin looked down at the Faithful.

			‘Ah. No evil creature may enter here,’ said Montalte.

			The sound of Augustin’s bolter being locked and loaded echoed through the silence of the cathedral.

			With the Faithful following, Sergeant Augustin began to make his way up the cathedral. The light shining in from the nave windows illuminated their way. The Fulminator held up his hand. Montalte stopped beside him.

			‘There is light shining in through the windows on both aisles,’ said Augustin.

			‘Yes,’ said Montalte. ‘So there is.’

			‘Chevreuse has a single sun,’ said the sergeant.

			‘I believe so,’ said Montalte. 

			The Fulminator nodded. ‘This is the final test.’

			‘I cannot say,’ said Montalte.

			Sergeant Augustin pointed ahead, to the sanctuary. ‘There is no tabernacle.’ He scanned the apse. ‘Nor an ambry.’ He looked back to Montalte. ‘The only metropolitan cathedrals that do not have a tabernacle or ambry are shrine reliquaries.’ The Fulminator looked around at the great building that shrouded them in silence and mystery. ‘This is not a cathedral to Saint Blaise – this is his shrine.’

			As the Adeptus Astartes warrior spoke, the light… shifted. Now, through the ring of windows underneath the central dome from which the high spire rose, light speared down from all sides, as if a thousand suns shone in the sky above. Like fingers all pointing to the same spot, the spears of light converged upon the central point of the cathedral, where nave and transept crossed below the dome.

			The sergeant looked up, his face lit by the effulgence. His bolter dropped to his side, all but forgotten in his awe. ‘The Emperor’s light,’ he whispered.

			And in that light, they saw what had before been concealed from them: the tomb shrine of Saint Blaise. 

			It stood at the centre of the cathedral beneath four fluted pillars of a baldachin, with the high altar in the apse beyond. Beneath the baldachin’s canopy was an effigy of Saint Blaise, lying in his final repose, with his hands crossed over his breast, and his weapons – the bolter and sword – lying at his feet. Beneath the effigy, in a casket with walls of crystal glass, was the saint himself. His head was turned slightly towards the altar, so that from where they stood they could see only part of his profile. The skin was yellowed with age yet whole and entire, the eyes closed, the lips slightly drawn back. Corruption had not touched the saint.

			Sergeant Augustin bowed his head. Montalte fell to his knees and made the sign of the aquila on his breast. Neither knew how long they remained kneeling there, for the moment was beyond any sense of passing time. 

			But, finally, they returned to themselves.

			The Faithful turned a shining face towards the Fulminator.

			‘Now I may die content, for I have looked upon the face of the saint.’

		


		
			Chapter 9

			 


			‘Contacts. Multiple, incoming.’

			The vox message crackled in the silence, as brutal and demanding of attention as a cultist with a knife. 

			The Fulminator was up off his knees faster than Montalte could follow. 

			‘Bearing?’

			‘Everywhere.’

			‘Establish perimeter. Hold them there.’

			Sergeant Augustin looked down at the man tugging at his elbow.

			‘They’re us,’ said Montalte. ‘The Faithful.’

			‘You are sure?’

			‘Yes,’ said Montalte. ‘They will all have felt what I did – the saint is calling us all to his defence.’

			Augustin nodded. ‘May be friendlies,’ he voxed. ‘Make positive identification before opening fire. On my way.’

			But before the sergeant could get to the holy door at the end of the nave, it was pushed inwards. Standing outside, silhouetted by the impossible light, was a small, slight figure. 

			Augustin raised his bolter.

			The figure hobbled forwards, into the shrine of Saint Blaise, a stick aiding its progress, the hard wood tapping out its advance on the hard stone floor. Behind her, as unnoticed as a shadow, another followed. As it entered, the light that shone within the shrine began to illumine the figures: an old woman, bent and twisted with age, infirmity and the wounds of many battles, with a girl, untouched by age, beside her. The crone’s scalp was bald and streaked with the ichor of the Bael tree; tiger stripes of the same ichor ran down her wrinkled cheeks on to her shoulders and along her arms, to fingers that had been reduced to claws.

			The Fulminator levelled the bolter. ‘Stop.’

			Montalte made to speak but the old woman raised her hand for his silence.

			‘Think you I am an emissary of the dark powers, son of Guilliman?’ The voice was clear and high, untouched by time, and it filled the vaults of the shrine. 

			‘Do not move.’ Sergeant Augustin whispered into his vox. ‘Contact. Interior.’

			Standing next to the Fulminator, Montalte heard the replies coming through on his earpiece.

			‘No contact exterior. Standing off.’

			‘What are you?’ The Fulminator’s question rang down the nave.

			The old woman struggled further upright, so that her bent head might look to the Space Marine standing before her.

			‘Look into my eyes, sergeant, and tell what you see.’

			Montalte, standing beside the Fulminator, saw the Space Marine’s eyes narrow. In that instant he was reminded of stories his father had told him, back in the days before the sky split, of creatures of the air that hunted from high above, searching the land below with eyes that could switch from seeing all the way to the horizon to suddenly focusing in on potential prey with the magnification of a telescope.

			Suddenly, Montalte saw Augustin’s eyes widen in surprise.

			‘Yes. You see truly, sergeant,’ said the old woman, in the high, clear voice of the child. ‘No warp spawn stands before you, but a Sister of Silence. Not all who were called home could return.’

			Sergeant Augustin lowered the bolter and made the sign of the aquila on his armoured chest.

			‘Well met, Sister.’

			‘You have answered the saint’s call.’

			‘So it may appear, but my mission comes from my superiors.’ Sergeant Augustin spoke into his vox-bead. ‘Cornelius and Jansenius, to me. Arnauld, remain on station.’ The Fulminator looked to the crone. ‘The contacts are your people?’

			‘Yes,’ said the crone, her stick tapping out her approach as she hobbled towards the saint’s reliquary. ‘I have called them here that they might aid you in the defence of the saint from the Archenemy.’

			The blue armour of another Fulminator appeared in the holy door, followed quickly by another. Cornelius, then Jansenius, made their way swiftly and silently down the nave to where the sergeant stood by the side of the reliquary, passing the crone and her voice on the way.

			‘Our orders,’ said Sergeant Augustin, ‘are to remove the relics of Saint Blaise from the reliquary and to take them to an exfiltration point outside the storm zone from where they will be brought to safety.’ He motioned to the two Fulminators. ‘Remove the saint from the shrine, with all due respect, but do it fast. The enemy will not be long.’

			‘No!’ The crone’s voice rang through the shrine. ‘This…  this is not what you are here to do.’ The crone hobbled forwards, then stopped. ‘I… such as I cannot approach the saint’s shrine, but you must not do this thing.’

			But even as she spoke, the two Fulminators had already removed the casket from beneath the baldachin and were carrying it over to Sergeant Augustin.

			‘You do not know what you are doing,’ the crone’s voice wailed, cut through by despair. And even as she spoke, there came a change.

			Montalte felt it. The two Fulminators carrying the relics of Saint Blaise felt it. Sergeant Augustin felt it. 

			There was silence.

			The storm, the ever-present storm that held and guarded the saint’s relics, had been such a backdrop to those who lived within the storm zone that the crack of lightning, the rumble of thunder and the constant, popping crackle of electric discharges had become the ambience of their existence, no more remarked upon than a fish noticing that water is wet. 

			‘Brother-sergeant.’ Arnauld’s voice came through Augustin’s vox, and it spoke clearly, without the constant hiss and break-ups that had characterised it throughout the mission. ‘The storm has gone.’

			‘What have you done?’ cried the crone.

			‘What I have been ordered to do,’ said Sergeant Augustin. ‘Arnauld, confirm, the storm has broken?’

			‘Confirmed. Multiple contacts approaching – friendlies.’

			‘We will see about that. Arnauld, priority channel – vox for exfiltration vehicle to these coordinates.’ The Fulminator looked down at the crone. The old woman was poking him with her stick.

			Sergeant Augustin took hold of the walking stick between thumb and finger and held it away from his armour.

			‘For your service to the Emperor I will overlook this, Sister.’

			‘You must return the saint to his reliquary. Without the storm, the Archenemy will fall upon us – we cannot protect him without the storm.’

			‘You will not need to. We will ensure he is safe.’

			‘So shall we,’ said the crone. She turned and started hobbling back down the nave, her voice hurrying along behind her. 

			Montalte stared up at the Fulminator. ‘You did not tell me that your orders were to take the saint away from us,’ he said.

			‘You did not ask,’ said Sergeant Augustin. He pointed for Cornelius and Jansenius to carry the saint’s relics to the holy door. The two Fulminators carried the saint’s casket with the care his divinity demanded. Augustin and Montalte followed behind.

			‘Would you have told me if I had asked?’ said Montalte.

			‘No,’ said the sergeant. 

			Augustin went ahead, pushed the holy door open and stepped through.

			‘Sergeant.’ Arnauld was waiting outside. He gestured. 

			Ringed around the Shrine Cathedral of Saint Blaise were the Faithful. They had taken positions in lightning pits and behind fused outcrops. Attack positions, turned towards them.

			The crone, the Sister of Silence, stood before the Fulminators with her voice beside her. 

			Sergeant Augustin signed for Cornelius and Jansenius to wait in the shrine cathedral. Montalte, seeing the Faithful arrayed outside, slipped through the door.

			‘We will not allow you to take the saint from us,’ said the crone.

			‘Those are my orders,’ said Sergeant Augustin. His bolter remained by his side, but Montalte saw him make subtle gestures with the fingers holding the weapon. In response, Arnauld, Cornelius and Jansenius took their positions.

			Standing beside the sergeant, Montalte heard him vox, ‘Arnauld. Exfiltration ETA?’

			He was close enough to hear the reply, too.

			‘ETA fifteen minutes, sergeant.’

			‘You must not take the saint away – that is not his wish,’ the crone repeated.

			Sergeant Augustin pointed at the Faithful arrayed around the shrine cathedral. ‘I have seen your weapons. You do not have the means to stop us.’

			‘You have not seen them all,’ said the crone. 

			And from where they were hidden, under Bael netting and behind sheaves of knife grass and in the cover of lightning pits, the Faithful rolled out their heavy weaponry: stubbers, autocannons and a handful of heavy bolters.

			Montalte, seeing them, made to slip away, but before he could take a second step he felt the armoured hand of Sergeant Augustin grasping his shoulder.

			‘You are staying with us,’ said the Fulminator.

			‘I would not wish to come to blows with a brother in battle,’ said the crone.

			‘Nor I with a Sister of Silence,’ said Sergeant Augustin.

			‘But if have to, to ensure the saint’s commands are followed, I will.’ And the crone let the stick she had been leaning on fall to the ground. Her back straightened, her shoulders levelled and she stood ready, light on her feet, balanced, poised as a dancer. ‘If it should come to it, you will find that I have not forgotten all my old skills, brother.’

			‘I trust we shall not need to make trial of them,’ said Sergeant Augustin. ‘I will consider the matter further.’ The sergeant signalled Arnauld to remain on guard outside, then withdrew into the shrine cathedral, taking Montalte with him.

			‘Close the door,’ said Augustin. 

			While Cornelius pushed the holy doors shut, the sergeant inspected the casket that contained the relics of Saint Blaise. For his part, Montalte stood disconsolately by the door, unsure what to do.

			Augustin looked to the two Fulminators inside, and included Arnauld via their squad vox-link.

			‘Recommendations?’

			From outside, Arnauld answered. ‘Exit from rear of cathedral while I draw fire, circle round and destroy placements. Estimated time to complete operation…’ He paused, scanning. ‘Two minutes and forty-five seconds.’

			‘I would prefer not to kill them,’ said Augustin. ‘If possible.’

			‘Brother-sergeant, a question,’ said Cornelius. ‘They are interfering with the execution of our orders. Should we not remove them?’

			‘We are here to protect them,’ said Jansenius. ‘Although the more I see of those we are charged with protecting, the less worthy they seem of that protection.’

			‘We serve the Emperor,’ said Cornelius. ‘That is our duty.’

			‘But the duty He sets us is to protect these humans,’ said Jansenius.

			‘Our duty is to destroy the Emperor’s enemies,’ said Cornelius. ‘If those enemies now include the humans outside, then we destroy them.’

			‘You – you wouldn’t do that!’ Montalte, small and insignificant, pushed his way into the conference of the gods. ‘Sergeant, you can’t, you mustn’t!’

			The gods looked down at the little human in their midst. But Montalte looked only into the face of Augustin. The Fulminator said nothing. He looked down at the face staring up at him, but his gaze turned inwards, to deep memory.

			Cornelius reached towards Montalte.

			‘No,’ said Augustin. He held up his hand but his eyes were still turned towards the human standing in front of him. ‘It is true, they are little more than sheep. But are we shepherds, or wolves?’ He looked up, turning his hard gaze on Cornelius and Jansenius. ‘We wait. They do not expect the exfiltration vehicle. When it arrives, we carry out our orders. With their cooperation, if possible, without it if necessary. Stand to.’

		


		
			Chapter 10

			 


			‘Sir.’

			Captain Donatus looked down. He had been staring through the mesh of the makeshift Faraday cage that had become his command HQ for the interminable hours he had spent sitting outside this annoyingly opaque chapel. He had been staring at the roiling clouds and the stabbing shafts of lightning. Many of them had struck down, through the clouds, at him. It was only through the contrivance of this bolted-together Faraday cage that he had not been turned into a frazzle of quick-fried meat. But the cage had done its job, catching the lightning bolts and diffusing them down into the ground. Of course, many of the remaining cultists had been fried. But that was their job. Most of his men he had managed to keep relatively safe. But even in a Faraday cage, the other horrors of the storm zone could still get you, from the floating balls that the men called death sprites to the fire worms. 

			‘Sir,’ the voice repeated.

			Donatus looked at the reporting subaltern. ‘Yes?’

			‘Sir, we are running out of men to send into the chapel. There are no more natives of this planet that we can use.’

			‘Then start sending some other men in there. I don’t care where they come from, just herd them in. Whatever is killing them will run out of energy sooner or later. We just need to keep feeding it until we exhaust its reserves.’

			‘Sir,’ said the subaltern. ‘Er, should I send in the cultists or our troopers, sir?’

			‘The cultists, of course.’

			‘Only, we are running a bit low on them, sir. A lot have been killed while we’ve been stu– I mean stationed here, and I believe others have run away.’

			‘Then send messengers for more.’

			‘Yes, sir. What do I do if we run out of cultists before replacements arrive, sir?’

			‘Then you’ll have to start sending in the men.’

			‘Our men, sir?’

			Donatus looked at the subaltern. ‘Or I could give you the task of taking a message to the dominus telling him how, having found the enemy, we have been unable to follow him. Would you like to do that?’

			‘Er, no, sir.’

			‘I thought not. Carry on.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ The subaltern saluted, made to turn away and then paused. ‘Sir, there is some reluctance among the cultists to follow our orders.’

			Donatus sighed and shook his head. ‘Then kill anyone who objects, round up everyone around them, and herd them into the chapel in their place. Remember – they are sheep, and we the wolves the gods have set loose among them. Never let them have time to think. Otherwise they might realise that they are chattel.’

			The subaltern saluted. ‘Yes, sir!’ Although he tried to suppress it, a grin twitched at his lips, the smile of the carnivore when it sees its prey going about its business, unaware of that which watches it.

			But as the subaltern turned to carry out his orders, ready to scurry out of the Faraday cage and across the compound, he stopped. He looked up at the sky, his mouth dropping open. 

			‘Sir…’ He pointed.

			‘What is it now?’ snapped Donatus.

			‘Sir, look…’ 

			Donatus looked where the subaltern was pointing. The clouds had gone dark.

			What was wrong with that? 

			Then, suddenly, Donatus knew. The lightning had stopped. The constant, devastating discharges that made flying into the storm zone suicidal had ceased. The clouds were just clouds now, dark and looming. The constant background roll of thunder began to recede, dying into the infinite distance. Then, even the clouds began to break, clearing as quickly as a mist of breath exhaled into a chill morning. 

			Captain Donatus looked to the subaltern. ‘Get on the auspex. Get on it now!’

			The subaltern ran to the comms tent with Donatus following behind. The young lieutenant pushed aside the auspex operator.

			‘It’s working, sir,’ he cried, pulling in the focus of the scan screens. 

			With Donatus standing over him, the lieutenant scanned outwards from their position, the screens now reading clearly.

			‘Got them, sir, got them.’

			Donatus grabbed the vox-operator. ‘Is the vox working?’

			The operator nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Get on to Pelagus. Tell him we’ve found them. Tell him to come with everything he’s got.’

		


		
			Chapter 11

			 


			‘Valkyrie inbound, sergeant.’ The message from Arnauld came through loud and clear on Augustin’s vox. ‘ETA two minutes.’

			‘Get ready to take the saint out.’

			Cornelius and Jansenius picked up the saint’s casket and headed to the doors of the shrine cathedral. 

			Sergeant Augustin looked down at Montalte. ‘You have served us well, little one. For that, I thank you.’

			‘Please, my sergeant, don’t…’ Montalte began. But the Fulminator laid his hands on Montalte’s shoulders, silencing him. 

			‘We do what we must,’ said Sergeant Augustin.

			‘Wh-what do you mean?’ asked Montalte, but the Space Marine had gone to the door to the shrine cathedral. Montalte went after him, but Augustin pushed open the door and slipped out.

			Outside, in the sudden, dreadful silence, Montalte heard the whine of approaching turbofans. The Valkyrie was coming. It landed, amid a flare of jets, in front of the cathedral but still some fifty yards from the façade, and its rear ramp swung open.

			‘Come,’ said Augustin, and he gestured the Fulminators carrying the casket forwards. ‘Arnauld, left flank.’

			The sergeant himself took point. 

			The crone stepped between the Fulminators and the Valkyrie. ‘You cannot take him from this world.’ 

			Sergeant Augustin stopped. ‘I would not fight you, Sister.’

			‘The saint is the soul of this world, and this sector. Take him from us, and all shall fall under the sway of the Dark Gods.’

			‘You are falling,’ said the sergeant. ‘This world is all but lost. We will save the holy relics of your saint, that they not be defiled by the enemy.’

			The voice of the crone said no more. One of the Faithful ran to the Sister of Silence, holding something wrapped in rich cloth. The Sister unwrapped the relic and drew from its sheath a sword, thumbing an activation rune as she did.

			The sword hummed softly into life. 

			‘An executioner greatblade,’ Brother Cornelius said softly.

			Sergeant Augustin looked at the bolter he was holding. He looked to the Sister, waiting in silence. Around her, all around them, the Faithful had their weapons trained upon the squad of Space Marines.

			Augustin holstered his bolter and slid his knife from its arm sheath. He looked to the Sister.

			‘We settle it between us. Agreed?’

			The Sister of Silence nodded her assent.

			The sergeant looked to the Faithful beside him. ‘Montalte, you will officiate.’

			‘I, my sergeant?’ 

			‘Yes. Come.’

			The battle-brother and the Sister, her voice waiting, eyes downcast, to the side, advanced towards each other, weapons held en garde as signal that combat would not yet begin, with Montalte scurrying alongside the Fulminator. He knew, by the laws of combat, that it was his role to signal when the duel was to start.

			They stopped, ten yards apart.

			At that distance, Montalte could feel the cold nullity of the Sister’s psychic absence as a chill of unease running through him, like the frost touch of early winter on autumn fruit. But he knew well the effect the crone had upon him. He looked to Sergeant Augustin and saw the Space Marine’s face tighten from the effect of the Sister’s psychic blankness.

			‘Do not fire,’ Sergeant Augustin said, loudly and clearly. 

			Arnauld acknowledged. 

			The Sister of Silence nodded her assent to the sergeant. 

			‘I have given the same command to my Faithful. This shall be settled between the two of us.’

			‘Montalte.’ Augustin signalled the youth to take his position on the midline between the two combatants, safely to one side.

			‘To first blood or to death?’ asked Augustin.

			‘Oh, to death,’ said the Sister. ‘I find that death solves everything. Don’t you?’

			‘To death. Montalte.’

			Montalte, standing alone between the crone and the Space Marine, felt the world crashing down around him. After all that they had gone through to save the saint, that it should come down to this.

			The Faithful, tears dripping down his face, raised his hand.

			He gave the signal to fight.

			The Sister of Silence stepped forwards, feinting the greatblade to Augustin’s left shoulder with a lightness of touch that only such a weapon might essay, before switching her attack to a horizontal neck strike.

			If the sword had struck, it would have removed the sergeant’s head from his body in one easy sweep. 

			But as swiftly as the Sister struck, the Fulminator countered. The greatblade screamed frustration at being denied the blood it craved, then sang into motion again. Even as the Sister shifted her feet for a fresh attack, Augustin stepped forwards, moving within the arc of the greatblade and bringing the battle knife jabbing forwards in a rib lunge. 

			It was calculated to be a fatal strike: the blade slipping between the ribs, piercing the heart.

			‘Incoming!’

			Montalte screamed the warning as, all around, the Faithful leapt for cover and desperately attempted to turn their heavy weapons to deal with the attack that was coming in from the rear.

			But the Fulminator had heard the hiss of las-rounds, the percussive thump of bolter rounds and the sizzle of plasma cannons even before the alarm call. Montalte saw the way he turned his knife strike aside, with a preternatural deftness and speed of thought. But the blade, in passing, nicked the Sister’s flank. At the same moment that blood bloomed from the crone’s side, the greatblade stopped, quivering its thirst as it touched Augustin’s neck.

			The Fulminator and the Sister of Silence glanced to each other amid the sudden eruption of explosions and the detonations of bolter rounds. The storm zone was breached and the enemy upon them. All was lost.

			‘Save the saint,’ said the Sister. Then she turned and ran, with her voice beside her, towards where the enemy attack was fiercest, with men bearing the foul sigils of the Archenemy advancing into the hollow that sheltered the shrine cathedral, spraying las-rounds everywhere.

			Sergeant Augustin turned to Montalte. ‘Get the saint onto the Valkyrie. Run!’

			Montalte scurried back towards Cornelius and Jansenius. As he ran, he saw Augustin, bolter levelled, run after the crone, spraying percussive death wherever he looked.

			As the Faithful ran to the Valkyrie, he felt more than heard the hiss of ordnance over his head and the sweep of turbofans further up: the Archenemy was putting air cover over the shrine.

			‘For Throne’s sake, hurry up!’ the Valkyrie gunner was screaming at them.

			Cornelius and Jansenius, with Montalte helping as he could, manhandled the saint’s casket into the hold and got it locked down. The gunner went back to spraying indiscriminate fire from his bolter. From what Montalte could see, he appeared not to be worrying too much about who he hit, friend or foe.

			The pilot appeared at the hold door. ‘Where’re the rest of you? We can’t hold much longer – they’re bringing up ground-to-air missiles.’

			But Jansenius held up his hand for silence while he listened to his vox.

			‘Yes, sir.’ The Fulminator turned to the pilot. ‘You will hold while we clear a launch space. As it stands, you will be shot down before you’ve reached three hundred feet.’ Jansenius looked to Montalte. ‘The sergeant says “look after the saint”.’ The Fulminator removed his bolter from its holster and looked to Cornelius.

			The two Space Marines broke from the Valkyrie, spraying death as they went, heading towards where Sergeant Augustin, Arnauld and the Sister of Silence were turning back the enemy assault.

			The pilot looked to Montalte. ‘How long do you expect us to wait?’

			‘As long as the sergeant tells you to wait,’ said the Faithful.

			‘My orders are to get the cargo to safety,’ said the pilot. ‘If they’re not back here in two minutes I’m leaving.’ 

			The pilot slid the hold door shut. From the port and starboard door-mounted bolters, the Valkyrie’s gunners laid down withering cover fire. But already Montalte could hear the hissing jolt of las-rounds striking the aircraft’s armoured hull. Unless Augustin and his squad could turn back the assault, it would soon be the percussive thump of heavy bolter rounds hitting the Valkyrie – and they could do damage to its heavily armoured hide.

			Montalte drew his knife. Conflicting thoughts whirled through his mind. Should he break into the pilot compartment and hold the air crew at knifepoint until Sergeant Augustin and the crone reached the Valkyrie? Should he grab a lasgun and join the battle? Should he do nothing and wait?

			Never had he felt so useless.

			Montalte realised that he had lived all his life in the service of the saint but never before had he had chance to look upon him, face-to-face, alone. The saint lay, quiet and still, in his crystal casket. Of course he was quiet and still, Montalte thought: he was dead. Montalte knelt down beside the casket to look more closely upon the face of Saint Blaise.

			He saw that the face was whole and entire, although yellowed with age, with the skin shrunken upon the underlying skull. The saint’s eyes were closed. His lips, dried out, had pulled back so that his teeth showed in a perpetual grin. 

			‘Saint Blaise, what should I do?’

			And the saint turned his head, opened his eyes and looked upon the Faithful, and told Montalte what to do.

		


		
			Chapter 12

			 


			‘By the gods, what are you doing?’ Captain Donatus screamed at the men streaming back past him. Their eyes were wide with terror and completely unseeing. They had come running past his command post, a human tide in full ebb. 

			Donatus swung his autogun, catching a fleeing trooper full in the face with the barrel. The man went down backwards, his nose exploding blood, but before he had chance to sit up, Donatus was on him, slapping him to one side then the other.

			‘Why are you running?’ he screamed into the soldier’s face.

			The man, his face red as raw meat, stared stupidly up into the eyes of his captain. The insignia on his shoulder told that he was a lieutenant: Donatus knew him by sight as one of his subalterns.

			‘Th-the gods are coming,’ the man jabbered, ‘and the witch comes with them.’

			Donatus slapped the subaltern again. The man tried to crawl past him. Captain Donatus put a shot through the back of his skull, splashing the lieutenant’s face on the ground beneath him. Running back to his command post, Donatus pushed the auspex operator aside to look at the screen. 

			The life traces showed his men falling back before an enemy attack. The signatures told that the attack was being led by the cursed Space Marines… and something else.

			But beyond them, near the building that had been the focus of his first attack, was the heat signature of an aircraft, turbofans spinning, ready to take off. An exfiltration Valkyrie.

			The enemy was trying to get the relics of their false saint to safety.

			The counter-attack, Donatus realised, was a diversion. The Imperials were trying to clear a take-off window for the Valkyrie.

			But even as he realised this, Donatus saw the aircraft signature shift. It was taking off.

			He began shouting orders to the vox-operators for every missile unit to lock on to the rising Valkyrie.

			None of the vox-operators relayed the message. They all sat back from their units, staring behind Donatus. The captain felt his skin crawl. He turned around.

			‘My lord.’

			The Word Bearer had come.

			Pelagus’ glance took in everything at once. He looked to Donatus. ‘I take it we do not want that aircraft to escape?’ 

			‘I-I’ve called up all our missile units…’ Donatus began.

			‘Let me take care of it,’ said Pelagus. He stepped out of the command post and looked up into the sky. Some five hundred yards away, the Valkyrie was rising from the ground on a plume of downward thrust. As soon as it had attained sufficient altitude, the pilot would vector the engines to horizontal thrust and power away, flying low to avoid any overflying enemy fighters.

			The Word Bearer raised the crozius arcanum he bore. Its interlinked armillary spheres began to rotate, slipping in and round each other in an eye-wrenching, stomach-voiding blur. Those men in the command post who did not look away fast enough found themselves hunching over, vomiting blood onto the ground. 

			Five hundred yards away, the pilot of the Valkyrie, setting his evacuation route, glanced up from his control panel to see a light in the distance. The dark light pierced his eyes, and he could not look away as it burned out his soul. A hollow thing now, the pilot took up his controls again.

			‘What are you doing?’

			The pilot did not hear his co-pilot’s question. All he could see was the light, that dark light, calling him to it.

			Pelagus held out his hand. ‘Come to me,’ he said. ‘Come to me.’

			The Valkyrie, jets firing erratically – for they had not yet been vectored for horizontal flight – began to approach. Suddenly, the jets fired for vertical thrust, and the aircraft began to ascend in a wild, oscillating spiral. 

			Within the cockpit, the co-pilot was fighting with the pilot, his colleague for five years, his friend for ten, trying to wrest the controls from him, the men fighting with teeth and elbow and knee.

			Pelagus raised the crozius higher.

			‘Come to me,’ he called, and his voice filled the air with its command.

			High above, the Valkyrie stabilised, its turbofans vectoring for downward thrust, and then began to settle lower. 

			In the cabin, the co-pilot blinked back to consciousness. The gunners were hammering on the cockpit door but the blast bulkhead had been locked down: they would need an autocannon to break through.

			‘Maritim, what are you doing?’ he gasped.

			The pilot, his old friend, turned his head to him in a broken-necked motion. His eyes were black, burnt out from what they had seen.

			‘Kill me,’ he croaked.

			The co-pilot levelled his laspistol at Maritim’s temple. The screen splashed red. 

			The Valkyrie jerked wildly, the turbofans spinning out of control as Maritim’s hands spasmed on the joystick.

			‘Come to me!’

			The command echoed into the cockpit of the wavering Valkyrie. The co-pilot, whose name had been Ghislaine when he had had need of such a thing, felt his flight hand crawl towards the joystick. He could no more stop it than he could stop his heart beating. 

			With the hand that still obeyed what remained of his will, Ghislaine pushed the laspistol into his mouth. 

			‘The Emperor protects,’ were the last words he said.

			Then he pulled the trigger.

			The ceiling of the cockpit was painted red too.

			The Valkyrie, its engines running without pilot control, spiralled downwards and crashed, at full acceleration, into the ground, wreckage exploding from the crash site, scything through the emplaced ranks of the Unshackled. 

			Pelagus, watching, lowered the crozius. 

			‘Donatus, send a company. Bring me anything of note from the wreckage.’

			‘What are they looking for?’ asked Captain Donatus.

			The Word Bearer looked down at him.

			‘Dry old bones,’ he said. 

		


		
			Chapter 13

			 


			Montalte was running towards the battle front, scampering from lightning pit to rock mound, when he saw the Valkyrie go down. Around him, the Faithful who held the positions that they had been given to defend, cried out in alarm and despair. The Valkyrie was down: there would be no reinforcements coming to their aid now.

			But Montalte ran on, barely stopping to take cover, relying on the pause in battle that the aircraft’s crash had brought to see him through. And in that lull, he tumbled into the lightning pit where Sergeant Augustin had taken cover with the crone. 

			The Fulminator and the Sister of Silence turned to him. The crone, previously so rejuvenated with her greatblade in hand, had aged again, becoming withered and bent. The Space Marine’s face was haggard with defeat.

			‘I have failed in my mission,’ said Sergeant Augustin. He slapped a fresh magazine into his bolter. ‘All that remains is to kill as many of the cursed enemy as the Emperor wills.’ The Fulminator moved to climb from the lightning pit.

			‘Stop!’ Montalte grabbed hold of Augustin’s arm. ‘The mission hasn’t failed. The saint is with us still.’

			‘Wh-what do you mean?’ The voice of the crone asked the question as the crone herself tottered towards Montalte. ‘We saw the Valkyrie crash with our own eyes.’

			‘The saint wasn’t on the Valkyrie,’ said Montalte. He looked from the Sister of Silence to the Fulminator. ‘I took him off.’

			‘Where is he?’

			‘I – he told me, he told me to take him from the Valkyrie. After your men left, I was alone with him, and the saint turned to me, he opened his eyes and spoke to me, and he told me to take him off the aircraft and return him to the shrine. Only, the casket was too heavy, I couldn’t carry it on my own, so I opened it and I took the saint out and carried him from the Valkyrie and took him back to his shrine.’ Montalte looked at the watching faces looming over him. ‘He is there now. Did I – did I do wrong?’

			‘Do wrong?’ Sergeant Augustin’s face broke into the most unexpected of expressions: a smile. ‘No, little one, you did right.’ He turned to the crone. ‘Pull your men back to the hollow. We will hold them, we will kill them, we will defeat them.’ Sergeant Augustin turned back to Montalte and made to clap him on the back, only stopping himself just in time. ‘The mission may yet succeed.’ The Fulminator voxed his squad, ordering them to pull back to firing positions on the ridge of the sacred hollow, while he and the crone dispersed the surviving Faithful into firing positions in and around the shrine cathedral. 

			Following them as they made their way back towards the shrine cathedral, Montalte recited under his breath the litanies of the saint, invoking the intercession of Saint Blaise and all his companions in battle. For as he had started back with Sergeant Augustin and the crone, he had turned to look at the prospect in front of them, and he had seen the columns of Defilers snaking forwards across the now quiet storm zone, and the groups of howling cultists between the columns, rushing forwards like a living wave. They would need all the help they could get to defeat the coming attack.

			Sergeant Augustin thought that he had done right! The pleasure at that caused Montalte’s face, despite the horrors that pursued them, to crease into a smile. 

			It had been a fraught task, getting the saint back to his cathedral. After Saint Blaise had spoken to him, and told him that he must go back, Montalte had struggled with the crystal casket but had quickly realised that, without power armour, there was no way he could carry it on his own. So he had broken the wax seals, marked with the stamp of the cardinal who had declared Blaise a sanctified soul, that covered the locks of the casket and opened the crystal container. The air within the casket had breathed out as if the coffin itself were exhaling: cool and with the scent of roses. 

			The saint had lain still beneath him, eyes closed once more, dried-out lips pulled back from teeth that were only loosely plugged into their sockets. For a moment Montalte had thought, wildly, what happens if all his teeth fall out? 

			But even as the thoughts roiled through his mind, Montalte had reached down into the casket and under the saint, preparing to lift him.

			Saint Blaise came out of his casket as easily as a baby from its crib, and as lightly. The saint had weighed barely anything in Montalte’s arms. Carrying the saint’s mortal remains, Montalte had stepped to the loading bay door of the Valkyrie. The door gunners were maintaining fire from their bolters, mowing down anything around the aircraft, but their field of fire was away from the shrine cathedral. Montalte had had a clear run across the piazza in front of the building. Another memory fractured through Montalte’s mind: himself as a child, before the sky split, standing among the throng of pilgrims waiting and jostling in the piazza before the shrine cathedral, waiting for the holy doors to open for the start of the Feast of Saint Blaise. 

			Now the piazza was empty, its bare expanse a killing zone from the las-rounds and plasma jets that splashed across it. 

			Montalte had looked down into the face of the saint that he cradled in his arms. He had lived almost his entire life in the storm. His family was gone. The life he could have had was gone. He would not let the Archenemy take the saint too.

			Montalte had begun to run across the piazza. 

			Las-rounds sizzled past him, some hissing into the ground, others ripping through the air with the delayed smell of burning dust that told of a near miss. He had weaved as he ran, trying to make himself a harder target, but the shots were coming closer. Montalte glanced up. The shrine cathedral, its holy doors standing open, was close, only some thirty yards away. He had tried to accelerate, to cover the remaining distance faster, but a las-round had clipped his heel and he had begun to fall, turning as he did, so that he might protect the saint’s body from the impact of the fall with his own flesh. 

			Winded, Montalte had lain still for a moment, gasping, then had begun to try to pull himself up. Only to see, standing between him and the shrine cathedral, a creature that bore only a glancing relationship to the man it had once been. 

			The cultist had sacrificed his humanity on the altar of the Dark Gods, offering them not only his soul, but all those parts of his body that he might lose while still giving worship to them. The creature was one-eyed, his nose a red wound and his ears meat, one hand a club of bloody bone, the other with fingers pierced through by razors. 

			Montalte had looked desperately around for support from the Faithful but they were all deployed defending the perimeter: this creature had slipped through the defences, drawn by some dark intuition and desire. 

			It had begun to advance upon him, teeth chattering with its idiot worship.

			Montalte had left everything – his blow pipe, his lasgun – behind on the Valkyrie, so that he might have hands free to carry the saint.

			But then he had seen the plasma pistol holstered on the saint’s chest. 

			It was the saint’s own weapon, the one that had put a superheated slug of gas through the skull of Magister Bakr at the climax of the final battle for Chevreuse, when Saint Blaise had led a kill squad into the heart of the enemy lines to find and kill the mind behind the assault on the planet. That plasma round had sprayed the magister’s mind all over his command tent, and the enemy forces had dissolved into confusion – even chaos – afterwards.

			But it had not been fired these past thousand years. 

			The thought and the response had come together: the saint would not let him down.

			Montalte had grabbed the weapon as the cultist scuttled towards him. It felt cold, dead in his hand. But as he had turned it towards the howling monstrosity approaching him, he had felt the grip heat up and had heard the high-frequency hum of its reactor. 

			The plasma slug had torn a hole the size of Montalte’s fist through the cultist’s torso. On his face, the mask of depravity had slipped: for his final moment, the cultist had seemed to realise the horror of what he had done. Then death had crumpled him.

			Las-rounds were still flashing overhead. Montalte, lying on his back, had gauged how far he had to go. Just ten yards.

			Rather than getting up, he had begun to squirm closer on his back, holding the saint in his arms, wriggling like a sand snake over the smooth stone of the piazza towards the holy door.

			He had made it in – breathless, and with his back and shoulders rubbed raw, but he had made it. In the shrine cathedral, Montalte had lain the saint reverently down in the first side chapel of the nave. For a moment he hesitated. Telling Sergeant Augustin what he had done was possibly his own death sentence. But the Space Marine and the crone had to know: the saint was back where he wished to be, in his shrine cathedral.

			So Montalte had set off, through the battle zone, to tell the Fulminator and the Sister of Silence that he had stolen the saint from the evacuation vehicle, only to see the Valkyrie come crashing down. And the message, which he had feared would seal his death, had brought renewed hope.

			Now, returning with Sergeant Augustin and the Sister of Silence to the shrine cathedral, Montalte led them to the saint.

			Blaise lay in peaceful repose before the Chapel of the Holy Dreamer. 

			‘We have to get him to safety,’ said Sergeant Augustin.

			The Sister shook her head. Her voice spoke her answer. ‘Now that the Valkyrie is lost, the safest place for him is here. We shall make such a mound of their dead that they shall never find him.’

			But the Fulminator seemed unwilling to accept this. ‘With comms working again, I can call for another exfiltration vehicle.’

			‘Could any such vehicle get through?’ asked the crone. She pointed to the reliquary at the centre of the shrine cathedral. ‘We must put him back.’

			Sergeant Augustin nodded. ‘For the moment. Until an extraction vehicle arrives or we are all dead.’ He spoke into his vox. ‘Arnauld, signal to Naval forces. Give them our position. Request bombardment outside a circle, one hundred yards in radius, centred on the cathedral.’

			The crone looked to the Fulminator. ‘Many of the Faithful are on station outside that area.’

			‘I will give warning for them to pull back.’ Sergeant Augustin checked his auspex. ‘The fight is going to be at close quarters. Any further out and the bombardment will miss too many of the enemy.’

			In the relative silence of the shrine cathedral – its six-foot-thick walls muffled even the detonations of mortar rounds outside – the answer coming through on Augustin’s vox was loud enough for them all to hear.

			‘Request denied, sergeant. Naval forces engaging enemy. Exterminatus to proceed on schedule.’

			The crone gasped. Montalte looked to her. Hearing those words, her face had blanched, giving her a deathly pallor. He looked to the Fulminator.

			‘What does that mean?’ Montalte asked. ‘What is Exterminatus?’

			‘Our last resort,’ said the Fulminator. ‘The ending of all life on this world.’

			‘But… but I thought you had come to save us,’ said the Faithful. ‘To save the saint.’

			Sergeant Augustin looked at the man standing before him. ‘This world is lost,’ he said. ‘We tried to save it. But the invasion of the northern continent has been thrown back. Enemy naval forces are engaging our Navy beyond the Kuiper belt and will soon break through. The world is lost. All that remains is to deny it to the Archenemy.’

			The Sister of Silence turned her corpse-face to the Fulminator. ‘How long?’

			‘Two hours.’

			She nodded, slowly. Her voice spoke her answer. ‘Very well. Then we must hold for those two hours. The Archenemy shall not take the saint.’ The crone pointed to the reliquary. ‘Let us return him to where he belongs. Then…’ points of blood red bloomed on her white cheeks, ‘…we will return to the battle and destroy so many of the Archenemy that our passing shall be heard in the wailing of the dark places.’

			Sergeant Augustin indicated for Montalte to pick up the saint.

			‘Wh-why me?’ he stammered. ‘Better far that you two, god of battles and Sister of Silence, return the saint to his rest.’

			‘The saint would have already been lost to us if not for you,’ said Sergeant Augustin. ‘It is fitting that you carry him this final way.’

			And the crone nodded her agreement.

			So Montalte, to his astonishment, found himself carrying the mortal remains of the saint in his arms once more. The crone shuffled in front of him, using her greatblade as walking stick, and the Fulminator marched behind, his shadow lying over Montalte as they proceeded down the nave with the sounds of battle as the processional hymn.

			They came to the baldachin and there the Sister of Silence stopped and stood aside to the left. Sergeant Augustin made the honour guard to the right. Space Marine and Sister of Silence made the Imperial salute and presented arms. 

			Montalte stepped forwards, under the protecting canopy of the baldachin, and lay the saint on top of the sarcophagus with its carved reliefs of the crusade. Before, Saint Blaise had been contained in his crystal casket, but now he lay there as one newly dead, brought to the cathedral for burial.

			As the Faithful lay Saint Blaise down on the marble, the shrine cathedral, a building made of six-foot-thick walls of dolerite, seemed to shimmer as if it were no more substantial than the daydreams of a young boy dozing by a pool on a summer morning. From the great spire, which rose directly above the saint’s remains, a thousand sparks flamed and went springing across all points of the sky, trailing thunder in their wake. 

			A storm was coming.

			And even through the walls of the shrine cathedral, they could hear the cries and alarms of the Enemy, as the clouds rolled over the bloated red sun and the lightning struck like daggers.

			‘I beg your pardon,’ said Montalte, ‘but have you seen this?’

			While the Fulminator and the Sister of Silence had been looking down the nave through the great doors to see what was happening outside, Montalte had been on his knees in front of the saint, head bowed in thanksgiving and prayer. But as he had finished reciting the Agimus Gratias, the tears streaming down his cheeks, he had looked up to see…

			Montalte pointed.

			Between the two rearmost pillars of the baldachin the air was shimmering, as if they were looking through a screen of falling liquid; as if they were standing behind a waterfall, peering at the land beyond.

			Sergeant Augustin looked to the Sister of Silence.

			‘A portal,’ he said. ‘We can get the saint to safety.’

			‘If it goes to a place of safety,’ said Montalte.

			‘Pick up the saint,’ the Fulminator ordered Montalte as he approached the baldachin.

			But no sooner had Montalte raised the saint’s mortal remains from the plinth on which he was lying, than the portal guttered and died. Montalte stood there, gaping down the length of the shrine cathedral to the quire and the distant apse. 

			‘Where did it go?’ he said.

			Montalte laid Saint Blaise gently back on to the plinth and the portal flickered open once more.

			Sergeant Augustin ran his fingers over the surface of the plinth, searching, until he found what he was looking for. 

			‘The lock gate. Keyed to the saint’s genetic signature. It will remain open only so long as he is in contact with it.’

			‘But the saint has lain here for centuries,’ said Montalte. ‘Why didn’t the gate open before?’

			‘The casket,’ said Augustin. ‘The crystal casket he was kept in. Only now, now he is in contact with the plinth, can the gate be opened.’

			‘But where does it lead?’ asked Montalte. ‘There is nothing in the sagas that tells of this.’

			‘We will have to go and see,’ said Sergeant Augustin.

			But even as the words came from his mouth, the shrine cathedral shuddered and shook. From the vaulted ceiling, stone chips broke and fell like solid rain. And as they turned, the great rose window in the façade of the shrine cathedral shivered, the preternatural light that shone through it flickered, and it shattered. 

			And in its breaking, it let in the night. 

			Winged creatures, ravening and misbegotten – some forced hybrid between men and the reptilian raptors of a corrupted world – came streaming in through the space where the window had been. Many were sliced open by the remaining shards of glass, or impaled themselves upon spikes, but more flew through – to be greeted by the explosive rounds rattling from Sergeant Augustin’s bolter. And those creatures of dreadful miscegeny that evaded the hail of bolter fire and dived down the nave towards the reliquary were eviscerated by the executioner greatblade of the Sister of Silence, the death-dealing sword humming in satisfaction as it cut through wing and thorax and claw.

			But even as this assault was broken and left lying bleeding and dying on the cathedral’s stone floor, Sergeant Augustin’s vox sounded out. Montalte looked round in alarm. 

			‘Perimeter broken – withdrawing, withdrawing on cathedral.’

			‘Hold, hold,’ Sergeant Augustin voxed back, ‘I’m coming.’

			‘Engaging enemy commander.’

			‘Arnauld, report. Who are you engaging? Arnauld.’

			‘What’s happening?’ Montalte asked. But the Fulminator was staring at his auspex. 

			‘Something is outside.’ Augustin looked at the Faithful. ‘It is slaughtering your people and now Arnauld is engaging it.’

			‘He’ll defeat it, won’t he?’ asked Montalte. ‘He is a god.’

			‘Cornelius, Jansenius, report. Arnauld engaging with the enemy. Report.’

			But the renewed storm, as its fury mounted, was starting to blank out comms again. All that came through was the pop and hiss of the storm zone. 

			The vox crackled. A voice came through it, a voice that spoke of ten thousand years of blood and terror. 

			‘I have a gift for you, new servant of the corpse god – the vox-unit of your soldier. I will deliver it with his head attached.’

			The vox fell silent. A wisp of smoke rose from the speaker. Sergeant Augustin wrenched his vox-bead out.

			As he did so, the remnants of the Faithful came streaming in through the holy doors, all that still lived and could move; many others remained at their stations, reduced to gibbering, fearful creatures with no more control over their functions than a servitor left to its own devices.

			Sergeant Augustin turned to Montalte. ‘The portal. Go through it. Find where it leads. There may still be hope.’ 

			The Fulminator turned to the holy door. 

			‘The Sister and I will deal with what is coming.’

		


		
			Chapter 14

			 


			The Word Bearer stood tall in the storm, holding the crozius arcanum high in one hand while in his other he displayed the head of the Fulminator, Arnauld, to the baying hordes of cultists and the chanting ranks of the Unshackled. 

			Captain Donatus stood beside Pelagus, but not too near to him. The captain kept glancing up at the roiling clouds. Within their seething black banks, sheet lightning was flashing in an almost incessant stream, unleashing an ongoing roll of thunderclaps. As far as his eye could see across the scarred landscape of the storm zone, electric zephyrs and crown coronas were flashing. But as yet the lightning was merely arcing through the clouds: it had not yet started striking to earth. Donatus’ eyes flicked up at the sky again. It was building up to something. He took a further step back from the dominus.

			Pelagus was driving the watching men, and those that had once been men, into a frenzy. They had already cleared the enemy from its forward positions, most of them left lying dead in their lightning pits, and back into their final redoubt, the shrine cathedral. The Word Bearer had personally killed the servant of the false god, cutting his head from his body with a sweep of his crozius; Pelagus had driven the other two false Space Marines back into the shrine cathedral, spitting defiant but futile bursts of bolter rounds as they retreated through the doors and sealed them against the onrushing night of Chaos.

			However, the shrine cathedral was well defended. Their first attack had been driven back with horrendous losses, although those losses consisted almost entirely of cultists, whom Pelagus was naturally using simply to test out the enemy’s defences and to use up some of their ammunition. But that attack had revealed that many of the cathedral’s buttresses and towers doubled as emplacements for plasma cannons and heavy bolters: the place bristled with the heavy weapons that had protected the saint’s military compound over which his shrine cathedral had been built.

			For his part, Captain Donatus was somewhat lacking in heavy weaponry. Now, with the storm back, he worried if he would be able to get men and materiel through to the battle. If nothing else, the supply drivers could follow the trail of bodies and twisted vehicles lying by the side of the tracks they had made through the storm zone. The dead, Donatus found, made for an unerring compass bearing even through the twisted geography of this cursed land. The trucks were running now, rumbling through the storm, carrying heavy bolters and meltas, mortars and missile launchers. But from the way Pelagus was rousing the men – and the rest – into a blood fervour, it seemed the Word Bearer did not want to wait for the heavy weapons to arrive in sufficient numbers that they might do the job for them. No; Pelagus wanted to win this battle and this world with blood.

			Not that Captain Donatus had any compunction about shedding his soldiers’ lives in pursuit of victory; it was just that he did not want to be one of the coins handed over to the ferryman. So, glancing up once more at the turbulent sky and the seething sheets of lightning, Donatus took another step back from the Word Bearer.

			Pelagus raised both his hands high as the men – and other things – proclaimed their devotion to the Dark Gods of the Word Bearer’s heart. But as he did so, he glanced towards Captain Donatus, edging ever further away.

			‘Worried you might fry, Donatus?’ Pelagus said, his words a whisper of sibilance into the captain’s ear. 

			‘No! No, sir,’ said Donatus. ‘I-I just wanted to ensure you received the acclaim due to you.’

			The chants and roars rolled past them, a guttural counterpoint to the continual rumbles of thunder in the storm head above. 

			‘Of course, captain, of course,’ whispered Pelagus, his gaze still turned over the Unshackled and the cultists screaming their devotion but his voice directed at the man beside him. ‘Now I have whipped them up to the necessary pitch of fervour, turn them loose.’

			‘What is our strategy?’ asked Captain Donatus.

			‘One that, as a former officer of the corpse god’s Imperial Guard, you will be most familiar with – frontal assault. You will buy victory with blood. Drown the enemy in our dead. We have enough and more. Let this be an offering for the gods.’

			Captain Donatus signalled his adjutants to him and gave them their instructions. Beyond the ridge, he could see the high spire of the shrine cathedral, wreathed with shifting fire plumes. As the adjutants ran back to their units to begin the assault, Captain Donatus could not resist another worried inspection of the storm clouds stacking above the shrine cathedral. They were being continuously lit from within by sheet lightning, but so far none of the bolts had struck to ground. He feared that the storm was storing its fury, waiting for the attack before unleashing the saint’s fire.

			‘Are you concerned, little man?’

			Donatus started. Normally, he was alerted to the presence of the Word Bearer by the skin crawl, but now Pelagus was standing directly behind him and he had not felt his approach. The captain cursed himself, silently, then turned, while fixing an expression of bland acceptance on his face.

			It did not work.

			The Word Bearer looked down upon him and Captain Donatus felt his soul retreat spiritually just as his body retreated physically, making the physiological changes attendant upon abject fear and flight. With the greatest of psychic efforts, he tightened his muscles, holding himself still, although his face, he knew, had gone slack with terror.

			Captain Donatus opened his mouth, tried to say something, but no words came out.

			The Word Bearer continued to look down upon him with cold, detached interest. 

			‘You fear the fire,’ said Pelagus. ‘I see it in your eyes, in the hunch of your shoulders, in the set of your bones. You fear it, and your fear infects the others.’

			‘N-no, my lord, I do not fear it…’ stuttered Donatus, ‘…but I wonder if we should not take account of it in our plans before we begin the attack.’ Emboldened by the Word Bearer’s listening silence, Captain Donatus plunged onwards. ‘A frontal attack concentrates all our men into a small area around the shrine cathedral to the false saint. There is a lightning head building higher above the shrine cathedral, one that has not released its fire. I fear that our attack might be the occasion for… the occasion for…’ Donatus’ voice dragged down into silence, for Pelagus had reached his hand down to him and touched it softly on the side of his face.

			‘Have no fear, little one,’ said Pelagus, softly. ‘Have faith, and your faith shall be answered.’ 

			Donatus could feel the skin of his face at once going numb and burning. As an officer, first in the False Emperor’s Imperial Guard and then as a captain of the Unshackled, Donatus had done many brave things, for praise, glory and battle madness. But never, ever, had he done something so brave as standing still and apparently unmoved while the Word Bearer ran a single, ungloved finger gently over his cheek.

			‘For you are all mistaken.’ Pelagus, to Donatus’ immense relief, removed his hand and looked up to the stacked thunderheads looming over the shrine cathedral. He looked intently, with the expression of one who finally sees clearly what had for long been obscure. ‘And, in truth, I was mistaken too. But now I see.’ 

			Pelagus put a finger under the chin of Captain Donatus and gently lifted his head, so that he too was looking up into the sky. The captain felt his neck strain, so far did the Word Bearer push his head, but he said nothing and stared blindly upwards.

			‘My mistake was to believe the believers in the false god – to accept their pronouncements that the fire and storm of this planet were the products of their saint.’ The Word Bearer made again that noise more akin to a death rattle than a laugh. ‘What power can a devotee of a false god wield? I should have known – I do know.’ 

			Pelagus removed his finger and Donatus let his head, neck mercifully unbroken, drop down. 

			‘All this…’ The Word Bearer swept an area encompassing land and sky, all the storm zone about them, with his crozius, ‘all this appeared after the truth of our gods erupted into the skies for all to see. This is not the fruit of the vain worship of a failed god. No! It is a result of the Holy Opening, a product of the Great Rift, a seed fallen from the tables of the Dark Gods. This is the touch of the immaterium, the hand of Chaos Undivided reaching out to grasp the galaxy for its own. This storm is our storm, Captain Donatus. It will not stay us now.’

			The captain of the Unshackled nodded his approval but said nothing.

			The dominus looked back to him. ‘You have a question, captain?’

			‘It… it has killed a lot of my men.’

			‘All the more fitting as a final offering to the gods. Chaos drinks of the pain and despair of mortals. Let us give it meat. Then, when it has feasted, I will draw these new servants of the corpse god out from their bolthole and offer them the truth. For we are servants of the truth above all, we Word Bearers.’

			Captain Donatus made the ritual abasement and withdrew, leaving the Word Bearer staring up at the lowering clouds lit up from within. He sent runners to fetch his adjutants – the storm was playing hell with comms again. As he waited for his men to come to him, to finalise the plans for their attack, Donatus glanced up at the storm himself. He had served Chaos, unknowingly and then knowingly, since he had left childhood behind. In that time, he had learned that it was a capricious master, as ready to damn as to reward, and sometimes for the very same action. There were times, and this was one of them, when the forbidden thought crossed through his mind: had he chosen the wrong side? 

			But then he thought of the impossibility of return, the fragility of forgiveness, and the penalties attendant upon those few who turned. The path he trod was broad, its destination certain (although its rewards less sure) and he was, generally, comfortable to walk it. He would not turn aside now. 

			Donatus looked around the circle of expectant, hungry faces. 

			‘Hold the artillery – he wants to take the objective intact – but apart from that, hit them with everything we’ve got. Hold nothing back. Throw every Unshackled, cultist, mutant, xenos, everything, at them. If the living do not take the objective, the dead will.’ 

			He looked each man in the eye.

			‘Understood?’

			They understood.

			The officers ran off to prepare the final assault on the shrine cathedral, waiting only upon the signal from Captain Donatus.

			They would not have to wait long. 

		


		
			Chapter 15

			 


			It felt like being dragged through a sieve backwards. 

			Montalte, on his hands and knees, took a deep breath. There was something about the quality of the silence that surrounded him that told Montalte he was in a great building, maybe as large as the sanctuary of Saint Blaise. The light flickered with the telltale quality of banks of candles moved by the slightest of draughts. The Faithful forced himself to his feet. Standing, he swayed for a moment while his sight glazed and threatened to darken completely. But he forced back the tides of nausea and stood upright. 

			He understood, then, that he was continents away from the shrine of Saint Blaise, at the very start of the pilgrim route, the Chemin Royal, standing before the reliquary of Saint Jacqueline.

			Montalte had made the first part of the pilgrimage as a child, in the company of his father, before the sky split and the world changed. Now, he began to stagger down the nave of the deserted basilica towards the doors left open in its façade. The light outside was red and weary, the waning light of a dying star, barely brighter than the candles that illuminated the interior of the basilica.

			Although there was no sound or movement within the shrine now, save for that sound and movement that he brought, someone had put a lit candle in every sconce, candlestick and candelabrum in the basilica. The air was heavy with incense. It was as if a solemn requiem had just been completed in the cathedral, but at its conclusion the bishop, the deacons and arch-deacons, and all the congregation had vanished, rather than stopping for the usual conversations and refreshments. 

			The shrine tomb of Saint Jacqueline lay at the crossing of the basilica, where the transept crossed the nave, the saint’s relics lying in a crystal casket the twin of the one that had contained the remains of Saint Blaise. The portal had shimmered open between the columns of the baldachin over her sepulchre, a match for the portal that the Faithful had gone through on the other side.

			For a moment, Montalte thought of going straight back through the portal, to tell Sergeant Augustin and the crone what he had found. But the basilica was empty. While there was no immediate sign of the Enemy, nor was there any obvious friendly presence either.

			Montalte decided to quickly scout outside before returning.

			Making his way down the nave, Montalte felt, fleetingly, the impression of a thousand years of pilgrims. Having kissed the tomb of Saint Jacqueline, they would turn and start the Chemin Royal. Maybe only one in fifty, one in a hundred, would live to reach its end, but even falling along the way was to have one’s sins washed clean by way of the saint’s promise: that none who followed him in service to the Emperor should be truly lost.

			Going through the great doors in the façade of the basilica, Montalte blinked in the light. The Chemin Royal continued straight on from the basilica, running swiftly on to a narrow strip of land that disappeared into the hazy distance, an isthmus bounded on each side by electric seas. He remembered, as a young boy, coming out of the basilica to stand at the start of the Chemin Royal, peering after its apparently endless recession. As a native of Chevreuse, Montalte’s father had not been required to complete the whole length of the Chemin. But they had walked the first stage, down to where the electric seas ran up alongside the pilgrim’s causeway. There, they had stopped, looking at the surging currents and sparking waves that claimed so many pilgrims. 

			Caught by the memory, Montalte looked along the causeway. But rather than vanishing to its disappearing point at the horizon, the causeway, in its middle distance, seemed encrusted, as if with some newly erupted tumour. Montalte squinted, his eyes slowly regaining their acuity, and what he saw started to come into focus.

			It was wreckage.

			The burnt-out, mutilated, twisted wreckage of Imperial vehicles: there the protruding cannon of a Leman Russ, here the fire-blackened hull of a Chimera. This was where the Imperium had launched its great assault to take back Chevreuse. And here it had failed. As his eyes adjusted to the horror of what he was seeing, Montalte realised that the pilgrim causeway had become a charnel path, a road into infinite terror from which few, if any, had returned. The wreckage stretched as far as he could see, coating the horizon of the northern continent with fire-blackened metal. Had any part of the army fought its way through to the mainland? From what he could see, Montalte did not think so. 

			‘Hey!’

			The shout came from behind Montalte.

			He turned to see a man pointing a lasgun at him.

			‘Stop there,’ the man shouted, his accent thick and off-world, but comprehensibly Low Gothic nonetheless.

			The man was wearing the khaki-and-green combat fatigues of the Imperial Guard. 

			Sebastea, the southern continent, had not yet fallen to the Enemy. They could send help, they could save the saint…

			They could save Chevreuse.

			‘Help,’ said Montalte, ‘you’ve got to help, I’ve got to see your commander, help…’ In his eagerness, Montalte stepped forwards, towards the nervous young trooper who was looking at him down the barrel of his lasgun.

			The impact threw Montalte on to his back. His sight darkened, then cleared for a moment. He raised his head – it was a struggle to do even that – and he looked down at his chest. He saw the neat, circular hole produced by a las-shot. Then his head fell back – he had not the strength to hold it up any longer – and he stared up into the sky. There were no clouds here. The sky was blue.

			And then it went black.

		


		
			Chapter 16

			 


			The Defiler herald advanced under the white flag of parley. He passed between the piles of bodies that lay heaped across the piazza, some still quivering in their death throes, most now set into the stillness of death. He walked, slowly, waving the white flag above his head so that all might see it. Behind him, and ranged around the vale of the shrine cathedral, the bloodied forces of the Archenemy waited in watching, feral silence, their quiet threaded through by the howls and yelps and gurgles of the cultists.

			From their position behind the shattered remnants of the holy doors, Sergeant Augustin and the Sister of Silence watched the herald’s approach. The Fulminator checked his auspex, looking to see if the man was strapped with explosive, but the storm was playing havoc with the readings. The herald’s advance was lit by the strobe effect of the almost continuous lightning, turning his walking into a jerky series of marionette postures, yet the lightning remained in the clouds swirling above the shrine cathedral: none of it was striking the ground. The saint had deserted them.

			Sergeant Augustin spoke into his throat-vox – at least within the cathedral, comms were still working – to check whether Cornelius or Jansenius had spotted any enemy incursions under cover of the herald. The sergeant had put the other two Fulminators on roof emplacements covering the flanks of the shrine cathedral. The remnants of the Faithful were manning positions at the slit windows. 

			The next assault, when it came, would have ramps to climb up to the shattered windows – ramps made by the piled-up bodies of the dead. Ammunition was running low, with all three Space Marines down to their final few magazines of bolter rounds. The Faithful had piled up wood in the nave and set it to fire, the smoke curling up into the vaulting, and the men too injured to fight were given the task of cooking depleted power packs in the flames in an effort to recharge them.

			As the herald slowly approached, Sergeant Augustin took another quick glance down the nave to the baldachin. Still nothing.

			As soon as Montalte had passed through the portal, it had closed, and nothing the Fulminator, the Sister of Silence or her voice could do had been able to open it again. Then the first assault had come, and since then they had been too busy to do anything other than fight. 

			The waves of attackers had been relentless, a nearly continuous set of assaults, before this sudden lull. Although it seemed as if the attacks had lasted for hours, it could not have been very long. Augustin checked his readings, set for battle onset. Yes, little more than an hour so far. 

			‘How long?’ asked the voice of the crone.

			‘Forty-five minutes.’

			‘I hope they will begin Exterminatus here. I shall enjoy, as my final sight, watching them turn their eyes to heaven as death descends.’

			‘Then let us ensure that they are occupied until their end comes,’ said the Fulminator.

			‘Servants of the false god.’ The herald was shouting, but through the continual thunder his voice was barely audible. He seemed to realise this, for after a veiled glance upwards, he came further forwards, waving the flag of parley with renewed vigour. 

			Now only thirty yards from the doors, the herald stopped.

			‘Servants of the false god,’ he tried again. ‘Servants of the false god, answer me!’

			Augustin, Fulminator, sergeant of the Adeptus Astartes, stood up, and his presence seemed to fill the space where the doors to the shrine cathedral had once been. Now new barriers, the piles of enemy dead, defended the sanctuary of Saint Blaise.

			‘Those who would speak under the flag of parley would best speak without insult,’ said the sergeant and, in a single motion too fast for human eye to see, he raised his bolter and put a shell through the centre of the herald’s chest. The man glanced down in time to see his torso explode.

			From where they were watching up on the ridge, the Word Bearer sighed and turned to Captain Donatus beside him. 

			‘The man was an idiot. You go.’

			‘I recommend Major Marcion, as he was previously trained in negotiating…’

			Pelagus looked back down, and Donatus was reminded of how small he was next to the Word Bearer, how insignificant.

			‘I’ll go,’ said Captain Donatus.

			As he made his way down to the piazza, one of his adjutants rushed up to him with a new white flag, but Donatus brushed him aside. If he was going to die, he would die as a soldier, not as some prissy bureaucrat vainly waving a flag neither side paid any mind to. But as a soldier, he would respect an enemy marching, bold and unafraid and in plain sight, towards his lines. He hoped that the Space Marine would think likewise – although what went through those brains, genetically engineered to deal out death, was anyone’s guess. Having spent far more time in the company of Pelagus than any sane man might wish, he was still no closer to understanding the workings of the Word Bearer’s mind. He was not sure that he could understand it and remain sane.

			Better, therefore, to march towards death without quailing and look it in the eye.

			Captain Donatus marched to within twenty yards of the doors of the shrine cathedral. During the last third of that long march he could all but feel the sights of the bolter centred on the middle of his chest. 

			But the round did not come. 

			Having passed the body of the herald, Captain Donatus stopped, came to attention and saluted sharply – he had never forgotten the training at his boot camp, many years ago. 

			‘I bring a message from Dominus Pelagus of the Word Bearers, general of our forces on this planet, to the defenders of the shrine of the Imperial saint, Blaise.’ Captain Donatus paused. ‘Is there anyone who will hear it?’

			‘I will hear it.’

			The Space Marine, the one who had shot the herald, appeared in the shadows of the shrine cathedral. Donatus supposed that there were multiple long-las snipers targeting the entrance to the cathedral, but there was an indefiniteness to the Space Marine’s image that suggested a speculative shot would merely heat up empty air: he was using some sort of hologram projector to appear where he was not. 

			‘My dominus sends you his greetings. He bids me pass on to you this information, of which you may not be aware – that the Naval ships of the false god have been driven from orbit. This planet will not suffer the fate your god decrees for so many worlds that have entered the true faith. 

			‘My dominus further bids me to tell you that it is only the relics he desires from this place, so that no further souls may be led astray by false belief. If you would surrender them, he would guarantee you safe passage. 

			‘Finally, my dominus bids me to make you a proposal, if you will not accept this generous offer. He would meet with you, face-to-face, alone, that the matter be settled between the two of you. 

			‘My dominus tells me to add this – he has fought the Long War for ten thousand years, ten thousand years that you have passed in slumber. He would see you wake.’

			Captain Donatus paused. Even the thunder had slackened off during his peroration, and the serried ranks of his men were watching in admiration. But from the shrine cathedral there came no response, simply silence.

			Donatus waited a moment longer, then turned, shoulder blades itching – this was the first time he could remember intentionally turning his back on someone pointing a weapon at him – and made to start back to the Word Bearer.

			‘Stop.’

			The command stopped him as completely as one from Pelagus. 

			Captain Donatus turned back again. The Space Marine was there – more there, this time.

			‘I will fight your master,’ he said, simply. The Space Marine pointed to the space directly in front of the shrine cathedral. ‘I will fight him there.’

			‘My dominus will do this,’ said Captain Donatus.

			‘We will meet in half an hour,’ said the Space Marine.

			‘My dominus would not squander so much time.’

			‘Half an hour,’ the Space Marine reiterated.

			‘Very well,’ said Captain Donatus. ‘My dominus will meet you here, one on one, in half an hour. Then shall combat tell whose gods are true and whose false, for the judgements of battle tell true.’

			‘They tell true indeed,’ said the Space Marine. ‘Half an hour.’

			‘He does not know you are here.’ Sergeant Augustin turned to the Sister of Silence. He had learned to put the psychic discomfort she caused him from his mind, but now he called it forth, briefly, to examine it. 

			‘That spawn of Chaos cannot see me,’ said the Sister’s voice. ‘But I see him.’

			The Fulminator was preparing himself for battle as he spoke to the Sister of Silence: carefully checking his ceramite armour, honing his reiver knife, reciting the litanies of battle.

			‘I will draw him towards the doors,’ said Sergeant Augustin. ‘When we are within ten yards, but not before, strike. The shock of your presence will give us an opening – seize it.’

			As the Space Marine had been preparing his weapons, so at the same time had the Sister of Silence been preparing hers, running a whetstone up and down, down and up the edges of her executioner greatblade until it was so honed that it might slice time.

			‘I will,’ said the crone’s voice. The Sister stood up and began swinging the blade through its combat patterns, the sword weaving intricate figures through the air. ‘But the Archenemy shall be weaving traps of his own. Beware of them.’

			‘The Archenemy,’ said Sergeant Augustin, ‘is above all other things a liar.’ The Fulminator indicated the sky above. ‘If there had been an engagement in orbit, we should have seen some trace of it, even beneath these clouds. I believe the fleet is still on station, ready to render the Emperor’s mercy to this world. It is our task, now, to see that these enemies receive the Emperor’s justice before they have a chance to flee.’ The Fulminator stood up, his preparations complete, and looked again to the Sister. ‘Wait until we are close, then strike.’

			For answer, the crone made the sign of the aquila.

			Sergeant Augustin nodded, then turned and made his way to the doors. 

			The half hour was over.

			From outside came the chants of the enemy, the rhythm fractured and the sound throat-tearing, telling of the Archenemy’s approach. Sergeant Augustin moved cautiously forwards, remaining behind cover, to where he could see out over the piazza to the enemy positions. 

			Ranks of men were rippling aside on the slope of the hollow. Sergeant Augustin scanned: he could not see the officer he had spoken to earlier.

			Then he saw something else. Striding towards the cathedral was a monstrous figure. It wore dull red power armour of an antique type, and in one hand carried a crozius surmounted by the spiked wheel of Chaos. In the other it held a bolter, modified, Augustin saw, with attached blades – it would make for a useful hand-to-hand weapon. His scan took in but ignored the trophies carried on the Traitor Space Marine’s armour, the scalps and skulls of previous victims, for these had no relevance to his tactical estimation of the abilities of the enemy.

			But the crozius told Augustin that he would be facing one of the champions of Chaos, a servant of the Dark Powers since the first ruination of the Word Bearers, one of the Dark Apostles who had first spread heresy among the Legions.

			Sergeant Augustin smiled. It was for such enemies as these that Archmagos Dominus Belisarius Cawl had engineered the Primaris Marines. He stepped to the door as the Word Bearer reached the far side of the piazza, stopping at the edge of the killing zone. Then Pelagus stepped forwards, followed by the yells and screams of the cultists, and the beating of gunstocks on rock from the Defilers. As the Word Bearer approached, Augustin cast a final glance to the sky: the clouds there still roiled with lightning, but the sound of thunder had grown more distant, as if the storm were retreating. 

			‘Is my enemy too fearful to let himself be seen?’

			The Word Bearer’s words cut, sharp and raw, across the background rumble.

			Sergeant Augustin stepped forwards himself, so that he now stood framed in the ruined doors of the Shrine Cathedral of Saint Blaise. 

			The Word Bearer paused in his approach. At this range, Sergeant Augustin could see that foul scriptures were tattooed over every inch of the Traitor Space Marine’s skin. 

			The Word Bearer raised his crozius. ‘I call on you, cousin and brother, to think on this. For ten thousand years you have slept, at the behest of the false god that raised you. You have been denied ten thousand years, and for what? To serve, to follow, to worship a lie. I bring you the truth, cousin and brother – the truth of the universe and of its gods. Cast off false worship and you will be as the gods are, free to follow the dictates of the power that lies within you, not the commands of a master who sits rotting on His uneasy throne. I put before you a choice, the blessing and the curse. Choose the curse and be free.’

			Even as the Word Bearer spoke, Sergeant Augustin felt the Traitor Space Marine’s words working at his mind, whirling around it like water eddying around a rock, seeking for some weak point in the structure. But behind him, standing in the lee of the door, the Sister’s presence made the words into mere buzzing things, as harmless as dead flies. 

			‘I will take the blessing, the Emperor’s blessing, and pronounce my curse on you and all your kind.’ Sergeant Augustin stepped forwards, trying to gauge how far the protective influence of the Sister’s psychic blankness projected. 

			But Pelagus had done with trying to preach his dark doctrine. Now, he approached in silence, while behind him the enemy yowled and screeched. By the rules of combat, they should meet at the halfway point between them, but Augustin hung back, seeking to pull the duel as close as possible to the shrine cathedral without making that wish too obvious.

			The two Space Marines stopped. 

			The men watching fell silent. Even the thunder paused.

			Everything waited on this: a clash to the death between a Word Bearer, upon whom the weight of ten millennia sat, with all its sins and blood, and a Primaris Marine Fulminator, called fresh from the sleep of centuries through the return of the primarch Roboute Guilliman. 

			The two superhuman creatures stood staring upon one other, linked by the understanding that soon one of them would be dead. Then, as one, they lay their bolters aside. This would be done by blade and hand and fist. 

			Pelagus took a step forwards, then another, each step faster than the one before, and Augustin matched him, until the two Space Marines were charging at each other like two primeval, armoured beasts. 

			But they were both also among the finest warriors to walk beneath the galaxy’s hundred billion stars. And at the moment of impact, when it seemed that they must surely collide with the force to shatter the ground beneath them, they each stepped aside, feinting and striking with reiver knife and whirling crozius, their blows coming faster than the eyes of the ordinary men who watched could follow.

			The strikes caught, and while Augustin’s knife scored the armour of the Word Bearer but did not pierce it, the crozius cut deep into the Fulminator, reaching flesh, tearing it. At once, the preternatural system of the Space Marine engaged, sealing wounds, pumping stimms through his body, lending Augustin a strength and swiftness far beyond any mortal.

			They stood there, in the centre of the piazza, surrounded by the heaps of the dead, and traded blows and blocks in a flurry and fury of movement, the Word Bearer whirling his crozius in intricate sweeping arcs, the Fulminator seeking to disrupt the arcs and to close into killing distance with his reiver knife. 

			Sparks flew from the clash of weapons, arcing through the charged air of Chevreuse. The eyes watching saw the Fulminator, unable to get within range with his knife, take a step back, and then another. The crozius radiated the fury and thirst of its wielder, blurring into a vision of spiked death. The Word Bearer pressed harder, following up each attack, pressing the Fulminator back and back so that he was desperately fending off blows and having to sometimes use his other forearm to block the crozius before it struck home.

			Back and back, step by step, Pelagus rained a frenzy of blows down upon Augustin, while the screeches and howls of his men grew louder with their increasing intensity. The Word Bearer began to sing the litanies of his foul faith, the words pulling at the threads of Augustin’s mind like a weaver unmaking a pattern.

			Augustin realised that Pelagus was toying with him. But as the Word Bearer had his sport, the Fulminator was backing closer and closer to the shrine cathedral.

			Back to within a few yards of the doors.

			Back to within killing distance for an executioner greatblade.

			Then, two vast explosions blossomed from amongst the heaps of dead at the base of the cathedral, just behind ­Augustin, bringing down the towers on which Cornelius and Jansenius had their emplacements and burying the two Space Marines in rubble. While the masonry fell, a third explosion ripped a gaping hole in the apse of the shrine. 

			They had sent charges in with their cannon fodder, on timers.

			Sergeant Augustin, pulling back from the combat, risked a glance behind.

			But the Word Bearer stopped too.

			‘Were you expecting something else to happen?’ 

			Without waiting for an answer, Pelagus brought his crozius downwards in a killing arc.

			‘Kill them, kill them all!’

			Captain Donatus set his death squads loose, sending them through the opening that the demolition charges, carefully set under cover of the piled dead, had torn in the walls of the shrine cathedral. But while the death squads hunted through the labyrinth of arches and vaults and crypts, he led a picked band of men down the quire towards what they had been fighting for all along: the relics of the Imperial saint. Captain Donatus aimed to claim them, to present them to the Word Bearer. He would lay them at his feet and step back, respectfully silent but fully cognisant of the reward due for such a prize – as indeed would be Pelagus. So while the Word Bearer took care of the Space Marine outside the cathedral, he would take care of the saint inside it.

			Donatus had five men with him, all picked for their abilities and experience, and with strict orders to stick with him.

			The death squads were advancing into the cathedral, spraying las-fire and auto-rounds as they went, but Donatus, the experienced soldier, noted that the enemy, though taken completely by surprise, was rallying to some extent. Ragged bursts of return fire were coming from the nave, while further bursts were shooting down from the clerestory. Taking cover in one of the quire stalls, Donatus signalled the nearest squad leader to take his men up to the clerestory level to clear it. None of the assault squads were armed with anything heavier than lasguns and autoguns; Pelagus wanted the saint’s remains recovered intact.

			Behind cover, Donatus took a mirror from his combat jacket and used it as a periscope to look ahead. The quire had been cleared of the Faithful but crossfire was still coming in from the transepts, while the enemy had taken temporary positions in some of the many side chapels that lined the nave. Donatus could see the baldachin that marked the saint’s tomb standing at the crossing of the cathedral. Stone splinters came flying from the columns as auto-rounds slammed into the marble, while las-shots left little smoking pits. The captain knew he had to get to the relics quickly, before they were caught in the crossfire and his plan for taking credit for their retrieval was destroyed alongside them.

			Captain Donatus signalled all his squad leaders to lay down suppressing fire, and the shrine cathedral was filled with the hiss and hail of automatic shot as the death squads unleashed their weapons on full-auto. Under the rain of fire, Donatus signed his men forwards, all of them running low to keep from being hit by their own side, past the high altar and down to the baldachin.

			He rolled into cover behind the heavy sarcophagus, then risked getting up to his knees. They had come a long way, over hills and mountains of the dead, to get the relics of this man. Now, so close to him, Donatus wanted to have a look at what had brought them to Chevreuse.

			He popped up level with the saint’s head. Donatus saw the skin, yellow and stretched tight over the underlying skull but without tear or decay, the lips drawn back to show the teeth pegged loosely into the dried-out jaw, and the closed eyes looking blankly up at nothing.

			‘Is that it?’ Donatus asked, and he felt a laugh bubbling at his throat. ‘Is that it?’ A desiccated corpse to a cadaverous god.

			By the gods, his doubts were done now. He had chosen the right side.

			Through the hail of fire arcing down the nave, he saw a figure emerge from one of the side chapels, a woman, twisted and old, and with a child following in her wake. The old woman bore a sword of extraordinary length and potency. She whirled it in front of her, and began to advance down the nave. Others tried to follow her, but they were cut down, their cries a counterpoint to the shrieks of ricocheting auto-rounds.

			‘You shall not have him!’ the voice was high and pure, soaring over the firestorm that threatened to engulf them.

			But Captain Donatus had faced many things, holy and unholy, in his years as a soldier. Although he felt the discomfort of the crone’s void deep in his soul, he discounted it, putting the pain aside as he might put aside the pain of a physical wound until it could be seen to after the battle. For now, there was only action. And as the Unshackled assaultslackened off in the face of the woman’s advance, Donatus looked down his sight at her and saw that she was old, her joints stiff with age. And though she wielded her sword as lightly and swiftly as one half a century younger, yet there were places that she could no longer cover easily through the stiffness of her bones. 

			Sighting down his autogun, Captain Donatus smiled. The galaxy was a cruel place to the elderly.

			And he fired.

			The round slammed into the crone’s knee. The old woman fell forwards, the sword falling from her hand as she hit the ground. Beside her, the girl fell, as if she had been hit too. The old woman made to crawl after her sword, but the blade had bounced too far away. She stopped and looked up, only to see Donatus stand up behind the sarcophagus, drawing his sight on a kill-shot to the crone’s unguarded head.

			‘Battle is no place for old women,’ he said.

			The crone raised her hand and pointed behind Donatus.

			The captain of the Unshackled smiled. ‘Nice try.’ He squinted down the sight, lining up the centre of the old woman’s forehead. It cost little to be kind to the old. He would give her a clean death.

			Donatus’ nose twitched. He could smell roses.

			The captain of the Unshackled never saw the lasgun butt descending on his skull. Donatus slumped to the ground next to the saint. 

			Montalte was standing in front of the shimmering portal, with Imperial Guardsmen streaming through after him. He ran to the crone.

			‘Are you all right?’ he asked her. 

			The Sister hauled herself upright, using Montalte as a prop. Her voice clung to Montalte too. ‘Get me to the door – the sergeant is fighting the Traitor Space Marine alone out there.’

			Off balance and on the back foot, Augustin could neither deflect nor avoid the downrushing crozius. There was only one last, desperate option. He dropped his knife and, reaching up, caught the shaft of the crozius as Pelagus brought it down on him. 

			Now the two Space Marines were locked together, each with both hands on the shaft of the crozius, both knowing that to release it would mean the other having the chance to wield it for a killing blow. 

			Now all the years of training and drills, the battle craft and tactics, came down to a single, titanic contest of strength and will. Face-to-face, Word Bearer and Fulminator struggled with each other, seeking to twist the crozius out of their enemy’s grasp, breath breaking from their mouths in great bursts, the servo-motors of their power armour straining at maximum output, their bodies flooding with every stimm their engineered systems could pump into their blood streams, their double hearts pounding.

			Face-to-face, the twin titans struggled for mastery, neither retreating.

			And, face-to-face, they spoke.

			‘He is… a false god… a corpse god. Command your soul.’

			‘My purpose… is the Emperor’s will.’

			‘Abandon him… become a god.’

			‘I am… a sergeant… of the Fulminators.’

			The heavens cracked. 

			All the fire that had accumulated in the storm head over the shrine cathedral slammed downwards, and Sergeant Augustin, Fulminator, born amid the greatest electrical storms known in Martian history, storm walker, lightning branded, felt in the rise of every pore in his skin the fire seeking its strike zone on the earth.

			He let go.

			The lightning struck.

			The saint’s fire lit up the Word Bearer from within, every bone and vein and capillary momentarily burned blue with a light so intense that the image was left branded in the vision of those who saw it.

			Then the fire burst through every tattoo and sigil inscribed on the flesh of the Word Bearer, burning out from within the foul doctrines of the primarch Lorgar.

			Pelagus, Dark Apostle, veteran of the Long War, who had seen the Emperor in His glory and yet had fallen into heresy, fell, a smoking ruin of burnt flesh.

			The crozius arcanum splashed on to the ground, reduced to molten metal.

			And the Defilers, seeing the Word Bearer fall, fell silent. Then the dogs ran loose among them, the hounds of fear and panic, and they turned to run, throwing down their weapons in their terror. The cultists, lost and abandoned, for the most part simply sat down where they were, eyes vacant and empty as mark of their lost souls.

			Sergeant Augustin, weary as he had never been before, had not the strength to pursue them. He stood, swaying but upright, in front of the broken doors to the cathedral.

			‘I see you did not need my help after all.’

			Augustin turned to see the Sister of Silence hobbling towards him, supported by Montalte, with the child limping behind them.

			‘The saint…’

			There was nothing else for Augustin to say.

			‘How did you know to let him go?’ asked Montalte. ‘I feared you would be struck too.’

			‘You forget,’ said Sergeant Augustin, ‘this is not the first time I’ve walked the storm.’

			‘The saint saved me too,’ said Montalte. He took out, from under his tunic, the medallion stamped with the saint’s sign, given to him by the crone when first she sent him from the storm zone to bring the gods to the saint. It had been beaten flat, as if it had been hit by a hammer. Or a shot.

			Recounting what had happened after he had left them to step through into the unknown, Montalte concluded, ‘They took me to the section commander. When I told them there was a portal to the saint’s shrine, they took me back to the basilica. When they saw that there was no portal, they almost shot me again. Then I remembered. To open the portal at this end had required the saint to touch the key, with his holy flesh. When I took Saint Jacqueline from the casket and laid her on the plinth, the portal opened.’

			The three of them watched the Imperial Guardsmen streaming out of the shrine cathedral, officers setting their men into pursuit order, while commissars dealt with the remaining cultists in the only way possible. The piled-up rubble of the towers began to shift and move. From the wreckage emerged the dust-coated shapes of Cornelius and Jansenius. 

			‘My lord.’ An officer of the Imperial Guard, a colonel by his insignia, saluted Sergeant Augustin. ‘I have been authorised to tell you that, consequent upon opening up this new front in the war for Chevreuse, Exterminatus is suspended.’

			‘I told you the saint wanted to stay here,’ the crone’s voice said to the Fulminator.

			‘You did,’ said Sergeant Augustin. ‘You did indeed.’

		


		
			Chapter 17

			 


			Captain Donatus woke, head throbbing, to find himself lying in a pile of bodies shoved to one side of the saint’s sepulchre. 

			He lay there, not moving, trying not to breathe, while he tried to figure out what had happened. From the orders he could hear, quite distant now, Imperial forces had somehow managed to retake the cathedral. Evidently, the mission had failed, and failed badly.

			The generals of Chaos had little patience with failure, particularly when it came to a low-ranking officer like a captain. Even if he managed to escape, they would hang him to encourage others not to fail. He thought, for a moment, of turning sides again, returning to the armies of the Imperium. But that would mean a death sentence too, and one carried out all the more quickly, given that the enemy forces were nearer.

			Donatus risked opening an eye. 

			The shrine cathedral was a wreck, but a largely empty wreck for the moment. There were guards at the door, but few other people he could see. From the sound of it, there was a quiet service of thanksgiving being held in one of the side chapels, but he could not see who was taking part in that. Moving infinitely slowly, Donatus looked to the rear of the cathedral. The hole they had blown in the apse was still there and, so far as he could see, it was not guarded.

			A possible escape route. Then it would be a matter of sneaking through enemy lines. But those lines would still be fluid and fast-moving. Steal an enemy uniform from a corpse and he would be able to move through them with relative ease. 

			There would be no point escaping, though, unless he could provide his superiors with something, some trophy or token sufficient that they might brandish it as a victory and therefore let him live.

			That was when his eye rested upon the mortal remains of the saint. 

			He could steal victory from Saint Blaise. He would take his head.

			Moving quickly and quietly, Captain Donatus unsheathed his knife and stood over the saint.

			He felt a blow on his chest, strong enough to send him staggering backwards. He looked down. That shouldn’t be there, should it?

			Captain Donatus looked up. 

			The crone stood in the nave, with the Space Marine and one of her Faithful on either side of her. Donatus looked down again. Now he recognised it. The sword that the old woman had wielded. It was sticking out of his chest. 

			Donatus fell dead.

			‘Allow me.’ Sergeant Augustin stepped forwards and removed the executioner greatblade from the Defiler’s chest. The Fulminator held it for a moment, appreciating its balance and edge.

			The Sister of Silence held out her hand.

			Sergeant Augustin handed it back to her then made the sign of the aquila.

			‘I have seen many remarkable sights on this planet,’ the Fulminator said, ‘but none more so than a greatblade thrown like a dagger.’

			‘He was not going to get away with our saint.’ The crone held out her hand. Her voice took it. ‘Not now.’

			‘He is our saint?’ Montalte asked anxiously, turning to the Space Marine. ‘You’re not going to take him away?’

			‘After this,’ said Sergeant Augustin, ‘no one would try to take him from you.’
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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.’
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