
		
			[image: They were the best of the best. Now they are all that is left. When Cadia fell, a handful of traumatised survivors found themselves stranded on a ruined redoubt world carved apart by rival cults. Since then, the Kasrkin veterans known as the Tattershields have anchored the crumbling Imperial defence, holding back the overwhelming might of the Archenemy with sabotage, assassinations, and unbreakable discipline. Their commander, Sergeant Kostantin Taikon, is an inspiration to the beleaguered defenders. But he is haunted by guilt and consumed by fatalism, numbly fighting on with no hope of victory or atonement. The Imperials’ grip on the planet is slipping. Infiltrators sow discord in their ranks, and a sadistic new enemy is bearing down upon them. But when all hope is dead, only defiance remains, and Taikon will lead his indomitable Kasrkin to the bitter end. This edition contains the short story ‘Tattershield’, the serial ‘Tatters of Hope’, and the novella ‘Veterans of the Fall’.]
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			For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has sat immobile on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the Master of Mankind. By the might of his inexhaustible armies a million worlds stand against the dark.

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

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

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

			There is no peace amongst the stars, for in the grim darkness of the far future, there is only war.
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			For almost eight hundred years, the great golden aquila had spread its wings in benediction over the Cathedral of the Emperor Implacable in 04-Gavaine’s capital plaza. From its high perch, the sculpted eagle blessed the toiling populace of the redoubt world as they stockpiled and fortified, readying their defences for a siege they prayed would never come. Now, its flaking gilt pinions were draped with the black banners of the Archenemy, and the eagle’s noble beak was blunted and crumpled, struck off by a mortar round in the first months of fighting.

			Through the compound lenses of his field magnoculars, Kostantin Taikon, Kasrkin squad sergeant and acting field commander on the north-east battlefront, let his gaze linger on the desecrated sculpture, watching the dark banners coiling slowly in the wind. If the intelligence they had painstakingly gathered over the last few months could be believed, the cathedral had become a nest of traitors. That was where they would find their target, the enemy commander who had assumed the title of the Maligner on the day he broke his vows to the Emperor. Taikon snorted in disgust. Nothing made sense any more. The madness on 04-Gavaine had infected everything, debasing every sign of faith and honour, and the enemy took a special pleasure in trampling down the last few shreds of hope. The beleaguered Imperial defenders had already lived through unimaginable horrors, from the Fall of Cadia to the birth of the hellish rift that turned the night sky into a roiling, queasy storm of tortured pink unlight. They had survived the Great Retreat, falling back to landing pads and lighters, fighting off suicidal boarding actions to buy frigates and battleships time to shoulder their way clear of their home world’s collapsing gravity well. In shock, they had limped towards the nearest friendly star – the cold grey light of Gavaine. And they had been there, under siege, for the next two years and nineteen days.

			Taikon swept the magnoculars down from the cathedral spire, scanning across the blasted cityscape. Between his squad and their target, hundreds of enemy troops were dug in. Just as he had done a dozen times already, Taikon surveyed the positions of barricades and concealed strongpoints, noted the locations of heavy weapons teams and self-propelled artillery batteries. Through the lengthening shadows of dusk, the sergeant picked out patrolling Guardsmen in blackened flak armour decorated with steel spines and bloody trophies. Sooner or later, Taikon knew his Kasrkin would have to cross the enemy lines. Their recon specialist, Petro Yarin, was out there already, verifying the tenuous rumour the whole mission hung on. One or two experts like Yarin could slip past the enemy unseen, perhaps. But for an entire strike team – even for soldiers as skilled as the Kasrkin – that would be impossible. At least without a diversion.

			Taikon checked the chrono he wore tucked under his left vambrace. Keenly aware of his squad’s eyes on his back, the sergeant tried to make the gesture seem entirely casual, though his nerves jangled. The display read 25:07. Twilight hour on Gavaine, the world’s days stretched by a long, slow orbit around its pale star. The battalion should already be engaging, Taikon thought. We should be able to hear them. But all was quiet, except for the mournful wind whistling between the dead buildings.

			The squad was hunkered down in the burnt-out shell of an old Administratum complex, six Kasrkin squeezed into a vaulted corridor on an upper floor that commanded a wide view over the blasted city. So few, now, Taikon thought, recalling their losses with a twinge of grief. Eren, their bravest. Riel, who never recovered from the wounds she took in the Fall. And just a week ago, old Sojuk, ribs crushed by a rampaging ogryn during the skirmish at Gavaingard Processional. It was a bad, bloody death, and the Kasrkin still mourned it, though none of them would let it show.

			Hunched against the stone walls, sipping from canteens or making last-minute checks of their equipment, the veteran troopers looked calm, bored even. But Taikon sensed their tension, their eagerness for orders. They had been together so long now that the sergeant could read his Kasrkin through the environmentally sealed carapace armour they wore. Once, that armour had been gleaming, pristine – now it was scuffed and patched, crusted with utilitarian field modifications. Once, the squad had displayed the colours of their home kasr with pride – now the only insignia they wore was a broken black shield painted on the shoulder, a mark of their shame.

			Irritably, Taikon checked his chrono again, and the nervous repetition caught the sharp eyes of their combat medic, Savos Linnd. Shuffling closer to the sergeant, he spoke softly, careful to keep any hint of concern from his voice in front of the others.

			‘Give them time to reach their positions. It’s a big operation. And we’ll only get one shot.’

			‘That’s what worries me, Linnd.’ Taikon scowled. He hated the necessity of the plan, the huge sacrifice Anvil Battalion would soon be making on his orders. He was only a sergeant, not a damned lord marshal! And he had learned, quickly and cruelly, that coordinating a war was very different to leading an elite strike team. But there had been no one else left alive to take command. And though his training had not prepared him for the responsibility, Taikon was Kasrkin. That meant that he would do what had to be done, unflinchingly.

			This was a conversation they had had many times over the last few months. Running the Maligner to ground had been a gruel­ling operation. With single-minded efficiency, the Kasrkin had systematically raided the enemy’s forward strongpoints, leaving him with nowhere to retreat. They had sabotaged vox-towers, severed supply lines, and assassinated the Maligner’s adjuncts one by one. All to leave him isolated, primed for the final, vengeful, executing blow. That strike would come under the cover of a full-frontal attack by the grizzled shock troopers of Anvil Battalion. It was an audacious plan, and all but suicidal. Those lives – those deaths – were on Taikon’s conscience and his alone.

			‘It’s a gamble. But it’s still the best chance we have,’ Linnd said carefully. ‘We badly need a win.’ Taikon recognised the truth of it. Their morale hung by the thinnest thread. Despite his misgivings, the sergeant raised his voice, performing for the soldiers listening in on their conversation.

			‘We’ll get that win, Linnd. Whatever it takes. For Cadia and the Emperor.’ They all knew the oath, and the assembled Kasrkin chorused the words in a low mumble. Only the demolitions expert, Auber, spoke them with conviction, her eyes bright with zealous certainty. For the rest of them, the words were hollow. It was all Taikon could do to bite back the dispiriting truth. Cadia is dead, and we’re a long way from the Emperor’s light.

			A tense silence settled, then stretched. And then a low, heavy rumble ran down the grey valley of the street like a thunderclap, booming and echoing from the walls of the cracked towers all around. They all recognised the sound. Artillery. And in its wake, the dolorous drone of war-horns. Anvil had made contact with the traitor line. The battle had begun.

			Taikon swept his magnoculars east, focusing through the ever-present veil of ash. He could make out flashes through the fog, the yellow-white blooms of high-yield explosives and the ruby threads of las fire. The sergeant watched a ripple of excitement shiver down the enemy line, the message passed by yowling alarms and braying beasts. Gradually at first, but soon with frantic haste and frightening eagerness, the enemy left their positions, rushing to join the battle, boiling out of their emplacements like reclaimer ants sallying from their hive pit to strip the meat from a fresh carcass.

			Without the need for orders, the Kasrkin were on their feet, shoulder­ing packs, drawing themselves up into two neat columns.

			‘Tattershields!’ The sergeant addressed them with the censure name their squad had adopted in the blackest days after the Fall, a reminder of the failure they could never atone for. The Kasrkin snapped to attention. ‘This is a priority-target execution strike. One chance, no reinforcements.’ Taikon watched his soldiers’ reactions as he bluntly laid out the odds, noting their nods of acknowledgement, Linnd’s resigned smile, the battle hunger in Auber’s eyes. Vigen, unfazed as ever. Cennovich, unbowed by the weight of the crudely repaired vox-caster strapped to his back.

			‘We are tattered, we are few. But we are Kasrkin. Let’s show the enemy what that means.’ The sergeant gave a last glance over the squad, and his gaze finally settled on the hunched figure who still sat polishing his meltagun with slow, methodical precision. Alone amongst the troopers, he had yet to stand, or even show a sign of having heard his sergeant’s words. Taikon sighed, but there was patience in his voice when he added, ‘And somebody collect Gunner.’

			As the rest of the Kasrkin filed away, Auber headed back down the line until she stood over the preoccupied trooper, laying a firm hand on his shoulder. 

			‘Gunner…’

			Abruptly, he lurched to attention, spine going rigid as he sprang to his feet.

			‘Sir!’ he barked in belated acknowledgement. Auber accepted the title without comment. It was hard enough to get whole words out of Gunner. He had lost himself during the Fall. Though his body had refused to give ground, his mind retreated into the bunker of his skull. All that was left now was a soldier – a gunner – not a whole person. Still, he handled his melta more skilfully than anyone Auber had ever seen, so long as someone pointed him in the right direction.

			‘We’re moving out.’

			Wordlessly, Gunner clasped his meltagun across his chest and began to march after his comrades.

			For the next fifty minutes, the Kasrkin threaded their way through rubble-choked streets in perfect silence. They kept the sound of the nearby battle to their back, proceeding with quick and careful steps, always alert to snipers, traps, and tripwires. 

			In the shadow of a collapsed viaduct a few blocks from the cathedral, they found Yarin waiting for them. The young Kasrkin recon-trooper appeared around a crumbling stanchion as the squad cautiously approached, flashing a grin that showed the hollow space where a traitor’s rifle butt had smashed out his front teeth eight months before. Lingering a few paces behind him was the outsider, Trooper Orrich. He was a full head shorter than Yarin, and his jittery movements had none of the elite Kasrkin’s compact, predatory grace. To a trained eye, that detail alone would identify him as a regular shock trooper as surely as the battered grey flak armour he wore. As the only non-Kasrkin on the mission, Orrich was an unknown quantity, and Taikon searched the trooper’s one good eye for signs of hesitation or deception. What was left of Orrich’s face was a ruin of glossy scar tissue. The rumour went that he had been branded by his heretical squadmates, stamped with the mark of the Archenemy when they turned traitor. And on the day Orrich renounced them, killed them, and slipped away, he had heated his bayonet in an open fire and burned the filthy symbol from his face. Taikon did not know the truth of that. The sergeant still had trouble trusting the stranger, even if Orrich had risked his life to bring them vital intelligence.

			‘You verified the trooper’s claim, Yarin?’

			‘It’s–’ the scout began, but Orrich cut in at once, in a breathless rush.

			‘Right where I said it was!’

			‘It’s true, sir. Watched them scramble in and lock the doors behind them. The Maligner and four others. Preachers from the cults, I’ll wager.’

			Just as Orrich had predicted… The sergeant shut out his nagging doubts. Second-guesses now would get his soldiers killed.

			‘I’ve gambled a lot of lives on your word, trooper,’ Taikon said at last. He didn’t wait for a reply. But as he turned away, he told Yarin, ‘Any sign he’s led us false, you shoot him.’

			‘Sir!’ Yarin barked his acknowledgement reflexively, before throwing Orrich a sheepish glance. ‘Nothing personal, you know?’

			Orrich watched the sergeant walk away before he spoke again.

			‘I don’t blame him for not trusting me. But still he gave me this chance…’ Yarin was shocked to see a tear shimmering in Orrich’s one remaining eye. ‘I got business to finish with the… Maligner. Got to…’ He paused, searching for the words. ‘Got to redeem myself.’

			Yarin’s brow creased in thought. He let the barrel of his hellgun dip just a fraction.

			‘You’ll get that chance. We all will. That’s what the sergeant does. He gets us through. Got us through the Fall, even. Wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for him.’

			‘And wouldn’t that be a pity?’ Linnd added as he squeezed by them, his words edged with grim amusement.

			The last light of dusk was fading by the time the Tattershields reached the cathedral. Its cracked spires rose menacingly above the grand plaza, and in its shadow, the enemy waited in strength. From the elevated vantage point of the crumbling viaduct, Taikon assessed the defenders arrayed against them. Two full squads of Traitor Guard crowded the wide stone staircase that swept up to the church, vigilant, black-armoured troopers clustered behind heaped sandbags. But the real threat stood at the centre of the plaza, snub-nosed and implacable – the menacing bulk of a Leman Russ battle tank.

			Taikon weighed the situation as dispassionately as he could. Armour with infantry support. Tough to dig out…

			‘It’s not so bad, see?’ Undaunted as always, Yarin spoke in an eager whisper, pointing across the darkening square. ‘There’s no tracks, no drive. They must have hauled it off a battlefield to anchor the defence. Only gotta handle the guns.’

			‘Well, if that’s all…’ Linnd let the sentence trail off.

			‘Nothin’ we ain’t done before,’ Auber offered, spitting into the rubble at her feet. 

			Despite the soldiers’ show of bravura, there was truth in what they said. Even with their numbers depleted, even armed with scavenged equipment, they were still Kasrkin. Though a direct assault across the open square would be suicide, an attack from the elevated causeway gave them a chance. Taikon played it out in his mind, weighing up the leverage of high ground, cover, and surprise.

			Carrying through the still night air, the insistent, percussive crack of las fire sounded, a reminder of the distant battle still unfolding. Taikon had a responsibility to the soldiers of Anvil Battalion. There was no time to hesitate.

			‘Nothing to do but go through them,’ Taikon said at last. He snapped out a curt, encoded instruction: ‘Tacticae Oh-Eight-Nine-Cenotaph.’ The Kasrkin needed no further orders. Every member of the squad had memorised the tactical engrams, had been drilled endlessly until the manoeuvres became muscle memory. They were on the move at once, breaking into fire-teams to prepare a simultaneous strike from two directions. Splitting the enemy’s overwhelming firepower would be their best chance of breaking through.

			At the head of the forward team, Yarin and Taikon moved in lockstep, stalking purposefully along the elevated viaduct, using its blunt, square-sided pillars for cover. Down below, the enemy seemed oblivious. Oblivious, but disciplined, Taikon noted, inwardly cursing. Many of the Traitor Guard had long since given up any pretence of being an organised fighting force. He had seen men turned into feral animals by fear and madness, had seen the deranged cults they formed – warp-worshipping lunatics who would charge into the teeth of massed autocannons. They were dangerous enough, but easily dispatched by a determined trooper with a decent rate of fire. Taikon could see that the traitors down in the plaza were watchful and focused. They were not facing crazed fanatics today but disciplined soldiers. The Maligner has left his best troops to welcome us…

			Yarin sank into a crouch at the end of the cloister, where the structure had collapsed into a steep slope of rubble. The scout raised a hand, signalling that he was in position. Taikon glanced back. Orrich, Linnd, and Cennovich lurked along the shadowy stone gallery behind him, tense and ready. Taikon knew that down in the plaza, his secondary team would be drawing into position, but they dared not risk a comms signal to confirm it. Even an encoded transmission could be intercepted at short range. The sergeant checked his chrono once again, chastising himself for the growing nervous habit. He had to trust his squad’s professionalism. Keeping his voice low, Taikon gave the command.

			‘Frag grenades.’

			As one, the fire-team rose from behind cover to sling their grenades down on the oblivious enemy. Even before the explosives struck home, the Kasrkin swept up their hellguns and opened fire. A precise volley of supercharged hotshot beams ripped into the enemy. Shocked screams tore the still air as the traitors were caught unawares. Before they could react, grenades detonated amongst them, scattering shrapnel, shredding bodies. Mortally wounded Guardsmen staggered, shrieking. Corpses slumped over sandbags. But those who survived swiftly repositioned to defend their flank. With a ferocious war cry, they returned fire.

			Taikon ducked back under cover, barely avoiding a hailstorm of enemy fire that scorched the stonework. Cutting through the cacophony of the firefight, the sergeant recognised a low, ominous grinding. The tank’s heavy turret was slowly traversing, rusty bearings grinding and rattling. They would only have a few seconds before it had them in its sights.

			‘Cover!’ Taikon bellowed, and the Kasrkin scrambled for the meagre protection of the parapet and pillars. Only Orrich remained in place, firing single-mindedly down into the enemy ranks, roaring curses, his one eye filled with loathing. Taikon moved on instinct, grasping the frenzied trooper by the arm and shoving him into cover. 

			Taikon was still on his feet when the tank fired.

			The noise was incredible, unimaginable. In an instant, the sergeant’s world filled with flame and flinty shards and blinding dust. A crushing wave of pressure flattened him against a partially demolished wall, and he felt an eardrum burst with a disorienting pop. Taikon’s consciousness wavered, his vision tunnelling as darkness pressed in.

			Down in the plaza, Auber reacted as soon as she saw the first flicker of las fire. Kissing the tin aquila charm she wore on a chain around her neck, she turned to the troopers huddled with her behind a shattered wall. Gunner, his eyes glassy and unseeing. Vigen, calmly locking his faceplate into position. Auber grinned fiercely as she gave the kill order.

			‘Emperor, guide our aim. Engage!’

			Gunner remained motionless. Auber growled in frustration, shouting over the rising din of gunfire. ‘Gunner! Engage target! Engage, you oaf!’ It took the thunder of the tank firing its main gun to snap the catatonic trooper back to reality. As the shell detonated, Gunner simply stepped out of cover and strode across the plaza as though it was a parade ground. 

			Hurriedly, his squadmates fell in behind him, hellguns clutched tight in white knuckles. Auber prayed that the tank crew was entirely focused on Taikon’s team. Just let me get in range! The words hammered in her mind in time with her racing heart as they crossed the open square, horribly exposed for those first few seconds. Every flagstone felt like it was a mile long. Just let me get in range…

			Abruptly, Taikon lurched back to consciousness. There was a shrieking whistle in his left ear, hollow silence in his right. As situational awareness crowded back into his head, Taikon realised someone was kneeling over him. The sergeant jerked up his pistol, almost firing before he recognised who he was looking at. Medic Linnd calmly nudged the pistol aside, reaching with his other hand for the medi-pack at his hip. Taikon waved him away. He would live, and they were short enough on medical supplies as it was.

			‘No time,’ Taikon groaned, and Linnd relented. Forcing strength into his shaking legs, he rose to his feet. Over the parapet, he saw the surviving traitors drawing up into a vanguard formation, mustering for a charge. 

			Taikon steeled himself, raising his voice over the din. ‘On me, Tattershields! Meet them before we’re overrun!’ Down below, the tank’s turret swung, slowly lining up for a second shot.

			Gunner did not break stride until he was only a few dozen yards from the tank. Walking into range, he levelled his melta and robotically, unthinkingly, depressed the trigger. The first long burst of fire ate a hole in the tank’s hull, forming a widening wound rimmed with orange molten metal that ran in sizzling rivulets down the black-painted fuselage. He followed up with a second, short blast, tapping the trigger to unleash a pulse of blazing fusion energy into the widening gap. The blast turned the tank into a funeral pyre. A textbook kill, straight out of the training manual. Beside him, Auber gave a fierce, elated whoop. Slapping Gunner’s back, she wheeled him towards the firefight on the cathedral steps. Ahead of them, a screaming figure struggled from the burning tank, his body ablaze. Vigen cut him down with a fast burst of las fire, never breaking stride.

			Traitors charged up the rubble slope, and the pinned Kasrkin met them, unflinching. Crouched in a firing position, Yarin placed a las bolt squarely in the centre of the nearest traitor’s chest, immediately pivoted, angled his rifle upwards, and put a killing shot between the next target’s eyes. That was the moment when the tank exploded. Illuminated by the brilliant flash, Yarin saw the traitors’ charge falter. The Tattershields snatched the initiative at once, surging forward, firing as they came, every shot dropping a panicked heretic. Less precise but just as determined, Trooper Orrich stormed over the crest beside them, autogun couched at his shoulder, mowing down the traitors as they fled. It was over in moments. And then the plaza was still, except for the column of greasy flames boiling from the tank’s carcass.

			Leading the way down the slope, Taikon ignored the deafening pain in his skull. Surveying the enemy dead littering the cathedral’s steps, the sergeant felt a twinge of satisfaction at his Kasrkin’s professionalism. But there was no time to dwell on their success, or to praise his squad. As swiftly as the Tatter­shields had dispatched the guards, Taikon knew there had still been time to raise the alarm. If enemy reinforcements arrived, the mission was as good as over. 

			‘Double time,’ Taikon barked, nodding towards the dark, silent church. ‘Get those doors breached. Steel yourself, Kasrkin. The real fight starts now.’

			The cathedral’s reinforced doors sloughed away in hissing liquid heat as Gunner shouldered his melta. Yarin was first through, swinging the barrel of his hellgun in a smooth arc, searching for a target. Taikon came next, striding purposefully into the dimly lit chamber beyond the vaulted doorway. He knew at once that something was wrong. The great nave of the cathedral stood empty, its long steel benches piled up against one wall. Jagged symbols were scrawled across the floor, painted in blood and filth. Taikon tried not to look too closely at the defiled altar, or the bodies of loyal Guardsmen who had been nailed to it. That desecration should have filled him with outrage, but there was no time to feel it. So close to his goal, Taikon could not allow his battle focus to slip for an instant.

			The chamber was wide open, ringed with pillars that could provide cover for dug-in defenders. But there was no one here except the Kasrkin. This should have been a killing floor… 

			‘Nothing moving, sergeant.’ Yarin’s voice was low and tense. Taikon swept his hand in a curt signal, and the squad fanned out into the chamber. Stepping past the sergeant’s shoulder, Linnd glanced upwards, scanning the vaulted roof above them. He had clearly seen enough of the unnatural creations of Chaos to be wary of every possible avenue of attack. But there was only shadow above, and thick silence on all sides.

			Familiar doubts crowded Taikon’s mind. Why defend an empty building? Why lure them here if there was no trap to spring?

			Raised voices demanded his attention. Over by the door, Auber had cornered Orrich. She was snarling into the trooper’s scarred face.

			‘…some kind of trap? Your information isn’t worth a damn, turncoat!’ Orrich did not flinch as Auber’s spittle sprayed, but his fists clenched as he answered.

			‘They have to be here! There’s nowhere else to go!’ 

			Anticipating violence, Cennovich and Vigen were repositioning, moving to surround the protesting shock trooper. In fury, Auber slammed her fist into Orrich’s chestplate, jolting him half a step back. Her rifle swept upwards–

			‘Enough!’ Taikon’s command rumbled around the cathedral’s high walls like the voice of the Emperor Himself, dying away slowly in a series of stern echoes. The sergeant stepped close beside Auber, craning his neck to speak into her ear, low and serious. When nerves frayed, he knew it was best to give a soldier a task to concentrate on.

			‘We don’t have time for second-guesses, Auber. If we can’t do what we came for, then at least we can deny the enemy a foothold.’ He nodded to the shattered doorway and the great pillars flanking it. ‘I want charges on every supporting column. If the enemy does have a trap to spring, we’ll bring the whole place down on their heads.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Auber’s hand drifted to the charm at her neck. There was hesitation in her voice when she continued. ‘Only… it’s a church of the Emperor, sir. Shouldn’t we try to… to take it back?’

			Taikon sighed, understanding. They had all found their own ways to cope with their impossible situation – Auber had chosen fury, and faith. His gaze lingered on the desecrated altar as he spoke. ‘There’s nothing left to take back, Auber. No one to hold it, even if we did. We can’t make it right. So we focus on what we can do. We make them bleed for it.’

			Slowly, Auber nodded. From across the great chamber, Yarin’s voice rang out, distorted by the building’s acoustics.

			‘Found something, sir!’

			Behind the altar, a trapdoor stood open. Thick iron rungs led down into the pitch-black of the cathedral’s undercroft. The Kasrkin gathered around the opening, gazing into darkness.

			‘They prefer the dark,’ Orrich snarled. ‘Like the vermin they are.’

			Yarin stepped forward, ready to descend without hesitation. But Taikon stopped him with a gesture. It was his duty to lead from the front, to meet their enemy head-on. The place of honour, he thought bitterly, for the man most likely to die. With his squad following close behind, Taikon started down the ladder. He lowered himself into a clammy, stone-walled corridor. Nothing moved in that dank tunnel, but far up ahead an iron door stood ajar, spilling flickering yellowish light. Obscene and unnatural symbols covered the walls, seeming to shift and writhe at the corners of his eyes. Trick of the light, Taikon told himself, though he did not believe it. He had seen the works of Chaos too often already. He kept his eyes fixed forward and ignored the crawling, hateful lettering.

			Droning voices carried through the doorway. Guttural chanting interspersed with wet, slithering vowels. Silently, Taikon slid his sabre from its scabbard, ready for anything. Flattening himself to the wall, he peered around the door. The space beyond was familiar, at least in its general layout. It had been a field command centre – Taikon had seen hundreds of similar rooms. The walls were crowded with maps and mobile vox-equipment. Discarded files and dataslates littered the ground between clusters of tall black candles that dribbled blood-red wax. By the fitful candlelight, Taikon saw his target. The Maligner was unmistakable, a tall, whip-thin figure clad in the high-peaked cap and greatcoat that once marked him as a commissar. Now, he wore the regalia to mock his former comrades’ loyalty, debasing those symbols of Imperial authority just as his followers had debased the cathedral. Around him stood a circle of four figures, their robes slashed open to reveal glimpses of pallid grey skin beneath. They chanted in unison, arms spread in the firelight.

			Horrible understanding began to dawn on Taikon. All the planning, all the preparation… Everything we’ve done has driven the enemy into this corner. And with his forces occupied and the Kasrkin death squad at his door, the traitor commissar had taken the only route left to him. The Maligner was calling on the vile powers of the warp. Taikon was disgusted by what he saw. That any servant of the Emperor would fall so far rather than face a clean death! But death had come for them anyway. Clustered together as they were, the heretics would be easy prey.

			With a long, steadying breath, Taikon let go of his doubts, momentarily putting aside the weight of command. This is what you’re trained for, he told himself. This is where you have control. Not in a strategium, not commanding an army, but down in a cursed pit at the sharp edge of combat. This is where you make a difference. Beyond the door, the chanting rose to a frenzied pitch. Calmly, Taikon gave the signal. The Kasrkin struck.

			Taikon fired his pistol point-blank as he burst into the room, shouldering aside the hooded acolyte who stood between him and his primary target. Two taps of the trigger, and two sizzling wounds opened the traitor commissar’s heart and throat. Moving with drilled precision, Taikon pivoted aside, creating space for his Kasrkin to follow him into the room. Yarin was already at his side, and the rest of the squad muscled in behind them, spreading out to overlap their fields of fire. As the seconds fell away, Taikon’s ingrained tactical awareness told him that something was wrong. The Maligner had still not fallen. In the strobing light of las fire, the traitor seemed to grow taller still, his limbs stretching and lengthening with loud pops of snapping cartilage.

			Caught in the crossfire, the acolytes jerked and spasmed as hotshot rounds punched through their flesh. But their screams were not the agonised howls of the dying. They were triumphant prayers of thanks. They had called, and their Dark Gods had answered. Before the disgusted Kasrkin’s eyes, the coven was transforming. Talons, horns, and jagged bone spurs burst through flesh that bubbled and flowed like clay. The Maligner reared up, body swelling to massive proportions, splitting open down the centre. What spilled out were not entrails but a writhing thicket of glossy, crablike limbs. Taikon roared a command to his squad.

			‘Concentrate fire! Bring that damned thing down!’ The sergeant had learned from grim experience that when it came to creatures touched by the warp, there was little point in lining up a clean, killing headshot, not when the arrangement of the enemy’s internal organs could be wildly, illogically scrambled. The Kasrkin’s famed marksmanship would be irrelevant here. The best you could do was burn these accursed things down shot by shot until their corrupted bodies fell apart.

			The Tattershields triangulated their fire on the mutating commissar, searing las rounds heating the air in the enclosed room to furnace-hot in an instant. Loose papers ignited, and the cultists’ flapping robes became cloaks of fire, eating away at their monstrously distorted forms as they lunged for the disciplined Kasrkin. With single-minded focus, Taikon pushed towards his target through flames and flailing, bestial limbs. Slashing with his sabre, he separated a gristly tentacle from a slithering, scaled body. But before he could deliver a killing blow, he was driven back, ducking under a long scythe of bone that had once been an arm. He was a second too late. The blow struck his armoured shoulder, dropping him to a knee. His attacker loomed over him – massive, twisted, but still almost recognisable as the Maligner. The peaked cap still rested on his head, though the face beneath it was twisted into an inhuman rictus of indescribable agony. The torn greatcoat flapped from an arm now transfigured into a flopping column of gristle and thorny bone, raised to deliver a murdering blow.

			Orrich got between them at the last moment, launching himself forward to jab frantically with his bayonet, painting himself in purple ichor even as the abomination raked at him with its claws. His blood poured freely, but Orrich never stopped stabbing. The tormented creature shrieked in several voices, some bestial, some horribly human. And then Taikon was back on his feet. The sergeant punched his pistol under the hulking commissar’s chin and fired. Brains splashed the ceiling, and the peaked cap struck the ground, rolled across the floor, and came to rest gently against Yarin’s boot. Taikon saw the recon-trooper snatch up the blood-soaked cap with a free hand without ever dropping his rate of fire. 

			‘Target down!’ Taikon yelled hoarsely. ‘Disengage!’

			Instantly, the firefight changed from a desperate room clearance to a deadly scramble to withdraw. Hideously wounded though the acolytes were, they refused to die. Monstrous shapes crowded the doorway, thrashing madly, leaving chunks of flesh behind in their rabid need to close with the disengaging Kasrkin. 

			Crouching in the shadow of the cathedral’s melted doors, Auber kept watch over the still plaza. The sound of the battle outside was growing louder and harder to ignore with every passing minute. She glanced at the explosive charges she had set on the soaring columns, absently tracing her thumb over the remote detonator’s activation rune as she steeled herself to put it to use. Opposite her, oblivious, Gunner had gone back to polishing his meltagun.

			A sound from below pulled Auber’s attention. Ringing metal. Boots on ladder rungs. She swung her rife around just as Medic Linnd pulled himself over the lip of the hatch.

			‘Hostiles, right behind us,’ he panted. ‘Charges?’

			‘Ready!’ Auber called back.

			Kasrkin heaved themselves out of the pit and sprinted across the echoing nave. Taikon was the last to emerge, half dragging a limping, wounded Orrich. A nightmare shape was rising from the pit behind them, a skinless obscenity of pulsing gristle and exposed ligaments that slackened and tautened as it pursued them, ropes of muscle tugging the ruined creature around like a puppet on crimson strings. Auber’s stomach turned, and she gripped the detonator tightly. Just the sight of the thing made her sick, and she had to fight down the instinct to blow the charges and bury that abomination at once… But she was Kasrkin. She held her nerve, buying the sergeant time to heave Orrich the last few yards to the door. The beast reached for them.

			Auber keyed the activation rune.

			Flame, dust, and debris spurted from the cathedral’s shattered archway like the pyroclastic blast of a venting volcano cannon. Tangled together, Taikon, Orrich, and Auber tumbled down the staircase, engulfed in swirling dust. Steady hands grasped them, hauling them up, their fellow Kasrkin putting them back on their feet while the great church collapsed into itself. The sweeping, vaulted roof plunged directly downwards, and the great spire with its desecrated golden aquila slumped, cracked, and toppled. 

			The Tattershields ran, sprinting clear across the plaza as the debased cathedral disintegrated behind them. They paused in an alleyway some way distant, and even here the air was full of drifting dust. Linnd glanced over the panting, breathless Kasrkin.

			‘Injuries?’ The answering chorus of grunts and curses that followed told him the Kasrkin were intact. If you’re fit enough to complain, the old Cadian saying went, you’re fit enough to fight. Only Orrich’s wounds required attention, and Linnd set to work at once.

			‘Compose yourselves,’ Taikon told his squad. ‘Take a breath.’ He could feel the elation spreading through his Kasrkin, but for him, the clarity of combat was already fading, concerns of command crowding back into his thoughts. He could not shake the feeling that victory had been stolen from them. ‘Cennovich, vox headquarters. Tell them to pull Anvil out.’

			‘And what do we tell them about the mission?’ Auber asked as she watched the vox-trooper dutifully key in the transmit codes.

			‘Tell them…’ Taikon began, but something made him reconsider his words. Was the mission really done? His eyes shifted to Yarin, and the commissar’s cap he clutched to his chest. The Maligner was dead, even if he had given himself willingly to Chaos. And even if his death would do little to demoralise their warp-crazed enemy, Taikon realised that was no longer the point. In the face of the unchecked horror swallowing Gavaine, simply remaining defiant was a victory. Maybe it was even a victory worthy of Anvil Battalion’s sacrifice. ‘Tell them we took that damned traitor’s head.’ Rough smiles spread across his soldiers’ faces. Taikon laid a hand on Yarin’s shoulder, acknowledging the value of the bloodstained trophy he had retrieved. ‘Every trooper in Anvil Battalion will know they had a part in it.’

			Linnd looked up from suturing Orrich’s wounds. ‘You missed your calling, sergeant. Should have been a propagandist.’ The Kasrkin chuckled wearily, some of their battle tension seeping off.

			‘It’s a win. At last,’ Orrich whispered. There was awe mixed with the pain in his voice.

			‘It’s a start,’ Taikon answered simply, giving the wounded shock trooper a hard-earned nod of approval. The sergeant could already see the effect of his words. There was something in the Kasrkin’s faces now, an emotion he had almost forgotten. Pride. And for the first time since Cadia, a glimmer of hope.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TATTERS OF HOPE: PART ONE

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			 


			Years ago, before his home world burned, before the rout and the siege, Harrovir had stood in a plaza much like the one he stood in now. He had stood at attention amongst a thousand other conscripts of his age, chin jutting proudly, back stiff and straight despite the unfamiliar weight of his new flak armour. That was the day he had spoken the Oath of Duty unto Death and begun his service as an Imperial Guardsman. He had been proud then, to say he served the Emperor. Now the memory filled him with disgust. How weak he’d been.

			The fine mist of blood spattering across his face brought Harrovir back to the present moment. The traitor chieftain’s pale eyes refocused, taking in the scene. His outstretched arm, his notched cleaver buried in the throat of the prisoner before him. With a dismissive snort, Harrovir wrenched his weapon free and marched towards the next man in line. 

			‘Maybe you’ve got a better answer for me?’

			The capital plaza of Gavaingard had become a place of execution. Crucified soldiers writhed and struggled, their limbs pinned to the struts of the tank traps that lined the square. They had been the Maligner’s Chosen, hardened renegades tasked with protecting the traitor warlord during the battle. That fight should have finally ended the damned siege, finally broken the loyalist lapdogs who still claimed the city. But just when triumph had been within their grasp, the Imperials had pulled back like cowards. And then the news came that the Maligner was dead, and what had seemed like an easy victory was revealed as a diversion. Harrovir intended to find out what had gone wrong.

			The hulking chieftain paused in front of his next victim, making a show of hefting the cleaver, resettling his grip on its blood-slicked haft. He let the moment stretch, aware of the gaze of his assembled soldiers on him. He kept control, but he couldn’t deny the urgent need, the anger and adrenaline burning through his blood, telling him to hack and tear and–

			Harrovir finally deigned to look at the man he was about to kill. He recognised the face, despite the jagged lines of the eight-pointed star tattooed across his features. Parsen, he’d been called back home, back before things fell apart. Shared recognition flared in Parsen’s fear-filled eyes, and he struggled harder against his restraints, pleading for his life through torn lips.

			‘Please, Harro, I never–’ 

			‘None of that,’ Harrovir growled, cutting off his old comrade’s plea. ‘We don’t beg for nothing, now.’ Resigned, Parsen fell silent, and Harrovir leaned in close and asked the same question he had asked all his prisoners, and would go on asking, until every one of them was dead and he was entirely satisfied with their unanimous answer: ‘Who did it? Who snuck in an’ killed the master?’ 

			He already knew the answer, of course. The rumour was spreading through the renegades’ ranks, shaking their tenuous alliances. A loyalist death squad, saboteurs who had severed the heretics’ supply lines, cut down their blooded veterans, and assassinated their leader with impunity. They were fearless, the tales went, they couldn’t be killed. Nonsense, Harrovir knew. There’s nothing can’t be killed with a sharp enough blade! But a rumour like that could be a dangerous thing. He would stamp it out. He would make his soldiers fear him more than they feared the unseen enemy. This present show of force, this act of disciplinary torture, was all for their benefit, after all.

			Harrovir tapped his cleaver on his prisoner’s shoulder, willing him to speak the name.

			‘The Kasrkin…’ Parsen groaned. ‘The… Tattershields…’ 

			Harrovir brought the cleaver down in a hard overhand swing, and blood gushed.

			Tattershields. Harrovir had heard the storied squad-name many times that morning. It had been the last word spoken by every single prisoner he had executed.

			Parsen’s blood ran in streams down his blackened armour, splashing Harrovir’s boots. The chieftain watched it pool with a hungry fascination. He saw his future in that growing crimson puddle. This was the path he had always been meant to walk, ever since the day he took his oaths. He had sworn, once, to spill the blood of the Emperor’s enemies. Now, a primal voice from deep inside his thumping veins told him that it didn’t matter whose blood spilled, just so long as it flowed and flowed. He could do that. He was good at that. Today, he would shed the blood of prisoners and failures. Tomorrow, Harrovir swore, he would see these Tattershields choke in their own gore…

			Screams, and pleas, and bodies wracked with pain. The same bloody scene was playing out in another district of the damned, besieged city. Under the harsh white glow of the suspensor-lumen shining over his shoulder, combat medic Savos Linnd assessed his patient. The man who lay on the bloodstained auto-gurney in front of him was barely twenty years old, already a veteran of two unwinnable wars. And he was about to die. 

			‘That’s all right, lad,’ the medic said. He spoke continually as he worked, keeping his voice as reassuring as he could. He didn’t really believe that his patient heard the words through his fear and pain, but they were the only mercy he could offer now. ‘You’ve done your duty.’ 

			Though he was barely conscious, the trooper’s pupils were widely dilated, his eyes swivelling as if searching for some route to escape from his suffering. Linnd recognised the signs. He already knew there was only one path left open for the young soldier, but that did not mean he would meekly accept it. Every Imperial casualty was a small defeat that Linnd fought against until the end. The medic laid aside the blood-slicked surgical tools, dropping them into a steel tray with a loud clatter. With practised movements, he locked his palms over the patient’s breastbone and began compressions, mentally counting off the heartbeat-rhythm to the metre of a marching song that had been drilled into him as a Whiteshield.

			All who serve loyally go to the Throne, to sit at the side of the Emperor…

			The soldier was dead before the medic reached the second verse. With a resigned sigh, Linnd folded the young man’s hands across his chest, forming the sign of the aquila. He guided the soldier’s eyelids closed with ceremonial gentleness.

			The ritual complete, Linnd glanced at his chrono, noting the time of death. The numbers swam, hazy before his bleary eyes. Beside him, a medicae-grade servitor shuffled forward, looming over the dead soldier to harvest viable organs from the still-warm corpse. A gleaming rig of pneumatically motivated scalpels and forceps began to prise the body apart, and Linnd felt a roil of mingled guilt and nausea squirm in his gut. Steady on, he told himself. Take a breath.

			He yanked aside the plastek curtain that screened off the surgical bays, and stepped out into the vast chamber beyond. Originally constructed as a storehouse meant to supply the city through years of siege, the cavernous space had been repurposed as a triage unit. Massive bays that once held rations, tools, and equipment were all but empty now. And in their place, the chamber had filled up with wounded soldiers. Dying soldiers, Linnd corrected himself bitterly. We’ve always got plenty of dying soldiers.

			The medic walked on, trying to clear his head, threading his way through rows of bodies that stretched across the rockcrete floor in all directions.

			It had been two days since the battle, and casualties were still being brought in. Even without an exact reckoning, Linnd knew that Anvil Battalion was shattered. They had engaged the traitor forces en masse, staging a heroic, near-suicidal diversion while Linnd and his fellow Kasrkin struck what they had hoped would be a decisive blow against the enemy leadership. Against the odds, the mission had succeeded. The Maligner was dead. But from where Linnd was standing, it didn’t seem like a victory.

			He could not remember the last time he had slept. Before they deployed for the mission, certainly. Three days, then? Four? Recent events blurred together. Every time he blinked, he saw flashes of nightmarishly distorted bodies, twisted by the touch of Chaos. Worse, he kept seeing the features of slain comrades, imposed by his overwrought mind over the grimacing faces of the wounded. Riel’s haunted eyes, Old Sojuk’s broken nose. The cocky smirk that Eren always wore, right up to the night he vanished on patrol…

			He pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to clear his clouded mind. When that didn’t help, he struck himself across the face hard enough to draw a shocked look from a passing orderly. Linnd caught the younger medic’s gaze, and the boy quickly averted his eyes. Everyone held the Kasrkin in awe, and no small measure of fear. Linnd was a Tattershield – the name carried weight. He was a hero, a saviour, and a pitiless killer all at once.

			Stepping out into the clammy, recirculated air of an access corridor, out of sight of the regular troopers, Linnd allowed himself to sag. With his shoulders braced on a wall, he let his shaven head thunk back against the cool stone. Not for the first time, his thoughts slipped to the combat stimms nestled at the bottom of the medi-pack strapped to his hip. Frighteningly low on supplies as they were, he knew that every dose had to be carefully conserved, every use justified. But a desperate, exhausted part of him asked, how long can you go on without them? It was tempting. But Linnd had been trained, harshly and unceasingly, to push himself to the limits of human endurance. In any case, he knew too well the effects of stimm-dependence – the feverish agitation, the uncontrolled aggression. In high enough doses, stimms could drive even the most disciplined soldier to violent psychosis.

			It was then that he realised, with an unsettling sensation, that his hand had slipped unconsciously into his medi-pack. He scowled, snatched his hand back, and forced the satchel closed. It took more willpower than he wanted to admit.

			The problem, he realised, was one of simple logistics. The Imperials had held out against overwhelming odds for more than two years already, but they wouldn’t last another week once the field rations expired and the last of the lasgun power packs burned out. It wasn’t the lack of combat-fit soldiers, but the lack of supplies that would finish them. They had to do something, now.

			Reaching a decision, he peeled off his bloodstained gloves, and went to see the sergeant.

			Linnd found Sergeant Kostantin Taikon in the cramped, subterranean chamber the soldiers called the strategium, with no small amount of irony. It was a grand name for a map table and half a dozen exhausted officers sharing grim news in anxious voices. Taikon stood out amongst them. Like Linnd, the sergeant was Kasrkin; despite the immense pressure he was under, there was no slip in his discipline, no visible break in his concentration. If Linnd had not known him so well, he would never have spotted the signs of strain. But Linnd knew Taikon better than anyone, and the medic’s keen eyes missed nothing. 

			He’s close to cracking, Linnd thought. Somehow, that worried him even more than their untenable strategic situation.

			They had served together for the better part of a decade. Experienced and highly trained as they were, both were struggling with the new responsibilities they had been forced to shoulder in the past few months, as the chain of command collapsed and Anvil Battalion became cut off from the main body of the Imperial forces. Taikon was trained to lead a squad of expert killers in the field; now, he found himself coordinating an entire battlefront.

			It had been Taikon who ordered the attack that cost the battalion so dearly. Linnd could plainly see the guilt of it on his old friend’s face – in the rigidly set line of his jaw, in the ferocious concentration in his dark eyes.

			As he approached, Linnd caught the tail of Taikon’s conversation. He was in hushed, intense conference with Cennovich, the Tattershields’ comms specialist. His report was bleak.

			‘For now, they’re in disarray,’ the vox-trooper was saying.

			‘For now.’ Taikon repeated the words, weighing the danger they implied. ‘But there are already signs that they’re regrouping?’

			‘…Yes,’ Cennovich confirmed, after the briefest hesitation. ‘We’re intercepting chatter. One of the Maligner’s old chieftains has started rounding up dissenters. Stamping his authority…’

			‘Do we mark him for an execution strike? Keep them on the back foot?’ A young sergeant from the shock corps spoke up, his face shadowed with a week’s worth of patchy stubble.

			Taikon dismissed the suggestion with a shake of his head. ‘It’s just delaying tactics. High risk, little long-term gain.’

			‘We won’t last that long, in any case,’ Linnd announced as he fell in beside his commander. Wordlessly deferring, the lesser adjuncts made space for him. Taikon greeted Linnd with a nod as the medic continued. ‘Not without resupply. Half the battalion’s gone, and most of the rest are walking wounded.’

			‘You have a proposal?’ Taikon asked. Unlike the regular Imperial troopers, Kasrkin were trained to think with a certain degree of independence, to offer suggestions and share experience, bringing a degree of creativity to the work of slaughtering the Emperor’s enemies.

			Linnd loomed over the map table, scanning the hastily redrawn lines of the shattered redoubt-city until he found what he was searching for. ‘There was an old supply depot in Midacher district. Fully stocked. At least, before we had to abandon it…’

			‘Most likely it’s been looted already,’ Cennovich put in. ‘It’s deep in enemy territory.’ It was true enough. The Imperials had lost control of the district some six months before, when the Maligner’s relentless assaults cut them off from their allies to the east. Linnd let a wolfish smile play across his lips.

			‘But that enemy is busy fighting amongst themselves, at least for now.’

			Taikon considered the possibility. ‘Linnd’s right. If we give the traitors time to regroup, we’re finished.’ 

			‘We don’t have the strength to engage them directly,’ Cennovich countered.

			‘Not yet.’ Taikon circled the table, then brought a finger down at the map’s eastern edge. Everyone’s gaze slipped to the location he pointed out – the vast bastion of the eastern garrison. ‘We left them well supplied and dug in deep, with a full artillery division in support. Those guns could turn the tide if we could just link up with them.’

			‘With respect. We’ve had no word from them – none – for months now.’ Cennovich paused, weighing his words. ‘They’re gone, sir.’

			‘We don’t know that for sure,’ Taikon said. ‘But I intend to find out.’ His tone changed, growing curt and clipped, indicating that the time for debate was done. ‘Muster the Tattershields, we’re going east.’

			‘You can’t be part of this, Kostantin.’ Everyone turned in surprise at Linnd’s words, and the medic felt momentarily unsure. ‘You’re needed here.’ 

			Taikon leant in close, keeping his voice low. ‘I’m no marshal, Savos. I’m more use at the front.’

			‘You are more use as a symbol. The troopers have to know there’s someone still in charge. A damned hero, at that.’

			Taikon scowled at that description, but it was clear that the medic was right. The battalion’s shaky morale survived only so long as the Tattershields led by example. Even so, Linnd knew how hard it must be for Taikon to contemplate sending his squad into danger without him.

			‘All right,’ the sergeant said at last. ‘Then you’ll lead the mission.’

			Linnd opened his mouth to object, then promptly closed it again. There were no alternatives left to suggest.

			The Tattershields gathered in the dimly lit heat of a subterranean hangar bay, a sprawling chamber that had once held entire squadrons of tanks, troop transports, and the armoured shells of self-propelled field guns. Now, like the storerooms deeper in the bunker complex, the hangar was all but empty. The sharp report of every step Linnd took echoed off slab walls and abandoned machinery.

			Ten soldiers waited for him, drawn up into two neat ranks, facing each other across a sloping metal gangway.

			Taikon had entrusted Linnd with two demi-squads: the elite Kasrkin would be accompanied by a detachment of five veterans from the infantry corps. Linnd had been assured that they were some of the battalion’s best – some of the few who’re still unhurt, more like – but despite his misgivings, he found a smile spreading on his face when he spotted Orrich amongst them. The newly promoted squad leader stood rigidly to attention, his chin raised proudly. The Guardsman had proven his loyalty time and again, even when his former squad turned traitor. He matched Linnd’s smile with a rough grin of his own that stretched the taut, scarred flesh covering half his face.

			‘How are the wounds, trooper?’ Linnd opened, as he came to a stop before the assembled soldiers.

			‘Healing quick, sir,’ Orrich answered, ‘thanks to you.’ Then he added, with a glance towards the infantrymen lined up beside him, ‘We won’t let you down, sir.’

			‘I know you won’t.’ Linnd nodded approvingly. Loyal and hungry for a fight, every one of them. Orrich set a good example; Linnd had seen how ferocious the trooper was in battle. He’s almost as crazy as Auber. 

			The thought made Linnd turn to the waiting Kasrkin. Auber, their demolitions expert, was first to meet his gaze. She gave the medic a tight nod, acknowledging his authority as ranking officer on this particular mission. After Linnd and Sergeant Taikon, Auber was the squad’s most senior member. She had a furious temper, and a streak of unreasoning zealotry that had grown worryingly extreme since their retreat from Cadia. But first and foremost, she was Kasrkin – Linnd knew that she would follow his orders without hesitation. 

			He ran his eyes down the line, reviewing the Kasrkin he had known so long. Auber, Vigen, Cennovich. Young Yarin and the shell-shocked heavy weapons expert who answered only to ‘Gunner’ – and no one else. No Reil, no Eren… only the empty spaces where they should have stood. No sense in dwelling on the dead, Linnd told himself. You have your mission.

			Linnd turned his attention to the transports they had requisitioned – a pair of retrofitted Ridgehaulers. The industrial hulks had been reinforced with layers of salvaged metal plating, and a devastating storm bolter had been welded into a turret mounting on the lead vehicle, lending them some heavy firepower. The engines idled, filling the air with oily promethium fumes. Linnd wrinkled his nose.

			‘Well, they aren’t pretty, and they certainly aren’t quiet,’ he remarked with his usual cynicism. But then he became aware of the soldiers’ – his soldiers’ – attention on him, and quickly backtracked. ‘But we don’t need them to be.’ 

			‘This isn’t another stealth insertion, sir?’ Yarin asked, a note of surprise in his tone. 

			‘It is not.’ Linnd gave his squad a moment to make their mental readjustments. Then he laid out the odds. ‘We’re going in quick and precise. The enemy is disorganised and dispersed. We’ll cut right through their territory, in strength enough to make them think twice about starting a fight.’

			If any of the assembled troopers had doubts about the feasibility of those orders, they kept them to themselves.

			The long dusk was settling over the ruined city, stretching the shadows of shell-crumbled towers into the muggy purple half-light. No one liked to look at Gavaine’s tormented sky for too long. Behind the leaden ash clouds, the night boiled with a purple aurora, caused by the warp storms that cut the world off from any hope of reinforcement.

			The queasy light slipped into the ’hauler’s hold through narrow gun slits, painting the Kasrkin’s faces in unnatural hues. Auber made a superstitious gesture, jabbing two fingers towards the poisoned sky.

			Seated in the forward passenger seat as Vigen drove, Linnd avoided the disturbing view, keeping his attention on the rubble-cluttered streets and looming ruins, which could conceal snipers or worse. They were making good time, at least. The ’haulers could climb and ride the dunes of debris, tackling all but the highest drifts with ease. They crested a steep wave of rubble and the vehicle bounced heavily. The Kasrkin in the hold gripped webbing and rebar struts, thrown around with bone-rattling force.

			‘Eyes front, Vigen!’ Cennovich yelled over the din of the engines, clutching his frequently repaired vox-caster tight to his chest. ‘It’s worse than a combat drop back here!’ His squadmates laughed, but it was a brittle sound. They remembered their last orbital deployment all too well – the terrifying plunge through Gavaine’s burning atmosphere, plummeting with damaged engines while under fire from the mutineers who had taken over their frigate.

			‘Been through worse!’ Yarin offered, hopefully, and the Tatter­shields grumbled their agreement.

			Linnd double-checked the map on his mission dataslate. The junction that led on to the due-east processional was only a short distance ahead, but he intended to make a diversion. At the medic’s insistence, Taikon had agreed to authorise a secondary objective. The abandoned depot was close enough. They could load up the ’haulers with life-saving supplies and be moving again in no time… At least, that was how Linnd had sold it.

			‘Turn in here,’ he told Vigen, and the Kasrkin driver yanked back on the steering rig, turning the vehicle with minimal loss of speed. A chorus of complaints came from the soldiers in the hold.

			And then the vox warbled, notifying them of an incoming transmission. Linnd went cold. He had given explicit orders to maintain vox silence except in an emergency.

			‘We’ve caught a tail.’ It was Lescoe, the driver of the second ’hauler. ‘Closing fast to stern!’ 

			The Kasrkin reacted as one. Without hesitation or the need for orders, they pivoted in their seats, pressing lasrifles into gun slits, squinting down the weapon sights. Hunting targets in the gloom. Over the rumble of the transport’s engines, they could make out a deeper growling roar, growing louder, closer.

			Dark shapes sped through the ruins alongside them, glimpsed through crumbled archways, threading through the heaped debris. With a howl of overcharged engines, they burst from the shadows, drawing alongside the speeding ’haulers like wolves harrying their prey. Their pursuers were mounted on Atalan-pattern recon bikes, each carrying a rider and a gunner. Linnd caught glimpses of Imperial flak armour, half obscured by ragged cloaks and the tightly bound hoods which covered their faces, filtering the swirling grey dust they kicked up as they rode. Deserters, then. Or heretics.

			As the bikes accelerated into range, they opened fire. They were armed with little more than stubbers, shotguns, a few lasrifles. Not enough to pierce the retrofitted Ridgehaulers’ thickened armour, maybe, but enough to suppress the Imperials’ return fire long enough to get in close… close enough to blast out the ’haulers’ massive wheels, or deliver a few melta charges. And then it would all be over.

			‘Gunner!’ Linnd barked, opening a vox-channel to the rooftop turret. ‘Show them our teeth!’ Maybe a display of force would be enough to drive the renegades off.

			Gunner gave no word of acknowledgement, but the thunderous roar of the storm bolter told Linnd that his order had been received. The noise inside the cabin was deafening, dis­orienting. The medic risked a glance behind, leaning from the passenger-side window just long enough to make a rapid tactical assessment.

			The raiders were already upon them. They rode with reckless skill, jinking through the explosive hail of bolter shells. Linnd saw one bike pull in dangerously close to the second ’hauler, dodging bursts of defensive fire from Orrich’s veterans. The rider was hunched low over the handlebars, holding the dirtcycle in tight formation while her passenger readied a grenade.

			That was when Gunner brought the storm bolter to bear. Mass-reactive rounds tore into the bike, detonating in a series of fiery flashes that sent both riders cartwheeling through the air.

			A yell from the hold dragged Linnd’s attention from the fading fireball.

			‘Starboard side!’ Yarin called as he fired on the moving target through a gun slit. ‘Pulling ahead!’

			Linnd craned around, quickly pinpointing the speeding bike amidst the frantic confusion of the chase.

			‘I see him!’ The medic braced a hand against the dashboard, steadying his hellgun over his extended arm. His first shot missed the biker’s skull by the barest margin. His second struck the machine’s reinforced cowl, raising a shower of sparks. But the bike didn’t slow. 

			Beside him, Vigen spared a quick glance as he ploughed the ’hauler through a long-disused barricade in a shower of sparks and rusty metal. Despite his intense concentration, the driver seemed entirely unfazed.

			Abruptly, the overtaking bike skidded to a halt across their path. Linnd’s eyes widened when he saw the passenger heft a missile launcher onto his shoulder. ‘Rocket!’ 

			Linnd shouted the warning, but Vigen had already made his decision. He didn’t swerve. He gritted his teeth and accelerated towards the bike, calling out a single instruction: ‘Brace!’

			The biker’s nerve broke first. Gunning the engine, the dirtcycle lurched forward, throwing the passenger’s aim. With a flare of flame, the rocket struck – not impacting the ’hauler, but the building beside it. The grey stonework slumped and began to slip, crashing across the road, burying bike and transport both in a crushing avalanche of rockcrete. With no time to swerve, the second ’hauler collided with the first, jack-knifed, and came to a stop, wedged across the road.

			Coughing gritty dust from his lungs, Linnd heaved himself out of the passenger seat, ducking low under the compacted cabin roof. 

			‘Injuries?’ he called, absently tugging a thick shard of armaglass out of his cheek. The Tattershields sounded off in response, scraped and shaken, but all, somehow, alive. The medic pushed through the cramped hold, running through a mental diagnostic. Injuries, negligible. Armour, sealed. Hellgun, armed and powered. He knew every one of the Kasrkin was following the same procedure.

			Linnd peered through a gun slit set in the transport’s loading doors. In the half-light beyond, the bikers circled, whooping triumphantly. Soon, he knew, they would close in for the kill.

			With a dramatic swerve, the gang’s leader swung his bike to a halt, kicking up a plume of dust in his wake. Driving one polished boot into the rubble, he posed atop his dirtcycle with arrogant assuredness, holding up a melta bomb in one gauntleted fist. He was going to make a show of finishing off their prey. His followers cheered for him.

			Unease ran cold through Linnd’s veins.

			Under his flapping wrappings, the renegade wore the distinct carapace armour of the Kasrkin. And there, painted on the shoulder, Linnd could make out a shattered black shield – the insignia of their squad.

			Eren. The thought made Linnd’s stomach lurch. Could he really be alive?

			The medic hesitated, mind racing. But before he could act, a furious commotion pulled his attention. With a fierce battle cry, Orrich and his Guardsmen came charging out from behind the stalled ’hauler, lasguns blazing. 

			The bikers throttled up at once. Engines snarled as the renegades peeled away, wheeled, then swung back towards the determined Imperials, returning fire. Linnd felt their options falling away. 

			‘Tattershields!’ he ordered. ‘On me.’

			He kicked open the loading doors and the squad charged out as one. The Kasrkin spread out in an exact fan formation, hotshot las rounds punching towards them, dazzlingly bright in the purple twilight. A riderless bike skimmed to a halt, trailing oily smoke. A renegade fell dead from the saddle, tangled in the whipping chain he had never got close enough to strike with.

			Striding forward with his rifle couched at his shoulder, Linnd scoured the kill-zone for the enemy leader. The medic refused to think of him as Eren, not until he had hard evidence. He could see the skirmish was quickly turning in their favour. The bikers’ unearned confidence was melting away. Shocked by the unexpected ferocity of the Imperials’ resistance, the renegades’ shouts became frantic, their fire patterns wild and desperate. They came for easy prey, Linnd thought. They got Kasrkin instead…

			Then, Linnd caught sight of his quarry.

			The gang leader swung his dirtcycle in a tight loop, circling his hand above his head, calling off his pack. The medic fired after him, aiming low in an effort to take the traitor alive. He had to be sure…

			But through the smoke and dust, Linnd’s shots went wide, and in a moment, the gangers were gone, save for the fading growls of their engines.

			Linnd knew they had to move quickly to get the mission back on track. ‘Clear the rubble and winch that ’hauler free,’ he commanded. ‘I want both transports ready to run by the time we get back.’ 

			‘Get back, sir?’ Yarin paused, already wrestling a chunk of fallen masonry from the ground.

			‘We can’t lose momentum. Not this far out in enemy territory. We push on, on foot.’ 

			The squad set to work. All except Cennovich, who sidled up close beside the medic with a worried look on his face. ‘You saw him too, didn’t you? That was–’

			‘We don’t know who it was.’ Linnd cut off the line of questioning. But secretly, he was relieved to know he hadn’t been the only one to see the apparition from their past.

			While Auber, Vigen, and Orrich supervised the Guardsmen in freeing the ’haulers, Linnd led the remaining Tattershields towards their objective. It did not escape their notice that their route took them in the same direction the gangers had fled.

			The squad moved in single file, Yarin scouting ahead while Gunner brought up the rear, hefting his meltagun. Gradually, looming up behind cracked walls and burnt-out bunkers, the depot came into view – a windowless, slab-sided warehouse with the medicae helix picked out in flaking red paint on its whitewashed wall. Its great metal loading doors gaped, and a faint light spilled out from the supposedly abandoned structure.

			Linnd cursed inwardly. ‘Someone’s inside.’

			‘Think I know who,’ Yarin whispered, at his commander’s side. The recon-trooper pointed, and Linnd cursed again. Tucked in behind the open doors, almost lost in shadow, he could see the familiar, sleek shapes of Atalan bikes.

			The Tattershields approached the building, hunkered low, fanning out as they crossed the rockcrete towards the depot. They met no resistance as they slipped around the open door, emerging into a warehouse lined with crates, each neatly stamped with the same red helix. Linnd felt a proud burst of vindication. Morphia, sterile dressings, stimms… enough supplies to last for months! But as the Kasrkin pushed deeper into the building, he realised that many of the crates had been smashed open. Broken vials crunched under his boots. Chemical stains darkened the stone floor.

			Ahead, Yarin threw up a hand, signalling halt. Linnd crept up beside him, silent and tense. The medic peered through a narrow gap between two tight-packed shelving units. And he saw the enemy.

			The gangers had made a rough camp in the open space of an abandoned loading bay. Some lounged languidly on crates, while others paced frantically in tight circles, like feral animals caged in their own bodies. Linnd noted the syringes in their hands, the empty vials littering the floor, and he assessed their condition with the observational skill of a trained medic. Stimmers.

			Many of the gangers had shed the cloaks and wrappings they had worn earlier, and Linnd could now clearly see the stigmata of advanced addiction to combat drugs and gene-bulking agents – pupils huge, breath rasping, muscles unnaturally swollen and threaded with bulging, blackened veins. Some of the traitors displayed signs of ritualistic scarring and decorative self-mutilation; Linnd had seen it happen before, when the drugs’ pain-deadening effects left addicts numb and craving sensation. He was repulsed. Yet, a part of him still had to know if Eren was amongst this degenerate crew. He peered about the low-lit chamber, searching… There!

			The leader was crouched amongst his throng of followers, dispensing vials with indulgent care. He had his back to Linnd, but he was still clad in the unmistakable Kasrkin armour.

			With silent hand gestures, Linnd ordered the Tattershields to spread out along the stacks, positioning themselves to catch the gangers in a crossfire if things went wrong. And how could this great plan go wrong? Linnd chastised himself, blowing out a long, soft breath through his teeth. He couldn’t believe what he was considering.

			‘Eren?’ he called. The gangers reacted with unnerving speed, springing to their feet, drawing weapons. But the leader simply stood, unhurried, and did not turn. From his arrogant, assured posture, he seemed more amused than concerned by the Tatter­shields’ sudden arrival. And wouldn’t that be just like Eren?

			‘Come to finish us, comrades?’ The deserter’s words were wet and slurred. Linnd couldn’t be sure if he knew the voice or not. He edged sideways, keeping the stacked crates between him and the gang leader, as his followers began to stalk forward with predatory intent. ‘Come to punish us for choosing our own path?’

			‘We’ve come here for supplies,’ Linnd answered, keeping the ganger talking as he repositioned. ‘Consider this a one-time deal. Leave us what we need, and you can walk away.’

			The ganger laughed – a vile, wet sound. His voice was growing harsher, more agitated as he spoke. 

			‘Maybe you should walk away, hypocrite! You think you’re doing the Emperor’s work. But you’re just as bad as Harrovir’s blood-mad renegades. Well, we won’t bow to him, or you, or anyone! Never again!’ 

			Linnd had no idea what the stimmer meant. But it was clear that he was on the verge of losing control. The medic tightened his grip on his lasrifle. Risked a glance around the crate that sheltered him.

			The stimmer – the deserter – Eren – was right behind him. If he was snarling or smiling, Linnd couldn’t tell. The traitor’s lips had been cut away, leaving only a circular wound that showed off a set of teeth set in livid purple gums. But there was still enough of his face left to identify him. Despite the heretic’s fearsome appearance, Linnd felt only relief. It’s not Eren. Just a scavenger in stolen armour. Some aspiring chieftain who wouldn’t live to earn the fearsome reputation that armour carried. The stimmer sprang forward, swiping a hooked knife at the medic’s face. Linnd fired as he dodged aside, placing a precise shot above the ganger’s hip, where the carapace armour was weakest.

			The moment Linnd’s shot rang out, the Tattershields opened up, firing from hidden positions. The stimmers rushed towards the stacks, screaming obscenities, only to die in the Kasrkin’s disciplined volley. Drug-frenzied as they were, not one of them tried to flee, not even when the Tattershields, sensing a quick victory, broke cover. They advanced from all sides, striding forward with controlled aggression, herding the traitors down into the loading pit with devastating bursts of las fire. Not one of them escaped the Kasrkin’s cold wrath.

			A trail of blood led Linnd to his quarry. The gang leader had dragged himself some way across the rockcrete floor, kept alive only by the narcotics boiling through his system. One hand was clamped to the gaping wound in his side, holding in a fistful of las-charred entrails. His glassy gaze was fixed on an overturned crate, hungrily eyeing the vials of stimms that spilled from it. 

			He reached out as the medic approached, but Linnd’s boot descended on his wrist, pinning it in place. The stimmer looked up. Pupils wide, eyes swivelling, searching for escape. Linnd looked down. His gaze was cold and steady. With one clean movement, he put a las bolt through the renegade’s skull. And that, he thought, was its own kind of mercy.

			In the aftermath of the firefight, the Imperials took everything they could carry, filling satchels and hefting smaller crates onto their armoured shoulders. Linnd cast a last glance over the valuable supplies left on the shelves, galled to be leaving them, but hoping there would be time to send the ’haulers back for more. It’s better than nothing, he thought. It’s a few more lives won.

			Grunting under the weight of the recovered resources, the Tattershields set off at a quick jog. Muscle memory guided Linnd’s steps into a familiar rhythm, while the old words ran silently through his mind.

			All who serve loyally go to the Throne…

			It took them less than an hour to slip back through the quiet streets. By then, all of them were aching from the exertion. But when they saw the flickering orange glow up ahead, their pace quickened. No, Linnd thought, feeling a spark of panic.

			Up ahead, both Ridgehaulers were burning. Bodies lay horribly still amidst the rubble. Linnd dropped the crate he was carrying and burst into a full sprint, the instincts of a combat medic briefly overruling his role as ranking officer. He rushed to the nearest prone figure, dimly aware of Yarin keeping pace beside him, auspex raised in one hand, scanning for signs of ambushers. But there was no one lying in wait, and no one living to hear them as they approached. The bodies were horribly mangled, recognisable as infantrymen only by their battered flak armour.

			‘Auber?’ Linnd shouted, voice bouncing off the slab walls on all sides. ‘Orrich? Answer me!’ But the darkening night gave no answer, except for the steady crackle of flames.
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			With a resounding clang of twisting steel, the tow cable pulled taut.

			‘Clear!’ The veteran Guardsmen who were clustered near the Ridgehauler scrambled back, creating space around the awakening machine. A great cloud of greasy black promethium smoke belched from the ’hauler’s exhaust vents as its powerful engine revved up. Heavy-duty tyres spun, kicked dust, then bit. With a metallic groan, the hulking transport lurched, rocked, and began to rumble forward. Behind it, the inches-thick tow cord rattled and flexed under the strain of dragging its load. Gradually, tortuously – like a Caducadian whale heaved from the depths on a trawling line – the ’hauler pulled its freight free from the great heap of rubble it had been buried under. Masonry shifted and fell, and a second Ridgehauler was dragged into view behind the first, its boxy hull dented and rent. The assembled Guardsmen greeted the retrieval of their secondary transport with a weary cheer. But their squad leader, Orrich, cut off their premature celebration with a sharp snap. 

			‘Keep it hush now,’ the veteran growled, his voice as low and hoarse as the ’hauler’s labouring engine. ‘We don’t want to attract any more attention.’ That sobered them. The last warband they encountered had run their convoy off the road and might have killed them all. The opportunistic enemy had mistaken them for a lightly armed resupply train, not a tooled-up strike team headed by a squad of elite Kasrkin. That miscalculation was all that had saved them.

			From her vantage point atop a shell-damaged pass overlooking the crash site, Tsever Auber kept half an eye on the retrieval operation. The rest of the Kasrkin’s hawklike attention was engaged in a loop of observation and assessment, sweeping the area for any movement, any small change, that might suggest the presence of an enemy. They had been stalled here almost an hour so far. Nothing had changed. But still she remained rigid, focused, alert. There had been a time when she could have remained like that almost indefinitely, even after her limbs went numb and her vision swam with exhaustion. Let the regular troopers slacken and complain; Kasrkin were a breed apart. But these days, for all her discipline, Auber had to admit she felt restless.

			It had started after Cadia, during the Great Retreat, after the numb shock of defeat had faded. In those first bleak weeks, Auber had seen so many survivors fall apart, broken by grief and shame. She hadn’t understood it at all. They were alive, weren’t they? What more proof could they need that the Emperor Himself had singled them out? The veterans of the Fall had battled through the fires of a dying world to prove their mettle under His stern gaze. Auber had no doubt they had a purpose. And every moment that wasn’t spent fulfilling it with lasgun, knife, or melta mine was a moment wasted.

			‘Come on,’ she grumbled under her breath. ‘What’s taking so long?’

			After the ambush, the rest of her squad had pushed on to secure their objective, leaving Auber to supervise the infantrymen digging out their crashed transports. She was not overly worried for her squadmates’ safety – there was no such thing as safety on Gavaine. And anyway, the Tattershields, worn thin though they were, were still amongst the most dangerous combatants on the damned world’s surface. Auber could face down impossible odds without flinching, had performed assassinations and overseen executions. She had taken it all in her stride. It was the waiting she had never got used to. The droning, stretching silence between battles. She had always been decisive, aggressive – those were the qualities her drill instructors had noticed back when she was just a Whiteshield, the very traits that singled her out as a future Kasrkin. Aggression had given her the edge to succeed where other cadets had crumbled. But now the anger boiled in her blood constantly. She yearned to let it out, to slaughter the Emperor’s enemies. And the Emperor has a great many enemies on Gavaine…

			Auber realised, distantly, that she was gripping the pendant she wore around her neck too tightly. She could feel its sharp edges digging into her palm through her gauntlet’s padded underlayer. She unclenched her fist. The charm was a cheap thing really, a tarnished metal eagle hand-cut from a ration can, threaded onto a fraying leather strap recycled from an old combat harness. A cheap thing, but it had seen her through fourteen years of war and butchery, through triumph and tragedy and the greatest defeat the Imperium had known in living memory…

			The sound of boots crunching over rubble pulled her out of her thoughts. Orrich was striding purposefully towards her position, a grim look visible on the parts of his scarred face that could still express emotion. More bad news, Auber thought. She spared a moment to kiss the pendant’s battered edge, then tucked the trinket back under her padded gorget. She took her time, making a show of being unhurried. Though the recently promoted infantryman now technically outranked her, Auber – better trained and far more experienced – had been left in overall command. Orrich could come to her. She let him mount the steep metal stair that led up to the overpass, then stopped him with an abrupt question.

			‘Something to report, trooper?’

			‘We’ve got the transport free,’ Orrich called up, starting with the good news. Auber waited, expectantly, for the bad. ‘But it ain’t going nowhere. Not without an enginseer’s attention.’

			Auber gave him a doubtful look. She still found it hard to trust the Guardsman, even if he had proven himself a brave and fierce fighter. However heroic his recent actions seemed, there was no escaping the fact that Orrich’s former squad had turned traitor. The rumours of the atrocities they had committed disgusted Auber, and just because the scarred veteran had finally found the courage to flee from his damned comrades didn’t mean he wasn’t tainted by their heresy. Auber had seen plenty of good soldiers lose themselves to madness and savagery. Not all of them had knowingly served the Archenemy. Though the rest of the Kasrkin seemed ready to trust him, she had resolved to watch the veteran closely. When he slips, I’ll be ready.

			‘Can’t be field-patched?’ the Kasrkin asked, already suspecting she knew the answer. 

			Orrich shook his head. ‘Better if I show you.’ 

			Auber scowled, slung her hellgun over her shoulder, and made her way down the steps without another word.

			Up close, it only took a glance to understand that the ’hauler was beyond use. The driver’s cabin had been crushed by falling rubble, its armaglass windscreen shattered, steering rig sheared almost clean off. Worse, the vehicle’s front axle had snapped in two, its jagged ends scraping the road, making it almost impossible to tow over any distance. 

			Auber took it in and spat into the dust at her feet. Beside her, Orrich stood stiffly.

			‘Miracle they got out alive,’ he observed. He meant Linnd, the mission leader, and Vigen, who had been driving the transport, both riding up front during the crash.

			‘Looks worse than it was.’ Vigen’s deep, sardonic voice crackled in Auber’s ear via the vox-link built into her helmet. She clicked her tongue. Vigen had an irritating way of always seeming to know what she was thinking. She turned a slow half-circle, glancing over to the retaining wall where her squadmate had taken up overwatch position, giving himself a clean arc of fire across the entire crash site. She could just make him out, a dark shape watching them from behind cover, the drab grey urban camo of his carapace armour blending into the shadows beneath the overhanging wall. She smirked as she answered back.

			‘It’s totalled, Vi. Next time, try to avoid driving us into a collapsing building.’ Assured and unflappable even amongst his fellow Kasrkin, Vigen rarely spoke more words than absolutely necessary. The stoic Tattershield answered Auber’s sarcasm with a dry bark of laughter. They both knew damn well that it was Vigen’s skilful defensive driving that had got them through the crash. Auber did not need to thank him for it, and he would not expect acknowledgement in any case. They had been through too much together already to need assurances. Amongst the Tatter­shields, it was simply expected that every one of them would do their duty faultlessly, and die to protect the others. 

			Auber was aware of Orrich still standing at her side, awaiting instructions, overhearing only half of the conversation.

			‘Alright,’ the demo-trooper sighed. Nothing else to be done. She raised her voice so the assembled Guardsmen could hear her. After the ’hauler had been pulled free, Orrich had spread his squad out in a loose perimeter while he conferred with the ranking Kasrkin. But it was clear that the troopers in range were straining to listen in, and failing to disguise the fact.

			‘We strip this one’ – she slammed her fist against the wrecked hull with a dull clang – ‘and load up the other. Take everything that’s not bolted on.’ The veterans snapped to work quickly enough, but it never hurt to spur them on. ‘Double time, troopers! You will have that rig loaded and ready to run by the time the advance team gets back.’ Only Orrich remained, still hovering by her side. Auber scowled. ‘Orders not clear?’

			‘They’re clear,’ he answered, then carefully added, ‘but one ’hauler won’t hold all of us and all the supplies.’ He was right. But that was a problem they would have to deal with when they came to it.

			‘One disaster at a time, trooper.’

			Within minutes, the Guardsmen had formed a human chain between the Ridgehaulers, slinging ammo boxes and pack-rations rapidly from hand to hand while Orrich and his squadmate Lescoe set about screwing a thick hose into the damaged vehicle’s fuel valve, siphoning volatile promethium into a bulky canister.

			Auber wrinkled her nose as the abrasive stench of petrochems filled the air. She was reaching for her rebreather when a thought struck her, a suggestion of danger scraping along her nerves. Something’s changed. There was something sour and sickly mingled with the stink of fuel. She glanced towards the heap of enemy dead they had made, the traitors’ bodies piled together to make space for the recovery team to work. No. She didn’t think rot could set in that fast.

			Combat instincts kicking in, she unslung her hellgun with one hand while the other thumbed the keypad bolted on her armour, reopening the vox-line to Vigen. It was unmistakable now – a foul reek on the clammy breeze, like a clogged sump vent. She spoke quiet and quick, questioning Vigen in the clipped half-phrases of the Kasrkin battle-code.

			‘Stat-rep?’ she asked, seeking Vigen’s situational assessment.

			‘Viridian,’ came the response. All clear. But the worry still nagged at her. Cautiously, Auber shifted position, slowly couching the gunstock into her shoulder as she put her back to the ’hauler’s hull. 

			‘Targets?’ Vigen asked, picking up Auber’s concern.

			‘Maybe. No visual.’

			The demo-trooper raised her rifle, squinting through her polarised helmet lenses, searching the dark for any target. Nothing.

			By now, the Kasrkin’s purposeful positioning had drawn the veterans’ attention. They paused in their work, the unspoken alert spreading down the line. Orrich’s hand dropped to the autogun slung from his belt.

			‘We got something?’ he called.

			Auber registered his words but ignored them, a distraction. Out in enemy territory, even a brief lapse of concentration could get you killed. But she acknowledged the possibility that her deep desire to engage an enemy was making her jumpy. A part of her longed for a target to kill – there! 

			Something moved, a darker shape amidst the shadows, lithe and loping. It ducked away behind a bullet-riddled pillar.

			‘Movement, south zero-five!’ Auber called. The Imperials responded with admirable speed, dropping their carried cargo and falling into firing positions, facing the direction of the sighting. But Auber was already sweeping to her left, suspecting the target would try to scramble around their line. She knew that Vigen would be doing the same, securing their other flank. The two Kasrkin dispersed with flawless synchronicity, Vigen’s actions mirroring Auber’s own. It was a sign of their shared training – all those years relentlessly rehearsing the same precise actions, memorising the same tactical engrams. Now, they thought, and fought, as one. They could rely on each other, even in the middle of all this madness. After the God-Emperor Himself, Vigen was the person Auber trusted most.

			The running target emerged, scrabbling over a ridge of rubble. This time Auber got a shot off before it could reach cover. In the momentary flash of las, she had an impression of rusted armour and matted hair. There was an awful bellow of pain, and then the body fell away into the darkness, crunching down heavily amidst the rubble.

			Auber glanced back. Five gun barrels had swivelled in her direction. Behind them, the infantrymen watched with intense concentration.

			‘Stay sharp!’ Auber ordered. ‘They’re testing our perimeter.’ Even as she said the words, she was spinning on the spot, trying to anticipate the next angle of attack. Emperor take traitors and backstabbing cowards!

			She looked out beyond the hulking shapes of the stalled ’haulers. Nothing moved in the darkness. Nothing at ground level. With a sudden flash of insight, Auber swung her rifle upwards. Dark silhouetted shapes clustered along the overpass above them, horned and inhuman. Arms swung, tossing dark canisters down at the Imperials clustered below.

			‘Incoming!’ Auber had time to shout. 

			With a series of loud, glassy pops, a flight of grenades thumped against the Ridgehaulers’ hulls, dousing them with sticky alchemical grease that spread across their reinforced armour panels, instantly igniting in air. One of the canisters flew further, landing at one of the veterans’ feet – Halla, Auber thought. Yellow oil splashed, and then Halla was screaming, flesh and flak armour melting away as she tore at herself in agony. She was dead in moments. Auber didn’t have time to spare the trooper a thought – no sooner had the grenades landed than a braying war cry sounded, and the enemy charged, leaping down from the overpass with primal, unnatural athleticism.

			Illuminated by the flickering yellowish flames, the attackers were revealed. Auber caught glimpses of gnarled horns, stamping hooves, and snarling animal faces. Beastmen. Auber had never seen this abhuman strain in the flesh, but she’d heard the grisly campfire tales of the cursed fellgors often enough, sickening stories that claimed their mutations were a divine punishment inflicted on Guardsmen who abandoned their duty to indulge their bestial appetites. 

			‘Form on me!’ Auber took a few purposeful steps back, contract­ing their line, trying to maintain distance as the beastmen charged towards them in a roaring mass. A few fired wildly as they came, snapping off shots with looted autopistols. But the creatures seemed to want to get in close, where they could put their savage strength and brutal melee weapons to bloody work.

			With movements practised so often they had become reflex, Auber drew a frag grenade from her belt and shortened the fuse with a flick of her thumb, eyeballing the distance. She bowled the explosive underarm so that it skittered across the ground and exploded, mid-bounce, at knee height. Two of the charging ravagers fell, bleating in pain, their slender animalistic legs shredded by shrapnel.

			Dimly, she heard Orrich shout the engage order, and half a heartbeat later a volley of las fire ripped into the enemy. Their headlong charge did not falter. In the strobing red glare, Auber quickly assessed the numbers. Too many.

			From the corner of her eye, she saw an infantryman – Pravio, maybe – knocked flat by a hulking, goat-headed monstrosity, who struck the downed trooper again and again in a blood-crazed frenzy. Auber ignored the horror of it, mind racing. Sheer faith kept her from panic while her training worked on assembling a new plan. First, even the odds.

			Amidst the confusion, her keen eyes had locked on to the fuel canister sitting, unattended, where Lescoe had abandoned it. 

			‘Make space!’ she yelled.

			As her allies fell back, Auber held her ground, raising her hellgun, sighting down the barrel. The fellgors were almost upon her. She didn’t flinch. A single bolt of overcharged las pierced the canister, and it exploded with concussive force. Trusting to the bulky blast padding strapped over her carapace armour, Auber withstood the pressure wave. The beastmen, barely even clothed, did not. Flame and scorching wind washed over the Kasrkin, carrying the stink of burning hair and flesh. Blazing mutants staggered and screamed, bloated bodies mangled by the blast. Auber began to pick them off, but still more of the beasts were pouring out of the darkness, lapping around the beleaguered Imperials’ flanks. 

			Auber heard Orrich shout a warning to another of his troopers: ‘Tannist, behind you!’ The enemy were all around the unfortunate Guardsman. The creatures fell upon him, pinning his arms with inhuman strength while another of their number struck him in the head with a heavy club. Concussed, Tannist fell, and brutish hands dragged him off into the darkness. 

			Auber understood, all at once, why the enemy wanted to get in close. They want captives.

			She shot an uneasy glance towards Vigen. The beastmen’s charge had left him cut off and exposed. He was falling back methodically, seemingly unhurried, laying down steady suppressive volleys as he went. Of all the Tattershields, Vigen was always the coolest under fire. As the fellgors closed, Vigen calmly shouldered his hellgun and unsheathed the combat blades strapped to each hip. A horribly emaciated beast lurched at him, a rusty maul raised in its paws. Vigen sprang forward to meet it, striking serpent-fast, driving his first blade into the creature’s chest, the second up under its ribs, seeking its heart. The beast slumped as Vigen pulled his knives free.

			He didn’t see the blow coming. Auber did. She yelled a warning into the vox, but Vigen had no time to react. A huge brute crowned with curling, iron-capped horns smashed into the Kasrkin from behind. He stumbled, ineffectually slashing with his combat blade, the defensive sweep mistimed. The ravager knocked the knife aside and slammed its bony brow down into Vigen’s face. Once, twice, and a third time, caving in the Imperial’s armoured faceplate. Vigen sagged, strengthless hands clawing at his assailant’s matted fur. The mighty abhuman hefted the armoured Kasrkin onto its broad shoulder as though he weighed no more than a sandbag. Bellowing a command in a guttural language, it turned and loped away. Its ragged pack broke off the fight, slipping back into the darkness after their leader. Auber was halfway across the road, firing at the withdrawing fellgors, but with Vigen’s head bouncing at the creature’s back, she couldn’t risk a stopping-shot. Auber watched them go, eyes wide with fury and horror.

			‘Vigen…’

			Shocked silence fell over the scene, broken only by the fiery hiss and sputter of the blazing transports. Orrich was on one knee, checking one of his downed veterans for signs of life. Lescoe stood watch nearby, rifle visibly shaking in his hands as the adrenaline worked through his system. Auber didn’t spare either of them a second glance. There was no time to tend to the dead. Vigen was gone. She had to get him back – that was all.

			‘Form up,’ she barked. ‘We’re moving out.’

			‘Moving?’ Orrich asked, incredulous, looking up from the slain Guardsman. ‘We just got mauled! Halla. Pravio–’

			‘They’re dead,’ the Kasrkin answered, simply. ‘But we have two comrades still alive.’ For now. She let the words hang, unspoken. She would not allow herself to imagine what would happen to the prisoners if she couldn’t retrieve them.

			‘There’s too many of them, you saw–’ Lescoe started, but Auber angrily cut him off.

			‘I saw animals. Warp-cursed vermin who got lucky.’ Her voice dropped low, seething and dangerous. ‘But they’re not the predators out here. We are.’

			‘So we wait for the rest of the Tattershields,’ Orrich cut in, feeling the tension rising. ‘Go after them in strength.’

			‘We don’t have time for that!’ Auber snapped back, furious. ‘Linnd left me in charge. I’ve given orders. If the next words I hear aren’t “yes, sir,” I’ll put a las bolt in your skull for cowardice. Understood?’

			Orrich gritted his teeth, anger flashing in his one remaining eye. But he stiffened his back and gave the only answer a loyal soldier of the Emperor could give.

			‘Yes, sir.’

			The fellgor ravagers made little effort to conceal their passage through the ruined city, whooping and howling as they went. A show of force to intimidate any rival warbands into staying clear of their territory.

			Strung out in a loose line with Auber at the lead, the Kasrkin and Guardsmen shadowed their quarry, jogging through a labyrinth of narrow alleys and thick, rust-encrusted pipes. They would have to stay close. If they lost sight of the beastmen, they would never find them again. Auber silently cursed. Where’s Yarin when I need him? The recon-trooper had a knack for tracking moving targets through even the most disorienting terrain.

			As she ran, Auber listened to a continual, faint hiss in her ear. She had kept the vox-channel open. She was sure she could make out Vigen’s shallow breathing. Still alive. Still a chance.

			They jogged through shifting darkness, boots splashing through puddles turned vivid turquoise and ochre with leached chemicals. Finally, they came to a stop, taking cover behind a corroded copper pipe.

			‘Rebreathers,’ Auber ordered. ‘All times.’ 

			‘Don’t need to tell us,’ Orrich said with a scowl. ‘Air’s thick as corpse-starch.’ They had followed the ravagers to the lip of a cavernous cistern, a vast rectangular pit which reminded Auber of a mass grave. It held a shin-deep lake of scummy, effluent filth whose stench defied description. The entire surface seemed to bubble and seethe, alive with throbbing white larvae and crimson-shelled corpseflies. The scene was lit by sickly green fires which burned on the midden’s surface, fed by venting gases. Bestial forms stamped and capered by the light of those filthy flames, howling and grunting in their primordial language, welcoming the raiders back. The throng of shaggy abhumans parted, creating a crooked path towards a looming structure at the far end of their encampment. It was a great corroded cylinder, tall as an agri-silo, wreathed in rusty scaffold. According to the flaking yellow warning painted on its side, it was designed for storing toxic waste. The beastmen had made it their god, and crowned the makeshift idol with a jagged circlet of barbed wire.

			Auber tried to assess the tribe’s numbers. Maybe twenty, twenty-five? She was not worried about how many individuals they faced – when the demo-trooper reconnoitred a kill-zone, she visualised it as a series of overlapping blast radiuses. It wasn’t a crowd of twenty targets, it was just four well-placed grenades. But Vigen and Tannist were down there too. Auber could just make them out, being roughly shepherded towards the idol. That meant explosives were out of the question, at least until the captives could be extracted.

			‘We’re going to have to get in close,’ Auber mumbled aloud, mentally formulating a plan of attack. ‘When the Emperor puts an obstacle in your path, He doesn’t want excuses – He expects you to smash your way through.’

			‘We’ll never reach them…’ Lescoe began. Auber glowered at him darkly, struggling to keep her anger in check.

			 ‘Not if we charge in blind. But they’re just beasts. Less than human. We can break them.’ She clicked her tongue, grudgingly reaching her decision. ‘I’ll circle round, create a diversion. You two will make the extraction.’ 

			Lescoe shook his head, disbelieving. He turned to Orrich for support. ‘We ain’t Kasrkin! It’s bloody suicide.’

			‘Those are loyal soldiers down there,’ Orrich answered, his tone firm. ‘We’ve got to try.’

			Auber nodded slowly, watching the veterans with wary eyes. ‘I’m going to have to trust you.’

			‘You can.’ Orrich returned her stare as he grated out the words. The determined look in his one good eye convinced Auber he meant it.

			‘Then that’s our plan. Go only on my signal.’

			‘What signal?’ Lescoe asked. He looked miserable. Auber’s lip curled behind her rebreather, the barest hint of a smile.

			‘You won’t miss it.’

			Alone now, Auber crept stealthily towards her objective, circling around the cistern to a point where the towering bulk of the tox-silo would conceal her descent. The air was alive with buzzing flies and dizzying fumes. As she began to make her way down a swaying switchback scaffold, Auber recited a favourite battle prayer, looping its four words into a mantra to calm her pounding heart.

			Emperor, guide my aim.

			She loved its lean simplicity. Just four words long. No fuss, no selfish request for protection. A true soldier’s prayer, composed by a soldier, not some cloistered Ministorum priest who had never held a lasrifle. Guide my aim. Let me kill my enemy before he kills me. Let me save Vigen…

			She reached the bottom of the rusty stair and sank into a crouch behind the idol. Scuttling insects scattered around her boots. From the pack slung at her hip, she withdrew a melta mine, the demo-trooper’s most dangerous armament.

			She risked a glance down towards Vigen. He was only a few dozen strides away, but surrounded by braying beastmen. He and the captive infantryman, Tannist, had finally arrived before the idol.

			‘Stat-rep?’ Auber spoke into her helmet’s vox as quietly as she could. There was a long pause. Then Vigen’s voice, no more than a whisper:

			‘Still alive.’ 

			Relief flooded through Auber. He’s conscious. That meant he could fight. With renewed hope, she set to work.

			With the sound of a dolorous gong, the beastmen’s chants and shrieked songs abruptly died away. A new figure had emerged from the crowd. It hobbled forward, body hidden under ragged sackcloth. In one misshapen paw, it clutched a massive, curved scythe, which dragged through the filthy water leaving a foul wake. The shaman leered over the prisoners, tilting its bestial head, sniffing the air, scenting their uncorrupted blood. With a laugh like a hacking cough, the fellgor chose its first sacrifice. The tribe greeted the selection with howls of adulation, hopping from hoof to malformed hoof in delirious anticipation of the butchery to come.

			Gnarly hands grasped Vigen by the shoulders, hauling the Tattershield forward. He didn’t struggle. He let them push him up in front of a filth-smeared altar, allowing them to believe he was resigned to his fate, waiting for the moment when their grip loosened just a fraction. That’s all it would take.

			The beastmen pushed the Kasrkin down to kneel in a muddy ditch, sloshing with blood and excrement. Vigen seemed to slip – Auber recognised it as a feint. But it came too soon. She wasn’t ready!

			‘Go!’ Vigen croaked into the vox.

			No, no, no!

			Vigen dropped to one knee, body coiled like a stubber’s mainspring. Then, with an explosion of violent movement, the Kasrkin surged to his feet, throwing all his considerable weight at one of his captors, knocking the fellgor flat. Outraged cries rose from the gathered tribe. Vigen lashed out, barehanded, landing a precise punch that crushed another beastman’s windpipe and sent it staggering back into the crowd. 

			Auber’s hands flew, faster than she had ever worked, priming the mine, mag-locking it in place beneath a supporting strut. She could not spare a glance to check Vigen’s progress. It was the work of only a few seconds. Then she spun, stepped clear from the idol’s shadow, freed her hellgun, ready to mow down the beastmen and rescue–

			She locked eyes with Vigen.

			A ribbon of greenish light, undulating like a polar aurora, passed through Vigen’s chest with a faint sizzling sound. The fellgor shaman stood with its filthy paw outstretched, guiding the strand of witchlight. It lasted only a moment. Vigen swayed. Slowly lowered his clenched fists. Blinked in confusion as colour drained from his cheeks. That was the last expression Auber ever saw on her squadmate’s face. The next moment, Vigen seemed to burst – that was the only way her traumatised mind could describe it. All at once, his skin rotted away, splitting like wet paper. Blackened blood gushed. He spasmed, fell, and the howling beastmen scooped him up and tossed his carcass across their blasphemous altar.

			Auber felt an anger unlike any she had ever known. It wasn’t meant to be like this. Had the Emperor spared Vigen from the apocalyptic nightmare of Cadia’s fall, just so he could die in this stinking plague pit? The doubt fuelled her fury, and she surrendered to the killing rage. Her senses blazing, body driven by muscle memory alone, she levelled her weapon and stalked purposefully forward, firing as she went.

			Advance, kill, advance, kill…

			A gibbering, three-eyed goat-thing leapt at her, swinging a chugging chainsword above its head in both hands. She put a las round through the creature’s skull, already strafing aside as the savage weapon dropped into the foul water, churning up gouts of rancid scum.

			Kill, advance. Just a few more steps would take her out of the blast range.

			An angry battle cry told her Orrich and Lescoe had joined the fight. She had momentarily forgotten them in her rage. The infantrymen came charging across the polluted lake, spraying autogun rounds and las bolts, which slammed into the rear ranks of the jostling beastmen. Mutants began to scream – a high, appallingly inhuman sound. 

			Auber roared her hatred right back. Satisfied that she’d reached a minimum safe distance, she raised one arm overhead, a remote detonator clutched in her hands. 

			‘The Emperor casts down your damned idols!’ She jabbed at the activation rune.

			For an instant, it was bright as day. As the glare died away, a wave of scalding heat scoured the dilapidated encampment. In the blaze-light, Auber saw the tox-silo totter, half-liquified by the heat of the melta mine’s detonation. It sagged at the middle, its jagged crown aflame. With a tortured grinding sound, the edifice toppled.

			The effect on the beastmen was immediate. Some threw back their heads and howled like beaten dogs. Some flew into violent apoplexy. One was crushed beneath the falling wreckage, too stunned to step aside. 

			‘Death!’ Auber screamed, unhinged by rage. ‘Death to false gods and mutant filth!’

			Though the herd began to scatter, the shaman stood its ground, waving twisted limbs in the air as it choked out a string of phlegmy, guttural sounds that might have been words. Bile spilled from its lips, which ruptured and peeled away from brown chisel-teeth as though attempting to escape from the unnatural invocation. Underlining the words, a strange, shifting, buzzing bass note rose in volume. Crawling out of ruptured pipes and taking wing from every befouled surface, a vast swarm of corpseflies answered the shaman’s summons. They flew in perfect unison, forming an undulating column that coiled through the choking air, then struck like a viper, punching down towards Auber. She dived aside, rolling through the scummy morass as a million insects entombed her alive, covering her goggles, clogging her rebreather’s vents. She thrashed hard, trying to drive them off, but they were tenacious.

			A thunder of autogun shots. Bullets slammed into the shaman’s side, sending the psychic monstrosity staggering. Freed of the shaman’s direct control, the swarm shuddered then dispersed, insect bodies ricocheting in all directions. Auber raised her head to see Orrich charging through the buzzing cloud, firing whenever he had a clear shot. Behind him, Lescoe had cut his own path through the panicked crowd to rescue Tannist.

			Auber heaved herself to her feet. She spun left, then right, searching for the target of her rage. It found her first, lunging through the scattering veil of flies, bringing its rust-encrusted scythe down in a killing arc. Auber scrambled out of range just in time, but a sudden tug almost yanked her rifle from her grip. Panic threatened to rise. The blow had severed the heavy-duty cable that powered her hellgun. She swung the dead weapon like a club, but the shaman turned the blow with its sweeping scythe. Auber staggered back. Despite its ragged appearance, despite the bullet wounds riddling its rotten carcass, the beast was strong, implacable. She tried to put distance between them, scrambled a few more steps – then her foot struck something in the water, and she stumbled, barely keeping her balance. 

			Glancing down, she saw what she had tripped on. Like a gift from the heavens, the beastman’s rusty chainsword lay between them, half submerged in the scummy shallows. The shaman saw it too. It bellowed, lowered its head, and fell into a full charge. Auber dived for the sword, cursing the bulkiness of her blast padding. Slow, too slow! She slid to her knees, aquaplaning through the rank water. Caught the chainsword’s grip, squeezed the activation lever, and heard its mechanism splutter, choke, then chug into life.

			Momentum carried her. The shaman lashed out with its great scythe. Auber closed her eyes. The pitted blade struck a glancing blow to her helmet, the spine-jarring impact causing sparks of pain to flare across her vision. 

			Emperor, guide my aim. 

			She felt, rather than saw, the scavenged weapon bite into the beast’s hip. The chainsword’s whirring teeth chewed through leathery hide and crusted fur, hit bone, and carved up through the creature’s pelvis in an eruption of pus-riddled viscera. The monstrosity was howling, trying to pull away. Auber skidded, clinging to the chainsword’s haft with white-knuckle determination, so that her momentum spun her around. The blow to her head had left her nauseous, but she forced strength into her legs, and stood. The maimed shaman tried to stagger away, dragging its half-severed limb behind it. Auber rose like a vision of fury. She hefted the chainsword overhead in both hands, and drove it downwards into the beast’s decaying face, putting all her might and hate behind the blow. 

			A chainsword is not an elegant weapon. It leaves no clean wounds. By the time Auber stopped sawing at the body, there was nothing left but an unrecognisable pulp of meat and splintered horn.

			Almost an hour later, it was Yarin who found them. The recon-trooper emerged from the shadows at the cistern’s lip, auspex in hand. Behind him came Linnd and the rest of the advance team. They were greeted by a scene of carnage. Surrounded by fellgor corpses, Orrich, Lescoe and Tannist stood vigil over Vigen’s body. Auber stood upon the profane altar, clutching an unidentifiable lump of flesh in one fist, daubing blood onto the twisted wreckage of the shattered idol. In stark, hard strokes, she had painted a triangular shield, split into fragments by intersecting diagonal lines. The Tattershields squad insignia. A memorial for their fallen comrade, and an unmistakable warning of what would happen to anyone who opposed them.

			‘Auber,’ Orrich said softly. ‘They’re back.’ But she didn’t look up from her work until Linnd approached. When she finally turned, the wild look on her face made him pause. There was something in her eyes that the medic had rarely seen, a savage hatred and a glassy film of unshed tears.

			Concerned, Linnd watched the demo-trooper closely as he issued his orders, directing the strike team to collect ammo and move out, bearing Vigen’s remains between them. As the soldiers carried out his commands, he took Auber aside, speaking gently.

			‘It’s time to go, Auber. We’ll all mourn when the mission’s done.’ 

			For a moment, it looked like Auber would refuse. But then her shoulders sagged in resignation, and she walked away, gripping her aquila pendant in her palm.

			When the mission’s done, she thought. Maybe then there would be time for something other than rage and slaughter. And when it came, she would need more – so many more – than four hard words of prayer.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TATTERS OF HOPE: PART THREE

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			 


			Some oracles find meaning in the slow, decaying orbit of a falling star. Some seers drag prophecies from the slippery guts of still-screaming sacrifices. But Rima Mashanna’s visions had always come in flashes. Every time she pulled a trigger, every time she took a life, she saw glimpses of the future in the fiery burst of her rifle’s muzzle flare. For her, every killing shot was an act of divination.

			Back in her planetary militia days, her platoon-mates had joked about her gifts. Got the God-Emperor’s Eye, they’d said, when she won every marksmanship award and earned the right to bear the long-las. The sharpshooter had laughed along and shrugged off the compliments. Under the ever-suspicious eyes of the Commissariat and the Ecclesiarchy, on a world where dutiful conformity was demanded and any deviation was heresy, it was dangerous to stand out. Mashanna had always known, deep down, that her gift did not come from the Golden Throne. Now that Imperial authority had been overthrown on Gavaine, she could openly embrace her true master for what he really was – seer, changeling, shifter of trajectories.

			The day that the sky ruptured, spilling purple light and madness, had been an epiphany for Mashanna. As revolution and terror had spread across her home world, she had realised, for the first time in her life, that she was not alone. There were many like her, desperate for change. With that revelation, her visions – always hazy and ambiguous before then – had come into sharp clarity. Answering the divine calling, she had cheerfully climbed to the top of their barracks’ bell tower, long-las in hand, and picked off panicked loyalist lapdogs one by one.

			She smiled to herself, savouring the pleasant memory as she watched her current targets through that same rifle’s prey-scope. Hidden beneath the shifting shadows of a camo cloak, the sniper was perched in the vaulted window of a long-since-emptied ammo chapel. She supported the familiar weight of the long-las in steady hands. A slender finger twitched towards the trigger. She was eager for another fleeting glimpse of fate…

			Not yet. Soon. Mashanna wondered if it was her inner voice that spoke, or a whisper from the outer darkness. Increasingly, she found it difficult to tell the two apart. She had willingly made herself a conduit for her master’s capricious cunning, and he had taught her to trust, and be patient. Death is coming soon. She could feel the primordial truth of it thumping in her temples, could anticipate the exhilaration of taking the next life, of watching her victim’s soul-stuff torn free of its mortal shell by a single shot.

			Down below, the Imperials were gathered around a battered transport, its hull charred black and pitted by what seemed like acid damage. It was riding low, weighed down with the cargo the troopers were hurriedly loading aboard. They were grim-faced, speaking little, keeping their heads down. They looked to be near exhaustion, close to breaking point. Yet some amongst them stood out, outlined in roiling dark red auras, their souls stained arterial crimson with all the blood they had spilled. Kasrkin. Tattershields. They had carved themselves a fearsome reputation on Gavaine, one that even the crazed servants of Chaos had come to fear. But their legend would end here. Mashanna would see to it.

			The vox-bead in her ear came to life with a soft crackle. She closed her eyes, letting the spirit-sight fade, brow furrowing in annoyance. Chalcer.

			‘Do you have them in your sights?’

			‘I see them,’ Mashanna answered, masking her irritation. Chalcer was the brawn of their operation, the anvil to the skilful sharpshooter’s scalpel. He was a moderately skilled commander, but he lacked – for want of a better term – vision. Too timid to embrace the anarchy that their master revelled in, Chalcer had sought to shore up his own power by sealing a pact with the bloodthirsty warlord Harrovir. A powerful ally, to be sure. But anyone with an ounce of strategic sense could see that their alliance would not last. Harrovir would cannibalise them all to feed his murderous ambition. Mashanna saw it so clearly. But she could play the lackey, for now. Kill Harrovir’s enemies for him. And then, when he let down his guard… Well, it would only take one well-placed las bolt to free herself from the warlord’s yoke. Perhaps she would claim Chalcer’s scalp, too, and take his place as leader. Only the Lord of Many Colours knew what the future held. Mashanna tried to keep the glee from her voice as she spoke.

			‘Find your positions. Wait for my strike. We’ll drive these blind fools to their destruction.’

			Leaning heavily against the Ridgehauler’s armoured hull, recon-trooper Petro Yarin took a moment to swallow down a mouthful of stale water from his canteen. The strike team had been pushing hard, combat-primed ever since their convoy came under attack. The mission had turned into a headlong rush of firefights and counterstrikes, from the quick-march laden with salvaged supplies to the frantic rescue of squadmates who had vanished from their temporary encampment. Now, in this quiet moment, the young Kasrkin felt the stress catching up with him. But he could not allow himself to relax, not yet. They still had a mission to complete, and now it seemed they would have to cross the city to their objective on foot.

			After the losses they had taken, their commanding officer, Linnd, had made the call: Orrich’s surviving veterans would take supplies back to HQ in the one remaining ’hauler, and the Kasrkin would continue on mission. An overnight stealth run through enemy territory. It was dangerous, daring. Despite himself, Yarin found a smile quirking at the corner of his mouth. He could never resist a challenge.

			But how long can you keep it up? The uncharacteristic doubt itched at the back of Yarin’s mind. He tried to ignore the unsettling feeling, but he could not help letting his eyes linger on the shape lying between the crates on the ’hauler’s flatbed – the lumpen mass none of them wanted to acknowledge. They had wrapped Vigen’s body in tarpaulin, secured him in place with cargo stays. Despite the appalling condition of the brave Kasrkin’s corpse, despite the risk of infection his already-rotting flesh presented, they would not leave him behind. He was a Tattershield; his life of duty and courage deserved to be marked, even if it was only by a few terse words from Sergeant Taikon.

			Resuming his duties, the recon-trooper swept his gaze across their temporary camp. Lurking in the shadow of a high retaining wall, their demolitions expert, Auber, stood sentry. She was tense, watchful, hardly moving. But to Yarin’s sharp eyes she seemed almost berserk. Despite her absolute discipline, she was unable to stay still, her foot tapping, knuckles white around the grip of the battered chainsword she had picked up from Emperor-knows-where. Primed, ready to explode.

			Linnd had placed Auber on watch while the rest of the squad loaded the ’hauler, and quietly given Yarin instructions to keep a close eye on the demo-trooper. None of them would ever doubt her resolve, but the events of the last few hours had shaken them all. Auber had taken Vigen’s death hard. They had known each other for years. Yarin was the youngest member of the squad, and the loss was hard enough for him to bear. He could only imagine how much more deeply Auber felt it, how much more ferocious was her rage.

			Gradually, the recon-trooper became aware that one of the infantrymen – Tannist, was it? – was watching Auber, too. He kept glancing over to where she stood, as he crossed the camp to collect another supply crate. The regular troopers rightly held the Kasrkin in awe, and Yarin was suddenly concerned that Auber’s obvious battle stress would sap their morale even more than the setbacks they had experienced.

			Abruptly, Tannist began to cross the clearing towards the seething demo-trooper. Sensing trouble, Yarin strode out to intercept him. When Tannist caught sight of the approaching Kasrkin, his confidence faded. He slowed, then stopped. Looming over the veteran, Yarin gave a questioning look. 

			‘Need something, trooper?’ 

			Tannist’s face heated with embarrassment. ‘I just… wanted to thank her, is all. She came back for…’ He faltered, casting a guilty look towards the wrapped body in the ’hauler. Finding the words, he finished, ‘…for us.’ 

			Yarin understood. ‘Any of us would’ve. But trust me, this ain’t the time to talk to Auber. You thank us by getting these supplies back to base where we need them.’

			Tannist nodded, accepting the Kasrkin’s reasoning. Yarin was pleased to see a determined look harden on the soldier’s lean face. If we inspire them, he thought, if we give them hope and duty to cling to, we keep them in the fight. Yarin gave a wide smile, revealing his broken front teeth.

			‘Carry on, trooper.’

			‘Yes, sir,’ Tannist answered briskly, turning on his heel. Yarin watched the infantryman hurry off to collect the nearest cargo crate with renewed vigour, striding around the leading edge of the Ridgehauler, out into the open. Then Tannist’s body jerked unnaturally. For Yarin, time seemed to slow. Adrenaline flooded his system as Tannist’s head snapped back, a pink cloud of brain matter venting from the rear of his skull. The body twisted as it fell, revealing a sizzling wound drilled neatly through an eye socket.

			The sound caught up half a heartbeat later. The deceptively soft hiss-crack of a long-las shivered around the encampment, reverberating from the ruins all around, making it hard to guess where the shot had come from. It was all Yarin could do to stifle a yell of shock, turning it into a desperate warning.

			‘Sniper! Cover!’

			The disciplined Imperials scattered, taking up the shout – ‘Sniper! Down, down!’ – as they scrambled behind the ’hauler’s armoured bulk or dropped flat behind heaped rubble. Only Orrich remained in the open, barrelling towards the downed Tannist. In rage and desperation, the veteran swung his autogun in a high arc, spraying a suppressive burst of slugs in the likely direction of the unseen attacker. 

			That brave, mad, damned fool! Yarin didn’t hesitate to weigh the risks; he simply acted, lowered his head and broke cover, sprinting across the open ground. For six strides, he was an easy target. Six long strides, out across the clearing, expecting a killing shot at any second – and then they collided. The recon-trooper tackled Orrich about the waist, crashing into the veteran with enough momentum to carry them both down to the ground. A las bolt jabbed between them at the very moment of impact. Yarin felt the beam’s heat singe the exposed skin of his face, smelt the harsh metallic stink of scorched plasteel. The two soldiers fell in a tangle, dropping into the flimsy cover of a waist-high barricade. Sprawling on the ground, face to face, Yarin saw Orrich’s one good eye widen as the infantryman ran a hand over the surface of his helmet, now marred by a deep, charred groove. He was shaken, but alive.

			‘Close,’ Orrich managed to gasp.

			‘Keep your head down or lose it!’ Yarin barked in reply. 

			Another shot snapped out, this one stabbing into the modified Ridgehauler’s driver-side door. The infantryman Lescoe – now the only other survivor of Orrich’s demi-squad – had made a break for the vehicle. Narrowly scrambling inside before the sharpshooter could cut him down, he took shelter in the armoured cabin.

			‘Casualties?’ Linnd’s voice, clear and somehow almost calm, questioned the scattered squad over the vox.

			‘Tannist’s gone,’ Yarin reported, tempering the momentary relief as the other Kasrkin confirmed their own survival.

			‘Shooter’s position?’

			‘Working on it,’ Yarin answered, already reaching for the sophisticated warden auspex he carried at his hip. Working quickly, he extended the multi-scanner’s sensor vanes and rotated the frequency dial, trying to triangulate the source of the shot. The screen crackled and fizzed with interference; under Gavaine’s warp-torn skies, sensors were always prone to jitters and ghost readings. Yarin expertly cycled through detection vectors until the scanner picked up something he could use – a faint and fast-fading line of superheated air, tracing the trajectory that the deadly bolt had taken. The Kasrkin’s eyes flicked up, following the dissipating line to its source.

			‘Ammo chapel, south-west zero-one. Third or fourth level, maybe.’

			Yarin’s thoughts sped, rapidly assessing their predicament. The sniper commanded a clear view down over the Imperials’ position. At such range, they couldn’t cleanly pick off targets behind cover. But the sharpshooter had them pinned. Yarin realised with alarm what that could mean… 

			His eyes darted to the shadow-clogged roads fanning out from their position, searching for signs of movement. On instinct born of relentless training, he twisted the frequency dial with all the delicate precision of a safe-cracker, widening the scope of his scan, sacrificing bounceback clarity for wider range. On the tiny screen, the swimming static resolved, delineating the flat planes of buildings and the spikes of exposed girders, mapping the environment in three dimensions. Between the structures, foggy clusters of mass were creeping methodically forward. Yarin let out a choked curse before he spoke into the vox.

			‘We got multiple targets, closing.’ Yarin twisted the dial, saw the fuzzy clusters sharpen into discrete contacts. ‘Fifteen, twenty maybe. East and west.’ They would be on the Kasrkin in moments.

			There was barely half a second of silence over the vox-net as Linnd processed the danger and determined a plan. His first order was directed to the veteran in the transport, the second to the remaining Imperials.

			‘Lescoe, take the ’hauler and get those supplies back to HQ. We stay on mission.’ The supplies, while desperately needed, only represented the strike team’s secondary objective. The Kasrkin would not abandon the primary, not while there was any hope of achieving it. 

			‘Can’t just leave you,’ Lescoe blurted out, disbelieving, but Orrich cut him off, angrily affirming the order. 

			‘You heard the commander!’ As Lescoe’s direct superior in the strike team’s ad hoc command structure, Orrich’s word was irrefutable. Lescoe’s only answer was the loud revving of the ’hauler’s engine. 

			‘Be ready! They’re–’ Whatever Linnd said next was drowned out by the sharp crackle of massed lasgun fire. The enemy burst into the open, a dozen sinister figures charging through the narrow streets on the Tattershields’ flanks. They wore a brutal mismatch of scavenged Imperial-issue armour, but the jagged symbols scrawled across their wargear made their true loyalties all too clear. The traitors had concealed their identities behind disturbing masks of beaten copper – ghoulish faces that leered, laughed, or snarled. As they plunged through the gloom, every shift of shadow seemed to give them unsettling new expressions.

			The cultists’ charge spurred Lescoe into action, and the ’hauler began to move, venting plumes of inky promethium smoke. At a shouted command from Linnd, the Kasrkin scrambled out of cover, converging in the vehicle’s shadow, using the armoured transport as a mobile shield. As the machine picked up speed, Lescoe suddenly spun the wheels, swerving. With a squeal of heavy-duty tyres, the veteran ploughed straight into the advancing traitors. His voice swelled over the vox, vengeful and triumphant.

			‘That’ll take a few off your tail!’ The ’hauler smashed through one group of clamouring traitors, kicking up a cloud of blood and mangled limbs behind it. Then the transport was away, thundering into the night with the survivors’ ineffectual las shots scoring shallow wounds in its reinforced hull.

			Undeterred, a second group of fanatics charged in. Yarin killed the closest without breaking stride, firing his hotshot lasgun from the hip with impeccable marksmanship. The cultists were lightly armed, and despite their coordination, their inferior training showed in their sloppy dispersal, their imprecise aim. In a clean firefight, the Kasrkin could have made short work of them. But caught in the open in unfamiliar territory, under the scope of the enemy sharpshooter, the Imperials’ position was untenable. They needed to find terrain where they could eliminate the enemy’s advantage. With hostiles pouring into the clearing from two sides, that left just one road open to them. Yarin instinctively mistrusted the idea of being driven, blind, before the enemy. But for now, it was the only chance they had.

			Linnd had reached the same conclusion.

			‘Yarin,’ he shouted, ‘lead the way. Find us a path out of here!’

			With the order given, the recon-trooper knew there was no more time for doubt. Focusing on the task at hand, he dashed for the empty street, and the Tattershields followed behind, trusting to his expertise. Together, they ran through darkness, las fire flickering on all sides.

			Yarin feinted left, then leapt right, making his movements as unpredictable as possible. They had run straight into another band of cultists, who fired on them from the upper floor of a shattered recruitment hall. Trying to slow us down, Yarin realised. To their rear, the pursuing warband was already catching up. The recon-trooper dodged through a punishing hail of las bolts, ducked around a pillar, and loosed a quick, killing shot before spinning back into cover. Reposition, evade, stay in the fight…

			While the strike team cleared the building with precise volleys, Yarin took a breathless second to check the auspex again. The deeper into the city they went, the more the multi-scanner struggled with interference. Yarin struck the device with the heel of his hand – twice, quickly – the ritual of percussive maintenance that even the lowliest Guardsman was taught. The grainy picture momentarily resolved, then vanished into static. 

			Are the readings being deliberately jammed? Is it sabotage? That doubting, questioning, morale-sapping inner voice again. It’s just atmospheric clutter, Yarin’s rational thoughts countered. Drifting ash clouds could scramble signals, and the malign warp-taint of the broken sky could deceive mechanised sensors and organic senses alike. But whatever the cause, he understood that he could no longer trust the auspex. Worse still, the city had undergone so much destruction in the months since the loyalists had been forced to abandon this district, that the old maps Yarin had memorised were now unreliable at best. Buildings had burned and collapsed, highways had been transformed into deadly gauntlets by mines and traps. In this endless siege, every bridge had been demolished, rebuilt, and destroyed again. But Yarin had grown up on the winding streets of a Cadian kasr, laid out in intentionally confusing convolutions to disorient and entrap invaders. He knew how to navigate bewildering spaces. And he knew how a canny soldier could dictate the movements of the enemy – could block off avenues of escape and herd them, inexorably, into an inescapable kill-box. The recon-trooper had begun to suspect that was exactly what was happening here.

			Unable to stand for long before the Kasrkin’s merciless fire, the cultists on the upper floor broke and fled. Yarin was moving again in an instant, and the strike team that followed – Linnd, Auber, Orrich, Gunner, Cennovich – were so few now, and they were relying on him. I won’t let them down, he promised. 

			He pushed himself harder still, trying not to drop his pace while he assessed their surroundings. Judging by the spacing of the burnt-out towers to their left, they were running parallel to the due-east processional, the quickest route to their objective. But that wide highway would give the enemy a clear field where they could bring their greater numbers – and their sniper’s long-las – to bear. To the right, the road sloped up to meet a soaring viaduct. That way would place their fleeing silhouettes against the livid purple night. 

			Never put yourself against the skyline. Yarin heard the words in his first drill sergeant’s voice. A basic maxim, one of the first things he’d been taught. Stress and exhaustion threatened to overcome him, but he wouldn’t make that rookie mistake.

			Then, finally, he spotted something they could use, almost lost in the visual noise of ruins and wreckage. The sharp angles of a fortified defence line – a steeply sloping wall supporting a narrow firing platform all along its length. The modular structures were built to a standard pattern right across the Imperium, and Yarin knew that if they simply followed the barrier far enough, they would reach some sort of bunker or defensive strongpoint, somewhere they could hold against the overwhelming enemy. It wasn’t much, but it was their best hope. He signalled the squad, jabbing an arm towards the wall, wordlessly leading the way.

			‘Where are you, Rima?’ Chalcer snarled over the vox, his angry tone failing to disguise the panic in his voice. ‘The cult bleeds while you line up your trick shots!’ 

			Mashanna made her answer calm and conciliatory, but she couldn’t hide her disdain completely. ‘A worthwhile sacrifice for the prey we’ll bring down.’ 

			She was sprinting across the battlements of a bombed-out barracks, camo-cloak fluttering behind her. Sparing a glance downwards, she saw her cult-brothers clumsily regrouping. ‘All you have to do is keep the pressure on, Chalcer.’ 

			She leapt the gap over to the next building, passing cleanly through the tall arch of a broken window. Without slowing, she picked her way up a rubble-clogged staircase. Height, her guiding voice told her. Vantage. The kill will come from above…

			‘You’re sure?’ Chalcer sounded dubious, shaken by his first contact with the Kasrkin. They were tough opponents, Mashanna could admit that. They had slipped the cult’s carefully prepared net, but they would not evade her for long. When she had taken that helpless infantryman’s life, she had glimpsed the future. Seen the threads of fate pulling tighter around them all, into an inescapable snare. She knew exactly where they would run to.

			‘I have been shown it,’ Mashanna answered. She cut the vox signal as she burst out onto the building’s roof, hefted up the rifle, and peered through the prey-scope. There! – a flash of dull grey carapace armour, a ripple of blood-red soul-stuff. Just where she knew they would be.

			A cruel smile split her lips as she lined up the shot.

			Yarin’s heart sank.

			‘Kill-box…’ the Kasrkin mumbled, slowing to a standstill, taking in the scene before him. A bastion stood up ahead, just as he had hoped. But the strongpoint had been broken open by heavy artillery. Its front wall was almost completely missing, and the ground before it had been blasted away. Their only route forward terminated in a deep shell hole. The enemy had driven them to a dead end. Nowhere to go. 

			He looked to Linnd, grim-faced. ‘There’s no time to circle round.’

			‘Then we go across,’ Linnd replied, his decisive tone not quite hiding his mounting dread.

			So ordered, Yarin accelerated into a sprint, leaping clear across the pit to the cracked ledge that had once been the bunker’s floor. Rockcrete crumbled beneath his boots, but the platform supported his weight. He swept the building’s interior for targets, but he was alone. Linnd came next; the older Kasrkin dropped to a knee as he landed heavily, but quickly regained his feet. One by one, the Imperials leapt the gap, Yarin covering them with his rifle, hearing the enemy’s shouts getting closer. All the time, the same worrying question repeated in his head: How long before the sniper catches up?

			Then the answer came. Slowed slightly by the bulky vox-caster he carried, Cennovich was last to cross. Breaking cover, he presented a target, just for a moment, as he leapt. A power­ful shot stabbed out, threaded with incredible skill through the screen of intervening ruins, catching the vox-trooper in mid-air. The bolt struck amongst the bundled cables mounted on Cennovich’s backpack, passed through plasteel, muscle and bone, then lanced out through a seam in the shoulder plates. The vox-equipment burned out explosively, flames leaping. The injured Kasrkin landed badly, toppled face first, and hit the floor in a cloud of dust. His squadmates’ strong hands gripped him, batting down the flames, hauling him further into the cover of the wall. Linnd was kneeling over him in an instant, unclipping the armour harness to reveal the blistering wound beneath. His other hand clutched for the downed Kasrkin’s faceplate, pulling away rebreather and dark goggles. Cennovich’s eyes were wide, unseeing. Then, his pupils contracted, and he gasped, regaining consciousness.

			In this moment of distraction, the remaining cultists rushed them. They crowded the breach in their eagerness to fire on the hated Imperials. Fighting at near-point-blank range, the heavy weapons specialist, Gunner, had been forced to shoulder his immensely destructive meltagun – using it at close quarters would flash-cook Kasrkin just as easily as heretic scum. Instead, Gunner flung a frag grenade into the rubble at the traitors’ feet, the explosion mincing those who reacted too slowly to scramble clear. That was another maxim every Kasrkin was taught: Punish the enemy for every error. An answering shot passed within a hand’s span of Gunner’s head, even as he ducked back under cover. As ever, the impassive trooper showed no flicker of emotion at the near miss. But Yarin’s adrenaline was spiking, heart thundering. The sharpshooter was moving in for the kill, confident that the Kasrkin were trapped.

			He glanced about, evaluating their position. Limited cover. No exit. Just cracked walls, firing slits, and a buckled, unusable metal staircase. And there, a partly collapsed section in the rear wall. Almost big enough… Yarin kicked savagely at the weakened rockcrete until the hole yawned open. Amidst a cloud of grey dust, he shrugged off his bulky backpack, abandoning his high-powered rifle and trusting to his combat blade and the autopistol he had scavenged from a dead officer eight months earlier.

			He spared a last glance back at Cennovich; saw Linnd’s steady, bloodstained hands as he loaded a syringe with combat stimms, enough to take the edge off the downed trooper’s shock.

			‘I’ll get him on his feet,’ the medic stated without looking up. ‘Go! Find us an exit!’ Yarin didn’t have to be told twice, and he didn’t have time to wait to see if his comrade would live.

			Crawling forward on his elbows, the Kasrkin squeezed through the broken wall, emerging into a darkened alleyway. Then he froze. He was not alone. The cultists were fanning out through the labyrinthine streets, encircling their prey. While Yarin waited, crouched, hardly breathing, he watched one cultist split off from the pack to investigate the alleyway. Patient and predatory despite his racing heart, Yarin silently slipped his combat blade from its sheath, waiting until the heretic came in range. 

			Without warning, Yarin struck, quick and quiet. Clamping a hand across the cultist’s mouth, he drove the dagger’s point into the target’s jugular, then jerked it free with a sawing motion. Blood spurted in a great arc, and the cultist struggled, one hand trying uselessly to staunch the gushing wound, desperately throwing an elbow back to push away his killer. Yarin backpedalled, avoiding the clumsy swing with ease, and the snarling metal mask came away in his hand. The face beneath it was shockingly young – younger even than Yarin’s – the eyes wide and full of fear. As hardened a killer as Yarin was, he felt nausea and a sudden, piercing sense of despair churn in his gut at the sight of the boy bleeding out. 

			Traitor, Yarin reminded himself, his lifetime of indoctrination overwriting his emotions, sealing his horror away within a cold, impenetrable cage of righteous certainty. A traitor dies a traitor’s death. If the Kasrkin showed mercy, it would cost his squadmates’ lives and the lives of all those loyal soldiers who were depending on them. 

			Yarin stepped in close and drove his combat blade between the cultist’s ribs, skewering his heart. The body sagged, limp and lifeless. Remembering his training, Yarin cast about for somewhere to conceal the corpse. That was when he spotted the lower rungs of an access ladder bolted to the wall. He followed the ladder upwards with his eyes. It rose to a slender sentry tower, little more than a mast supporting a covered firing platform. Flimsy as it appeared, it was the tallest structure in the area. 

			Vantage point. 

			He would make it work. He gripped the ladder, pausing for just a second. Once he started up, he would be entirely exposed. Steeling himself, he began to climb.

			Rima Mashanna’s heart was full of joy. When she’d put a bolt through that vox-carrier’s back, the ruby muzzle flare had shown her how this fight would end. The Tattershields were trapped, and death was coming. It was only a matter of time, now.

			True, the cult had taken awful losses. Worse even than she’d expected. And true, she had so far claimed fewer kill-shots than she was used to. But these are Kasrkin, she reminded herself. Faster than ordinary troopers, fighting at the upper limits of human performance. A worthy challenge. That was new, welcome almost. She smiled to herself, pleased by the unexpected complication. Her master revelled in twists and transformations, in the upending of order. She lived for moments like this, when she could bring the mighty crashing down in defeat.

			Through her scope, she observed the cultists stalking the alleyways below, ready to cut off any escape attempt. She spotted Chalcer, trading shots with the pinned Kasrkin. Ineffectual, pointless. It was pathetic really. He lacked the patience of a true believer. But Mashanna knew that sooner or later, her master’s will would come to pass. She spoke a dreadful prayer, praising his cunning, turning her eyes up towards the churning Rift that split the sky, the threshold of his dark kingdom.

			And she gasped in surprise at what she saw. She had been so focused on the ground-level firefight that she had almost missed the lone figure climbing stealthily up a sentry mast. Brave, she thought. Daring. But still a dead man. 

			In a single fluid motion, she lined up the shot and pulled the trigger.

			Muscles protesting and lungs burning, Yarin climbed. His skin crawled with the certainty that, at any moment, a single shot could put an end to this desperate gauntlet. Just a few more rungs…

			The las bolt passed clean through Yarin’s calf as he hauled himself up into the crow’s nest in a last, mighty exertion. He flopped heavily onto the firing platform, biting back a scream. It was not the first time he had been las shot, and he willed himself to stay conscious as the piercing pain worsened, residual heat cooking the flesh around the entry wound.

			Now he knew, for sure, he would not be running any further. Now, he really was trapped. Worst of all, the sniper knew exactly where he was. He had let the Tattershields’ last hope slip away. Desperate, he cast around the tiny crow’s nest for something of use. Nothing. No fixed weapon, no vox, just a large, mounted floodlight. The mast had clearly been abandoned for months; he doubted it would even work. Despair settled over him like a heavy shroud.

			‘Sitrep?’ Linnd’s voice crackled in his ear. Half-delirious with pain, Yarin almost laughed. Situation report? We’re dead, sir.

			‘Carnelian,’ he answered automatically – wounded, pinned, out of options. There was a long pause this time.

			‘Can you shoot?’

			‘Still alive.’ That was all the answer Yarin needed to give.

			‘Then we’ll do what we can. Tacticae Four-Four-Arrowhead.’ 

			The engram unfolded in Yarin’s mind, and he grimly accepted it. A desperate gambit, what the regular troopers called recon by fire. They would rake the enemy position with shots, and hopefully drive the sniper from cover where they could be cut down. But against this enemy, Yarin understood that they would not all live through it.

			‘On my word,’ Linnd said, voice resolute. Yarin readied himself – and then an idea struck, arriving with the sudden clarity of a vision straight from the Golden Throne. He shook off the hope-sapping doubt that was smothering him.

			‘Wait!’ he croaked. Then he explained the alternative.

			Down below, the fanatical enemy were gathering for another push. Yarin ignored their mocking curses as he hauled himself onto his knees, avoiding putting weight on his wounded calf for as long as possible. Even the limited movement sent waves of sickening pain through the seared meat of his leg. He raised himself slowly to his feet, gripping the sturdy metal frame of the floodlight for support. He swallowed, controlled his breathing. He wasn’t a praying man, not like Auber, who spoke to the God-Emperor constantly. But crouching there in the tiny sentry tower, ready to make one last gamble, Yarin whispered a prayer. 

			Let them see me. But let them be slow. Just a second too slow…

			He shifted around the bulk of the floodlight, using it as a shield as he lined himself up. He never took his eyes from the building where the sniper was concealed. Never even allowed himself to blink. He would only get one chance. Yarin steadied himself with a long, calm exhale. Then he snapped open the vox and spoke a single word.

			‘Ready.’

			‘Good luck, trooper,’ Linnd offered.

			One hand gripping the frame, the other resting on the control lever, Yarin stood fully upright, deliberately skylining himself. He caught a sliver of movement as the sniper reacted, faster than he would have believed possible, as if she knew exactly when and where he would appear. Light glinted from her prey-scope as her rifle swung up. Too fast, faster even than Yarin’s extraordinarily honed reflexes. He slammed the activation lever, desperately hoping it still worked.

			The floodlight lit up.

			The beam fell across the sniper’s position, dazzlingly, blindingly bright.

			Yarin knew that death had come for him. But he knew, too, that his sacrifice had revealed the sniper’s position. That was enough.

			A hair’s breadth from his face, the floodlight exploded. Pierced by the sniper’s las bolt, it fizzled out in a flurry of sparks and tempered glass. Darkness closed in. From below, the waiting Tattershields opened fire, a volley of hotshot las rounds scourging the building where the sniper had revealed herself. Windows shattered, stonework scorched and flaked away, crumbling under the ferocious full-auto assault.

			Finally, Yarin took another breath, eyes readjusting to the darkness. He scanned the vista below, heart thumping. The sniper was still there, perched on the rooftop, face clouded with confusion. Yarin saw her slowly blink eyes full of fading blue witchlight. She swayed, then fell, tumbling face first to the street far below. Yarin sagged back against the wall, relief spreading through him. His head swam with pain and fatigue, and for a moment he believed he heard the cackle of cold, malicious laughter ringing in his ears. Snapping back from the edge of delirium, he recognised the sound as the hiss of an open vox-channel.

			‘Kill confirmed,’ he croaked to his waiting squadmates. ‘Target down.’

			Below, Yarin heard running footsteps as the cultists broke and fled, only to be scythed down by the merciless Kasrkin. Some tried to return fire, but their shots were wild, desperate. Yarin summoned enough strength to loose a few shots after them, joining his volleys with his squadmates’. Then, he let himself relax, just for a moment. It was then, as his focus widened from the life-or-death duel to a wider tactical awareness, that he noticed a structure off in the distance.

			Rising over the shattered skyline was a jagged crown of slender signal towers, each supporting clusters of vox-thieves and sensor blisters. Centred between them was a massive transceiver dish, stamped with the bichrome skull of the Adeptus Mechanicus. A comms-locus, Yarin realised. He hadn’t thought there were any left in Gavaingard, not since the citywide network went dark months before. But the structure looked intact. He watched the facility for a long moment, trying to evaluate every detail. No obvious structural damage, no visible movement, no lights. Abandoned, or locked down. Or bait for a trap. 

			A few minutes later, he came limping gingerly down the ladder to find Linnd and the others huddled around a now-conscious Cennovich. Yarin reported what he’d seen.

			‘Thoughts?’ Linnd asked his assembled Kasrkin in the silence that followed.

			The night’s experiences had left Yarin on edge, paranoid. But he knew the prize was too tempting to pass up. If they could re-establish the vox-network, they could contact the eastern garrison without having to cross the city. His fears wanted him to give in, to shrink away from danger. Instead, he volunteered. 

			‘I’ll reconnoitre it. If we can use it, we take it.’

			The medic looked him up and down. ‘You’re relentless, Petro. But you’re going nowhere until I’ve patched that wound.’

			That was good enough for Yarin. He sagged back against the wall and slid to the ground, exhausted. As Linnd set to work, that fatalistic inner voice kept telling Yarin they were walking into a trap. He made up his mind that he wouldn’t let that stop him. 

			Very well, he thought, it’s a trap. Together, the Tattershields would spring it. They would break it. And they would let nothing stop them until their mission was done.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TATTERS OF HOPE: PART FOUR

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			 


			It is the last day. The day that the atmosphere peels away, seared and blistering, driven before the blast wave. The day the axelwood forests flash-burn, transmuted into hurricanes of ash by the awful alchemy of the apocalypse. Today, a miles-high tsunami of boiling seawater drowns the high towers of kasrs that have stood defiant for millennia. Today, Cadia falls, and Mikhail Artur Barbavich dies.

			He dies, as every true Cadian should, defending his home world from the Archenemy. He is holding the fortress wall that encircles the Kasr Ruzh starport, turning back a rabble army of warp-maddened heretics, buying time for desperate refugees to scramble aboard every available shuttle. Throughout the overwhelming madness of the assault, Mikhail has been aware of a dark red smudge growing on the horizon, gnawing away at the sky. In his long career, he has fought across arid death worlds and cinder-blown ash fields. He recognises the approaching debris storm for what it is, and he knows there is only desolation beyond it. In a few minutes, there will be nothing left to defend. It does not matter. Mikhail goes on killing, just as he is trained to do. 

			As he fires, reloads, and fires again, his body falls into a mechanical rhythm of slaughter, as though he barely even needs to be conscious to direct his aim. He can hear the castellan’s last words through his helmet vox, clear enough to recognise the tremble in the old man’s voice. He says, ‘This is it, men, the last stand! Remember your training, remember your orders. Remember this is Cadia. We hold to the end!’ 

			The order is simple. Simple enough to follow even as the world dies around him. Mikhail knows it is the last instruction he will ever receive. 

			He ducks behind the parapet, runs a field check of his carapace armour’s pressure seals, adjusts his helmet strap to a tight regulation fit. Remember your training, the castellan said. Remember your orders. Mikhail grips his meltagun tightly, as though it can stop what is coming. He wishes that he could help the doomed citizens below, or the dying comrades all around him. But he understands their strategic situation too well to nurture false hope. All he can do is face death head-on.

			Mikhail springs back onto the firing step and levels his weapon, seeking a target. Before he can pull the trigger, the storm washes over him, and the world dissolves into roaring smoke and flame. White ash coats his goggles, and he is blind. The temperature soars, and he cooks inside his armour. Soot clogs his rebreather, and he is suffocating in his helmet, struggling to–

			‘Breathe,’ someone was telling him. Gunner jerked his head around towards the voice. His glazed eyes came into focus at once, but it took him a moment longer to remember where he was, whose words he was hearing. 

			It’s not Cadia, he told himself, it’s Gavaine. It’s not the castellan, the castellan’s dead. It’s Linnd…

			‘Yes, sir!’ Gunner barked the automatic reply even before his thoughts had fully clarified. He saw the combat medic’s concerned face soften, just a fraction.

			‘There you are.’

			‘Sir, I–’ Gunner fumbled for the words, but Linnd interrupted, his tone firm but not unkind.

			‘Steady on. Breathe. Compose yourself.’ 

			Gunner did as he was ordered, and in just a few moments, his situational awareness had recovered. He could just make out the other survivors of their strike team, huddled with him behind a long wall of sandbags. They were in a ragged state. Tense, close to exhaustion, their armour scarred and marred with field modifications. Recon-Trooper Yarin leant heavily on a splinted leg. Cennovich hunched beside him with his arm in a sling, slowly bleeding through the dressing strapped around his shoulder. Gunner brushed rockcrete dust from his armour as he looked them over. No matter how bad things got, he always kept his boots shined, his meltagun oiled and polished to parade-field standard. That, at least, was something he could control.

			‘Does he black out like that a lot?’ Orrich, the infantryman, asked in an ominous rumble, never taking his one good eye from Gunner’s face. The Kasrkin was aware that he made the regular troopers nervous. But his fellow Tattershields did not judge him. They had all come close to losing themselves, one way or another. They’d all had to do terrible things to survive.

			‘He’s fine.’ Demo-Trooper Auber snapped out the answer on Gunner’s behalf. Before the argument could escalate, Linnd raised an open hand, then pulled in his fingers to form a fist – a silent command sign he had learned from Sergeant Taikon. At once, the conversation ended, and the troopers were focused and attentive.

			‘Yarin,’ the medic said at last. ‘Your assessment?’

			‘Only one gate,’ Yarin reported, summing up his earlier recon-sweep. ‘And it’s… high risk, I’d say.’ He gave a faint smile to underline his attempt at humour, but no one returned it. They had seen enough already to know that the compound was guarded. But as dangerous as it appeared, it now presented their best hope of fulfilling the vital task they had been assigned. 

			Remember the mission, Gunner silently repeated to himself. He steeled his nerves, and forced himself to peer out over the sandbags and once again look upon the sight that had shaken him so deeply.

			Barely fifty yards from their position, their objective stood out from the blocky Imperial architecture all around it. Dark and seemingly abandoned, the comms-locus was webbed over with pipes and sensor blisters. Its domed red-iron roof bristled with needle-like dataspires, which formed a spiky crown around a huge transceiver dish angled up towards the tormented sky. A high, smooth wall of ceramite slabs protected the structure, interrupted only by a great metal gate stamped with the holy seal of the Adeptus Mechanicus – a cogwheel halo encircling a leering skull, half pitted bone, half polished steel. Between the gate and the huddled strike team was a stretch of open ground, like a long-dried moat around an ancient kasr.

			There were maybe a hundred corpses littering that blasted concourse. 

			Every time he looked at them, Gunner felt his throat clench. He had seen a killing field like this before, on that last day, when–

			 –the debris storm washes over him and the world dissolves in– 

			No! Gunner shook his head, twice, hard. It’s over. Remember the mission.

			Some of the bodies were near skeletal, others fresh and bloody. Some were clad in Imperial-standard uniforms; others had defaced their wargear with crude spikes and horrible runes. Amongst the heaped dead, Gunner spotted the curling horns of a beastman, the dented copper mask of a cultist…

			‘They all came here to die,’ Auber whispered, her voice full of morbid satisfaction.

			‘Don’t think they expected to,’ Yarin answered carefully. ‘This wasn’t an assault. They’re scouts, maybe, or looters. I’d wager they didn’t spot the defences. See, there?’ He gestured, and Gunner managed to pull his eyes from the haphazardly heaped bodies, following the sweep of Yarin’s outstretched hand. Squinting in the darkness, he could just make out the point-defence batteries artfully concealed in the slim towers that flanked the reinforced gate.

			‘Independent targeting? Or linked?’ Cennovich wondered aloud, already mentally piecing together angles of attack. Yarin shook his head.

			‘No way to tell without baiting them. I’ll have to get closer,’ the recon-trooper offered matter-of-factly.

			 ‘Not on that wounded leg.’ Linnd shut down the suggestion at once. He set his jaw in a typically sardonic expression, sweeping his penetrating gaze across his squad’s faces. ‘I need two volunteers.’ 

			Gunner and Orrich leant forward almost simultaneously, and the infantryman could not hide his concern when he realised who he had volunteered to fight beside. For his part, Gunner showed no emotion at all.

			After Linnd laid out the plan, the two veterans separated, jogging off in opposite directions, carefully circling the perimeter. Yarin kept watch behind the sandbags, eyes riveted to the turrets with hawkish intensity.

			Gunner was out on the southernmost flank, mirroring Orrich, who crept west. Forcing himself to ignore the scattered bodies, Gunner positioned himself parallel to the ominous gateway, just out of range of the silent gun turrets.

			‘In position,’ he croaked into the vox, lowering himself into a sprinter’s crouch, ready for the go order. When it came, it was Orrich who moved first, edging towards the gateway one careful step at a time, measuring out the precise distance he could close before he triggered a response from the turrets. Gunner watched and waited, eyes flicking from turret to gateway to advancing trooper in a fast observational loop. Despite his focus, he could not shake the sense that he was being watched. He knew – irrationally, impossibly – that if he dared to look, he would find the scattered corpses glaring up at him in accusation. You could not save them, a hateful memory reminded him. Gunner gritted his teeth. Two hard shakes of his head. Remember your training. Remember the mission. Nothing else matters.

			Orrich edged closer. The turrets stayed silent.

			Gunner’s skin crawled, and he mentally rebuked himself for becoming distracted. Ever since the Fall, nightmare visions had been woven through the fabric of his waking life, always lurking at the edges of his awareness. Somehow, he had found a way to shut them out, though it cost him terribly. These last two years, it had been as though he watched himself in a blurred old pict-feed. Fighting, killing with the same deadly precision, but no longer truly there. Sealed in the bunker of his mind, he was numb, detached, but he could still do his duty. That was enough.

			Orrich took another step. 

			Gunner realised that he had been holding his breath. He let it out with a strained sigh, relieving aching lungs, and for one horrible, lurching instant of clarity, he remembered the moment of terror when–

			Mikhail pulls his helmet free and swallows scalding air that scours his throat. He lies face down in a field of rubble and shattered bodies. Limbs twitch, mouths moan helpless prayers. The Kasrkin tries not to see them as he gropes for his weapon. He tells himself they are all beyond help, even if they are– 

			‘Moving!’ Yarin called out the same moment his keen ears caught the dull, metallic clanking from within the towers, the telltale sign of long-dormant machinery awakening. Moments later, the turrets began to visibly pivot towards Orrich. By then the infantryman was already running, falling back towards cover at a full sprint. The twin-linked heavy bolters came alive simultaneously, spitting a hail of shells that blasted holes in the rockcrete, chewing up corpses, stitching a line of detonations across the open ground towards the retreating Guardsman.

			Now! With the point-defence weapons locked on Orrich, Gunner charged out across the clearing. All at once, his intrusive thoughts were forgotten, irrelevant. Now he was simply a soldier with an objective to achieve. He got as close to the fortified gate as he could, trying to slip into the targeting system’s blind-shadow while maintaining enough distance to fire his melta without flash-burning himself in the backblast. He planted his feet, levelling the weapon. Detecting the imminent threat, the point-defence guns began to pivot down towards him. He ignored the closing danger, calmly lined up the shot, and held the trigger. Three-second burn, just as the manual prescribed. The blinding fusion blast ate a growing hole in the reinforced gate, completely dissolving the metallic half of the grinning skull seal. Gunner ducked inside before the fissure had time to cool, his armour hissing where it brushed the melting steel’s retreating edges. Shells pounded the ground where he had stood just moments before.

			Inside, the gatehouse was empty, lit only by dull red backup lumens. Gunner did not pause. Hunting for the mechanisms controlling the turrets, he followed the clank and clatter of rotating bearings and automated ammo hoppers until he located the cramped fire-control chapel. Ensconced under its vaulted arch, embedded amongst power feeds and nutrient shunts, Gunner found the weapon operator. The servitor was a wretched, corpse-like thing. Limbless, blind to everything except the raw data fed directly into its eye sockets by glowing sensor probes. It twitched as the Kasrkin loomed over it, turning its head as far as the restrictive machinery allowed.

			‘Ingress forbidden,’ it groaned through desiccated lips. ‘Lockdown – Absolute-Irrevocable. Ingress forbidden…’ The sight of this mindless, half-dead thing – a living human reduced to nothing more than a weapon – filled Gunner with irrational hatred. He fired point-blank. Spurred on by his loathing, he held the trigger longer than the strictly necessary quick-pulse required to eliminate a prone target. Two count, three, until he could feel the heat building through his armour. Four count, five, letting the focused beam of melta fire stream over the body until it was nothing but charcoal, glowing white-hot amongst the blackened tubing. Only then did he release the trigger and stand back to watch the chapel burn. The noise of the sentry guns outside ceased at once, and when the rest of the strike team emerged through the breach a few moments later, they found Gunner staring into the flames, unthinkingly buffing soot from his carapace armour.

			‘Hostiles?’ Linnd asked as he entered, his grizzled squad fanning out ahead of him with well-drilled precision. 

			‘Clear,’ Gunner mumbled, at last looking up from the burning sconce. Auber, taking a typically aggressive forward position, called out a confirmation not long after. In a matter of seconds, the Tattershields had secured the gatehouse and were prepared to push ahead.

			‘There must be a control suite,’ Linnd told them. ‘Somewhere to access all that comms equipment. Let’s move. Locate and secure.’

			The Tattershields needed no further instructions. As they moved out, Gunner took a moment to check his melta’s fuel gauge. It was dangerously low, and the Kasrkin silently reprimanded himself for allowing his emotions to impact his combat efficiency. The long burn had drained the weapon’s pyrum fuel cell. Once that ran dry, he would be reduced to using his sidearm, a simple laspistol. The possibility triggered a rush of anxiety, but he locked the feeling away. The mission is all that matters.

			The squad pushed deeper into the lifeless facility, moving with the predatory synchronicity of a lupine hunting pack. Covering every yawning doorway and dim corner, they proceeded in close order, following a central access corridor. By the dull red lumen-glow, they could see the way ahead was blocked by a pressurised bulkhead. There was a slow, rhythmic clanking sounding somewhere behind that door, growing steadily louder, closer.

			‘Something’s coming,’ Auber hissed from her forward position. Without need of an order from Linnd, the highly trained squad slipped into firing positions, ready to meet whatever came through the door. Gunner stood squarely before the bulkhead, melta raised. 

			With a hiss of hydraulics and a jet of steam, the door slid aside. Beyond it, an orange hazard light strobed a silent warning. By the throbbing, fitful flashes, Gunner saw silhouetted humanoid shapes, amber-lit glimpses of barely living flesh and cold industrial machinery fused together with callous efficiency. 

			Linnd snapped up a clenched fist. Hold fire. Gunner fought back the urge to incinerate the ghoulish things at once. Discipline won out, though his flesh crawled. They were simple servitors, and though their mechanised limbs could be dangerous, they were not built for combat. They lumbered forward with heavy, inexorable strides.

			‘Give them space,’ Linnd said, keeping his voice level as he edged back a step.

			‘Repair detail?’ Yarin whispered. ‘To fix the breach?’

			‘We’re about to find out,’ Cennovich hissed, pressing himself flat to the wall.

			The first of the automatons was almost upon them, staring forward with a trio of glowing lenses grafted in where its eyes should have been. Gingerly, the strike team stepped aside, clearing a passage. Gunner held his breath, backpack to the wall, melta clamped tight across his chest. The servitors lurched forward, single-mindedly executing the one function they were programmed for. One by one, all three automatons shuffled by, unseeing or indifferent, completely ignoring the Imperials.

			The Tattershields relaxed, just slightly, sighing with relief. Yarin gave a terse laugh, Linnd a wry chuckle. Then a strange, high warble from the doorway pulled their attention, and their momentary ease at once turned to steel-sharp readiness. A servo-skull floated in the doorway, held aloft in a micro-suspensor field. It gently bobbed across the distance separating them, almost bumping the canopy of cables that clung to the ceiling like black ivy. Abruptly, the flickering beam of a sensor field snapped out from an emitter concealed within the skull’s eye socket, playing across the lurking Kasrkin. Gunner stared at the floating skull, feeling his heart rate increase, recalling–

			–a blood-slicked skeletal face, a fleshless jaw full of fangs, eye sockets lit by licking flame–

			‘All right, steady now.’ Linnd’s voice, tight with a note of trepidation, cut through Gunner’s overpowering memory. ‘Don’t make yourselves a threat.’ 

			That was easier said than done. The Kasrkin, armed and armoured to the teeth, exuded menace, even if they did keep their weapons pointedly lowered. They could only hope the automaton recognised them as allies. They waited, tense, until the sensor field cut out. For a long moment, nothing seemed to happen. It was Orrich who saw the danger first. He yelled a warning just in time for Gunner to dodge aside as a piston-driven fist swung for him out of the red-lit gloom. Summoned by the hovering skull, the servitors had returned. 

			‘Repair protocol override,’ they droned in unison. ‘Ingress forbidden.’ In an instant, the corridor was filled with cracking bolts and blazing heat, as the Kasrkin loosed their high-powered hellguns at close quarters. The servitors lumbered into the firestorm, oblivious to injury. One swung a prosthetic limb tipped with a squealing sawblade; another tried to bring a flaring welding torch to bear. The Kasrkin’s comprehensive training had prepared them for the terrifying claustrophobia of tunnel fights and breach warfare. The Tattershields held their nerve, unleashing precise volleys as they fell back step by step. But Orrich, brave and blooded as he was, was still only an infantryman. He tried to stand his ground, emptying his autogun in an unbroken stream of shots, filling the air with choking gun smoke. Linnd grabbed the veteran by the collar, guiding him back. He had already identified the most pressing threat. The third servitor came plodding forward with an industrial lascutter yoked across its massive shoulders.

			‘Gunner! Bring that thing down before it lines up!’

			Order given, Gunner dropped to one knee without a moment’s hesitation, cradling his meltagun. ‘Clear the line!’ he roared, and the Kasrkin parted around him. 

			The servitor laboriously angled its lascutter downward towards him, but Gunner was far faster. The melta blast punched through the creature’s chest, incinerating flesh in an instant and eating away at the metal parts more slowly but no less certainly. Then, the beam died. A hint of a frown clouded Gunner’s face as he realised. Out of fuel. 

			A grating, inhuman groan pierced the swirling smoke. Though the cutter-servitor had been reduced to scrap, its two grievously injured cohorts were still functional. They lumbered closer, leaking synthetic blood and coolants from innumerable wounds.

			‘Still coming,’ Gunner croaked to his sheltering squad, efficiently unscrewing and discarding his empty fuel canister, as regulation dictated. The closest servitor loomed over him, one arm hanging uselessly by threads of charred tendon, the other raised, ready to bring its cutting saw down. Gunner, still kneeling, freed his combat blade. Melta or not, he had been given an order. Stop the enemy. He would fulfil it. His muscles tensed, but before he could spring forward, a storm of hotshot rounds tore by above his head. The disciplined Tattershields had formed a tightly packed firing line, shoulder to shoulder. With enough distance to line up their shots, they took the servitors apart in a final, focused volley.

			Now, the servo-skull was all that remained, buzzing overhead with quick, agitated movements. It darted down towards them, tiny callipers snipping nastily. Jumping to his feet, Gunner caught the automaton mid-swoop in one powerful hand. It took great strength to push against the artificial grav-field that held it aloft, but he grunted, put his shoulder into it, and dashed the skull against the wall, hard enough to crack the bone. The callipers flailed, bladed edges scraping ineffectually at Gunner’s vambrace as he pulled back, striking the thing against the wall again and again. Finally, the skull’s inner workings broke, sparks vented, and it dropped, dead, to the floor. Gunner showed neither anger nor elation, his face blank as ever – at least until he noticed the condition of his vambrace. Then he frowned, making a mental note to patch and buff the scored plasteel at the earliest opportunity.

			‘Makes no sense,’ Cennovich announced, glaring at the dataslate in disgust. It had taken the strike team barely half an hour to locate the control suite at the heart of the facility, methodically sweeping empty corridors and abandoned workstations. Now, the soldiers were gathered around Cennovich – the most technically minded of the squad – as he tapped at a runeboard with the index finger of his one good hand. ‘Comms-locus like this usually keeps a complete archive of strategic data. But they’ve purged the logs.’ 

			It meant little to Gunner, but he stared with rapt attention as three words flashed on the black screen. Lockdown. Absolute. Irrevocable.

			‘So, all this equipment is just so much scrap metal?’ Auber asked with a grimace.

			‘That’s just it,’ Cennovich answered. ‘Almost every system is powered down and cypher-locked. But that transceiver dish is broadcasting. All bands, max range.’

			‘But what is it transmitting?’ Linnd asked, leaning in over Cennovich’s shoulder.

			The vox-trooper looked up, grim face bathed in the screen glare. ‘Looks like a scramble code.’

			‘Is that why we haven’t heard from the eastern garrison? Someone jammed the vox?’

			‘Could be. A transmitter this powerful could cut off comms across half the city. Whatever happened here, they didn’t want anyone to know.’ 

			Linnd took it in, rubbing a hand wearily across his stubbled chin, weighing their limited options. ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘Cen, see if you can disable that signal. Contacting the garrison remains our primary objective. The rest of you’ – he turned to the ragged squad, who snapped to attention despite their exhaustion – ‘sweep the facility. Gather anything we can use.’ The troopers dispersed without another word, leaving Cennovich to grapple with the unresponsive system.

			It took the Imperial veterans little time to secure the abandoned structure. They met no further resistance, found no signs of life, no clues as to what had happened there. The place was eerily still, its cramped corridors reeking of machine oils and chemical disinfectants, cut through with a cloying note of old incense. The last chamber they searched was a vast, echoing workshop that occupied the entirety of sublevel-03. Beneath the dim glow of backup lumens, the soldiers found long-cooled furnaces and tool-bearing servo-arms, workbenches piled high with tangled wires and disassembled machine parts. Dead power cables snaked across the floor between overturned crates, their contents spilled. It looked to Gunner as though a hurried search had taken place. A search, or an evacuation. 

			Beyond the workstations, the cavernous chamber narrowed, packed floor to ceiling with tool bays, equipment lockers, and – there, finally! – weapon caches. Auber gave a rare smile when she spotted the High Explosives warning stencilled on one steel cabinet.

			‘All right,’ she growled, ‘ten minutes. Grab what you can carry.’

			While his squadmates ransacked the weapons stores, Gunner strode down the dark aisles, hunting for even a single pyrum canister. He checked locker after locker, passing over power packs and replacement plasma coils, and more esoteric weapon parts whose functions he could not guess. His initial hope of finding the fuel he needed had almost faded when he came across an unassuming access hatch in the workshop’s rear wall. It did not look promising, but the desperate need to secure ammo, to return himself to full combat effectiveness, spurred him on. 

			Laspistol in hand, Gunner pulled the hatch open and ducked through. Beyond was a square-sided antechamber piled high with junk. The acrid stink of burnt-out equipment hung in the cold air. Scrap heap, he realised, with a twinge of disappointment. He turned to leave, but something about the mass of charred wires and corroded pistons caught his attention, setting combat-honed senses on edge. Gunner squinted, mentally assembling the disjointed shapes into something he could understand. Amidst the tangle of pipes and circuit ribbons, the Kasrkin picked out pale flesh and strips of red rags, tracing the lines of arms, a jaw, a severed hand…

			There were bodies buried in the scrap pile. They had been dismembered with brutal efficiency, but there was enough left of their uniforms for him to be sure they were the tech-adepts who had once staffed this facility.

			Gunner’s hand jumped to the vox-controls built into his armour, ready to call in his find. But he froze before he could open the channel. Somewhere amidst the heaped junk, a tiny red light was pulsing.

			Laspistol raised, Gunner edged cautiously closer. The blinking light was wired to a mass of transparent pipes and shrink-wrapped organs packed inside the hollow of a steel ribcage. Each tiny flash marked the slow mechanical heartbeat of the figure sprawled like a broken mannequin amongst the debris. Tech-priest. 

			Equally fascinated and disgusted, Gunner leaned in closer still. 

			The mechanically augmented body jerked suddenly upright like a sleeper woken from a nightmare, and a blurt of static rang out, shockingly loud in the enclosed chamber. Proximity alarm! Mentally cursing, the Kasrkin darted back, just keeping his footing on the loose scrap. A shiver ran through the tech-priest’s tangled mechanisms, tubes flooded with liquids, withered organs began to pulse and throb. Steel irises peeled back from four glossy black eye-lenses, which suddenly flared with blue light. A waxy half-face turned to scrutinise the interloper.

			‘Purpose and authorisations?’ it queried, the words coming not from the lipless mouth but from a vox-caster wired into the thing’s throat. Gunner frowned, edging back towards the doorway. He held his weapon ready but did not yet take aim. ‘Purpose and authorisations?’ it demanded again, rising shakily on a rig of spindly, multi-jointed legs. The Kasrkin did not have a good answer for the priest’s question, but that didn’t mean he had to be its enemy. Perhaps it was not hostile. Perhaps it could even help them complete their mission.

			‘What happened here?’ Gunner managed to ask. The tech-priest froze, and slowly tilted its head, considering the unexpected question. It clasped its one organic hand to the side of its steel skull in an unmistakable gesture of confusion.

			‘Data missing,’ it admitted, as a tremble of frustration rattled through its mechanical form. ‘Recalibrating. Retrieving logs.’ A series of sharp trills and static hisses issued from the vox-caster as the tech-priest accessed whatever served as its memory. Gunner stood his ground, watchful, adjusting his grip on his laspistol as the priest began to recite a hurried litany, a string of broken terms he could not follow. 

			‘Sit-report final!’ it announced. ‘Observation: global strategic situation untenable. Defeat certain. Prediction: disclosure of data will trigger total morale failure, cascading to all combat-capable units. Determinations: withhold data. Interrupt vox-net. Initiate lockdown – absolute, irrevocable. Summary: no one must know.’ The rapid recitation ended as abruptly as it started. Then, the head turned, ominous and slow, four glowing lenses locking on the lone Kasrkin.

			The blow came out of nowhere. A sinuous mechadendrite separated itself from the tangle of cables, lashing out to strike Gunner in the temple with enough force to crack his helmet. With a nerve-jangling burst of pain, his vision filled with–

			–crackling sparks and cinders spin in the roaring ash-cloud. Mikhail crawls, staying down in a pocket of scorching air trapped beneath the gale. He is groping, all but blind, pawing over wreckage and twitching corpses. It feels like a miracle when he finds his dented meltagun half-buried in rubble. But when his hands close about the grip, the air is suddenly full of hateful, inhuman war cries–

			The tech-priest shrieked in its language of static. Gunner stumbled away, half running, half crawling towards the hatch. He could feel his consciousness slipping, his head spinning. Fractured thoughts bled into terrible, long-repressed memories. Red robes melted in Gunner’s mind into scarlet flesh, the squeal of static became the howl of the pyroclastic gale battering Kasr Ruzh– 

			No, it’s not Cadia, it’s over. He blinked hard, trying to keep the memory from consuming him as–

			Mikhail spins in panic, seeking the source of those awful, exultant cries. All around him, nightmare shapes stalk through the whirlwind of ash. Mighty apparitions whose flesh has burned away, revealing corded muscles sheened with blood. The nearest creature glowers at him with a face that is little more than a snarling skull, a jaw full of fangs, a crown of black horns. It bears a serrated sword of solid flame, almost as long as Mikhail is tall, and swings it effortlessly down upon him–

			Gunner dived aside, and the tech-priest’s taloned limb whipped by, narrowly missing its mark. The Kasrkin scrabbled away, ducking through the hatch and back out amongst the locker aisles.

			‘No one must know,’ the tech-priest repeated, trying to offer a rational explanation as to why the Kasrkin had to die. With a rattle of spidery limbs, it swarmed through the hatch, bringing a strange conical weapon to bear. The device cycled through its activation routine. Coils whirred, glowing amber, then white-hot. The air filled with static electricity, sparks crackling across every conductive surface. 

			There was a crack like thunder as the weapon discharged. A blinding beam of energy bisected the locker Gunner was sheltering behind, sending its reinforced steel frame crashing apart in two neat halves. The energy lance sped on, slicing through several intervening walls before cutting out. 

			As he leapt clear, Gunner’s thoughts raced, wondering if any of his squadmates had heard the blast, how long it would take them to respond – but he knew better than to nurture hope. He let momentum carry him to his feet and he came up firing, burning out his laspistol’s power pack in a single furious burst. Precise shots struck the armoured casing of the tech-priest’s skull, fizzling against dense steel with a harmless flurry of sparks– 

			The melta is blazing hot in Mikhail’s hands, but he holds down the trigger. The blast eats into the bloody apparition’s chest, a textbook centre-mass kill-shot. But the thing keeps coming, snarling, berating him in a language of discordant screams that tears at his sanity–

			The disorienting static war cry dropped in pitch, a flat sound of irritation. Abruptly, the tech-priest changed tactics, its clattering limbs drawing in tight, tensing, then exploding into motion. It charged the Kasrkin, scuttling over an intervening workbench with inhumanly fluid motion, bladed limbs sending chunks of scrap metal flying. Gunner dodged, stumbled, twisted around behind the next bench– 

			Mikhail falls back, his melta burned out, his hope extinguished. The apparition towers over him as he scrabbles away over blood-slicked rubble. It tells him, This is the end. This is the last day. And Mikhail knows it speaks the truth. It says, You could not save them. You cannot save yourself. You are alone. You are a dead man. 

			Every word cuts into Mikhail’s soul, prising his mind apart. He knows it is right. He knows he is dead, and damned for failure. He knows he is alone. But he knows other things as well. He is still Cadian, still Kasrkin. He will keep fighting until the end–

			Gunner almost missed the pyrum canisters lying amidst the scattered debris on the workshop floor, not even a dozen yards away. He could scarcely believe it – it felt like an impossible miracle. He dived towards the precious ammunition, arms outstretched. His fingers brushed the cold steel surface at the same moment as a crushing, vicelike grip closed on the back of his neck. The tech-priest hauled him back across the metal floor, out of reach of the canisters, away from hope.

			You are a dead man.

			Gunner kicked furiously, trying to get free. His boots struck only unyielding metal.

			You are alone.

			With a whine of servos, the tech-priest lifted Gunner by the throat, squeezing the life from him. A pincer-tipped mechadendrite snapped shut around the Kasrkin’s gun hand, crushing bones. Gunner began to black out, but his free hand fumbled at his belt, closed around a krak grenade. He knew the blast would kill him too, but he did not hesitate. He had been a dead man these last two years, anyway. 

			The mission, he told himself, that’s all that matters. He faced his death head-on, staring unflinchingly into glowing blue eyes–

			Mikhail stares into eyes of lambent flame and swings his burnt-out meltagun full force. It takes a dozen blows to drive the monster back, but he does not relent. He is Cadian. He is Kasrkin. He fights. He holds. And at the end of everything, he starts to scream, a scream of frenzy, and madness, and–

			Gunner screamed his defiance into the implacable machine-face. His battle cry seemed to distort, growing impossibly louder, blending into the roar of a revving motor. 

			Gunner was not alone.

			Auber brought her scavenged chainsword down in a crashing, overhand swing. The toothed blade sawed through the tech-priest’s neck and shoulder, all but severing the head. The arm went limp, and then Gunner was free. In a blur, he punched the live grenade into the tangle of cables in the tech-priest’s gaping chest cavity. Then he tackled Auber about the waist, trying to haul her out of range. Realising what was happening, the demo-trooper spun them both, taking the incoming blast on her armour’s reinforced padding. The grenade exploded with a dull whump and a dazzling flash, shredding the tech-priest apart, filling the workshop with a cloud of aerosolised gore. Bone and shrapnel pattered down on the huddled Kasrkin.

			Mikhail fights on. It could be minutes, hours, or days. He fights until the roaring storm blows over, and shafts of pale light spear down through the tortured clouds. When a figure plunges towards him through the red haze, he almost throws a punch before he recognises the blocky silhouette of carapace armour. The Kasrkin grabs his shoulder. Both soldiers are so thickly coated in ash that neither can read the other’s squad markings. 

			The newcomer bellows over the roaring gale. ‘Come on! There’s a shuttle inbound!’ 

			Mikhail shakes his head, tries to argue. His words come out broken. ‘Can’t! Hold! Orders!’ 

			The other Kasrkin cannot read the name on Mikhail’s kasr-tags, but she can see the battered weapon in his fist. She refers to him by his combat role when she tells him, ‘Belay that! We’re getting out of here alive, Gunner! There’s your damned order!’ 

			Mikhail knows he cannot leave his post. He knows he is a dead man. But his body is already following the stranger’s command. Together, they run for the evacuation point.

			Gunner did not move for a long moment. He knelt, panting on the workshop floor, as Auber prodded the shattered tech-priest with a boot. Its words had lodged in Gunner’s mind like slivers of shrapnel. Lockdown. Morale collapse. Withhold data… Dimly, he understood that the tech-priest had discovered something so awful that it had shut down the city’s entire vox-net just to keep the truth from coming out. Whatever it was, Gunner decided he was glad he did not know. Some things were just too terrible to live with. 

			‘The poor damned thing,’ Gunner said, his voice raw, unfamiliar in his mouth. He shook his head, feeling an unaccustomed twinge of pity. ‘Saw too much. Lost its mind.’ 

			Auber said nothing to that, just laid her hand heavily on Gunner’s shoulder, and gave him time.

			‘Damn it,’ Linnd mumbled, gripping the vox-thief tightly. ‘It should be Taikon. He’d know what to say.’ 

			The Tattershields had reconvened in the control suite, gathered close around the bank of comms equipment that Cennovich had finally mastered. The vox-trooper had disabled the jamming signal, and now – in theory – they could broadcast freely. Now, they would find out if the mission had been worth all their sacrifices. Linnd took a steadying breath, preparing himself. Then, he held down the transmit trigger, and spoke. 

			‘This is Linnd of the Tattershields, Oh-One Kasrkin Cadre, Anvil Battalion.’ He let his gaze fall across his assembled troopers as he spoke, feeling the weight of the moment as his words carried into the darkness of the besieged city. ‘If you read me. If you are still fighting. Hear this…’ His eyes met Gunner’s, and the words came. ‘You are not alone.’

			Gunner held the grizzled medic’s gaze, his eyes as steely and as sharply focused as they had ever been. You are not alone. He nodded at the officer’s words, taking strength from them, and certainty. Whatever horrors they still had to face, he knew those words were true. He clung to them fiercely.
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			‘This is Linnd of the Tattershields. Oh-One Kasrkin Cadre, Anvil Battalion…’ 

			The message spread through the ruins and empty streets of Gavaingard, the first clear transmission that the city had known in months. Rippling out from the great transceiver dish of a long-abandoned comms-locus, the words were plucked from the air by automated vox-thieves and relayed through grating speakers. Communication systems that had stood silent since the vox-net died sprang suddenly to life, spilling words of hope that almost no one would hear.

			‘If you read me. If you are still fighting. Hear this…’

			In a forward command complex five miles to the west, locator runes abruptly illuminated on the control slate of a dust-shrouded vox-bank, and Linnd’s voice echoed down unlit, eerily empty corridors. When the words sounded over an emergency broadcast system in the miles-deep ruin that had once been the central hab-district, the unexpected noise sent a swarm of skittish corpse-rats scurrying for cover, leaving behind nothing but the gnawed bones of half-buried civilians. In the city’s great central plaza, the Kasrkin’s voice blurted through the tinny speakers of a vox-link mounted in the turret of a burned-out tank, relaying the message to an audience of charred skeletal crewmen. And just a short way north-west, the words spilled out, unguarded, into a listening post where traitor signalmen monitored the long-silent vox-bands, waiting with predatory patience for the hated Imperials to reveal themselves.

			Almost as soon as the message began, a frenzy spread through the heretic vox-operators hunched, spiderlike, over their machines. One sprang from his chair, ripping free from his headset’s neural plugs, screaming to the armed guards who ensured the signalmen never left their posts.

			‘Fetch Master Harrovir!’ the signalman yelled. ‘It’s the Kasrkin! We have them!’

			‘Hear this… You are not alone.’ 

			Harrovir’s lip curled in disgust at the hesitation he detected in the speaker’s voice – the need, the hope. Harrovir knew that to hesitate was to show weakness, and weakness meant death. But despite the crackle of interference, despite the pathetically hopeful sentiment the speaker expressed, there was cold steel in that voice, too. It was the voice of a hardened soldier, holding together through sheer guts and discipline, but close, so close now, to breaking point. Harrovir snorted dismissively. It would not be long.

			The message had been repeating on a loop for several minutes by the time the warband’s fractious commanders had assembled. Now they were gathered around the buzzing speaker, listening as the message degraded, more words swallowed by static with each repetition. The traitors were a ramshackle group, united by fear and a shared psychosis more than any common cause. Their disparate uniforms revealed the factions they fought for. Some were survivalists, raiders clad in mismatched gear scavenged from battlefields. Some were cultists, displaying their dedication to their deranged creed with snarling masks of copper. But the dominant faction was uniformed in blackened flak armour, studded with razors and painted with ghastly runes, but still presenting an appearance of militaristic cohesion. Their leader, Harrovir, had named himself warlord of Gavaingard. So far, none had been brave enough to challenge that claim.

			‘The message is dying,’ Harrovir growled. ‘Do we have vox-scramblers in the field?’ 

			The signalman shook his head, carefully finding the words. 

			‘It’s… atmospheric. The warp storms started whipping up a few minutes afore the message went out.’ 

			Harrovir scowled. He was still suspicious of the changing, unpredictable power of the warp. He trusted his cleaver and the strength of his arm, not portents and mysteries. 

			Unwisely, the signalman continued, pitifully eager to placate his master. ‘They’ve revealed their location, but I doubt there’s many heard that call but us. Fate’s been good to–’

			‘Fate!’ Harrovir snarled, slamming his fist into the vox-bank, cutting the signalman off mid-sentence. ‘Fate’s only good to them that seize a chance when it’s laid before ’em!’ 

			The signalman quailed before the chieftain’s ferocity, shrinking back a step. 

			‘You’ve locked the source?’ Harrovir asked, his menacing tone making the words both a question and a threat. 

			The vox-operator nodded. ‘Comms-locus, Midacher district.’

			Lips split in a vicious smile, Harrovir turned to the honour guard gathered about him. He called them his Marked Men. Each proudly displayed the jagged lines of the eight-pointed star carved into their left cheek. They were his best, his most trusted, those who had been with him since before the Fall and the Rout. When things fell apart, these soldiers had looked to him, not to their ineffectual leaders, nor even to the Emperor Himself. They stood tall when Harrovir swept his gaze across them, still just as disciplined as when they had served in the Guard. 

			‘Call muster, and whet the knives,’ Harrovir told them, seeing his own eagerness to kill reflected in his followers’ scarred and savage faces. ‘We’ll see these Tattershields dead before the storm breaks.’

			When Linnd stopped speaking and returned the vox-thief to its cradle, a heavy silence fell over the weary soldiers gathered around him. Every member of the strike team was on edge, their tension made unbearable by the faint hope that their message might receive a reply, that they might finally hear from the eastern garrison. There could be hundreds of fresh Imperial soldiers still stationed there. 

			Or they could be dead, or fled, or all turned traitor. The demoralising thought struck Lanse Orrich as he leant heavily against a bank of down-powered cogitators. Ever practical, the veteran closed off that line of thinking. Work with what you’ve got, soldier. Speculation did nothing but feed doubt, overthinking only hurt morale. Instead, he focused on the present, and watched the others cautiously, flicking his gaze between the tense Tattershields. Despite all they had been through together, he was still keenly aware that he was an outsider, the only infantryman left in the strike team – a simple soldier amongst battle-forged Kasrkin.

			He wondered, once again, what he was doing here with them. They were damned heroes, every one, but Orrich could admit that they made him uneasy. He had been around professional killers all his life. But there was something in the Kasrkin’s single-minded focus, in the cold precision with which they waged war, that made them truly frightening. 

			As the silent minutes dragged by and no answering message came, the mood in the control suite soured. Auber was pacing, mumbling under her breath. Gunner stared into the distance, buffing his meltagun with an oilcloth, lost in his thoughts. Yarin perched on a map table, his wounded leg stretched stiffly out in front of him. He was usually the most optimistic of the Tatter­shields, the quickest with a smile. Now his silence, and his grim face, said everything.

			Orrich did not want to be the first to speak. To speak would be an acknowledgement that no message was coming. It would break the fragile spell of hope that Linnd had cast – hope that there might be allies out there in the blasted city. Hope that their sacrifices would be worth it. To fill the time, Orrich mentally recited the names of the Guardsmen who had died to fulfil their desperate mission. Halla, Pravio, Tannist. Good soldiers, veterans all. He had lost comrades before, but these were the first who had died under his direct command. Burned, butchered, sniper-shot… Orrich forced himself to remember the violent details. It was the only memorial he could give them, the only one they would ever have. But there were other names, other faces, crowding in at the edges of his thoughts. Memories he cursed, soldiers he would have preferred to leave unremembered in unmarked graves. Roust, Charvir, Nemser, the survivors of his former squad. Traitors. Absently, Orrich ran a hand over the glossy scar tissue that covered his left cheek.

			A sharp trill and a flashing light broke the long silence. Incoming signal! The entire strike team reacted, jerking upright. Hope and dread flared in Orrich as Cennovich lurched for the control board, flipped the switch, opened the channel.

			The sound that blurted from the speakers set Orrich’s teeth on edge. It was a squeal of static, like a dozen transmissions overlaid and horribly distorted. Amidst the skirl of jagged sound, Orrich was sure he heard tortured screams, and cruel laughter. And something else, there – a broken word, a fragment of a question: ‘Tattershields… read?’

			 He dared hope, for a second, that someone was trying to reach them. Then Cennovich dialled the sound down to nothing, wrinkling his nose in disgust.

			‘Hopeless,’ he announced. ‘Might be a clean transmission buried in there, but if anyone heard us, they can’t let us know.’

			‘A voice,’ Orrich said, soft, uncertain. ‘Swear I heard…’ Linnd shook his head, doubtful. 

			‘I would like to believe that, Orrich,’ the combat medic said, ‘but it’s only ghost-sign.’

			‘You hear it on Cadia sometimes,’ Yarin added, with none of his usual enthusiasm in his voice. ‘When the Eye is brightest. It’s just interference. Don’t pay it any mind.’ The mention of the Kasrkin’s lost home world brought on another solemn silence, broken only when Auber slammed a fist into a wall, snarling in frustration. Orrich kept out of the demo-trooper’s way, subtly putting more distance between them.

			As if triggered by Auber’s outburst, an ominous gong began to sound, throbbing through the facility’s cold and empty halls. Proximity alert. Something was moving, close to the structure’s fortified walls. The Kasrkin snapped into action at once, shedding their gloom and weariness like a sniper throwing off a camo-cloak. Orrich snatched up the autogun he had propped against the wall beside him, once again amazed by the Kasrkin’s singular focus. Before he had time to couch his rifle and clear the breech, the Tattershields had fallen into a tight formation and set off at a quick stalking pace. Maybe, he thought, as he hurried behind them, they also preferred to have a problem to attack head-on, rather than dwell on their desperate situation.

			From the partial cover of a crenellation on the facility’s high wall, Orrich tried to count the enemy moving down below. The Tattershields were strung out along the battlement, scanning the wide concourse that surrounded the building through their rifles’ prey-scopes. Out in the purple-tinged darkness, skirting the edges of open ground, nimble figures in mismatched armour were prowling. The wide killing field around the comms-locus was already scattered with bodies – slain by the facility’s now inoperable sentry guns. Those corpses must have given the enemy pause, or they would surely have stormed the gate already. But Orrich could see their confidence was building. In ones and twos, the traitors were edging closer, testing the defences. It won’t be long. Orrich sighted down his gun barrel. His aim had been better, back before he lost the sight in his left eye, but he had never been much of a marksman. That was why he favoured the autogun. Rate of fire made up for what the weapon lacked in accuracy.

			The shot came from Orrich’s left. He had barely noticed Linnd’s fractional nod, but Yarin registered the silent signal. Matter-of-factly, the recon-trooper lined up a shot and picked off one of the scouts, striking the heretic cleanly through the skull as he moved between patches of cover. The others scrambled back, vanishing into the gloom before the hellgun’s hiss-crack report had finished echoing around the concourse. A burst of wild return shots sparked uselessly from the wall. 

			‘We don’t have long,’ Linnd said, as the enemy volley sputtered to an end. He looked to Yarin. ‘How many do you reckon? Twenty?’

			‘And plenty more coming,’ Yarin confirmed, gesturing towards the horizon. Orrich squinted, trying to pick out what the recon-trooper’s sharp eyes had already caught. Through the stormy twilight, a dark haze was rising over the ruins, several wispy plumes of dust, strung out from north to east. Orrich’s heart sank.

			‘They’re coming in force,’ he muttered.

			‘With that much dust displacement, it is either armour, or more infantry than we can hold off, even from here.’ Yarin’s voice was tight as he gave his assessment. Armour. Not even walls of ceramite and steel would hold for long against tanks.

			‘We have to relocate,’ Linnd said, quickly adapting his plans to the unwelcome new data. ‘The enemy knows our position. We can’t allow ourselves to be pinned.’

			‘Then we just have to break their cordon,’ Auber said, peering over the wall. 

			‘Nothing to it,’ Cennovich groaned bitterly. The injured vox-trooper was pale, drawn; the combat stimms that kept him moving were already melting through his system. Now, he seemed nervy, worn thin. Orrich was hardly in a better state. He ran his hand gingerly across his side, tracing the tenderness of fresh stitches from a wound taken on his previous mission. No time to complain, he thought. Not that he ever did. When you don’t expect to live out the day, there’s precious little point in griping.

			‘Only…’ Auber carried on, slowly turning over a nagging thought. ‘If our message did get through to any loyalists, and we leave this position, they’ll have a hard time linking up with us.’

			‘That’s alright, trooper,’ Linnd said, a little of his old gallows humour cutting through the tension. ‘They can follow the sound of the firefight.’

			The strike team assembled in the facility’s gatehouse. Most were wounded, all had been pushed far past any normal limits, but they prepared themselves for the coming fight with cold efficiency. Cennovich had strapped his injured arm across his chest, fashioning his sling into a support for the weighty hellgun he now wielded one-handed. Gunner wordlessly bound the broken fingers on his right hand, leaving one free so he could still pull the trigger. Orrich prayed that Gunner would hold together. He had seen the Kasrkin lose himself before, blanking out and becoming unresponsive. If that happened in combat… No. Orrich put the doubt aside. Combat was where Gunner seemed most alive. Somehow, that was not a comforting thought.

			Pausing with his hand on the gate’s manual release lever, Linnd spared a few final words. 

			‘Strike hard and don’t stop moving. Remember, these are traitors, deserters. They have broken before. They will break before we do.’

			Orrich swallowed, his throat dry, and adjusted his grip on his autogun. Then the gates were grinding open, and the Tatter­shields were striding forward, shoulder to shoulder in a tight arrowhead formation, laying down a storm of las fire.

			They made it almost halfway across the concourse.

			Taken by surprise, the enemy skirmishers scattered, unable to match the Kasrkin’s deadly, focused volleys. Orrich ran beside them, raking the enemy lines with wild shots, hardly daring to believe that they might survive this audacious charge. Then a series of detonations rocked the ground close beside them, throwing up flashes of flame and burning rock and shrapnel. Orrich stumbled, blinded by dust, spinning to get his bearings, seeking the source of the heavy fire. As the smoke cleared, he understood. They were too late. The first column of enemy reinforcements had arrived. Dozens of Traitor Guardsmen were pouring out from the adjoining streets, blocking any possible escape route, opening fire with grenade launchers as soon as they got into range. Too many to fight out in the open. 

			‘Fall back! Gatehouse! Now!’ Linnd was shouting over the din. Orrich recognised the frustration in the medic’s voice. They had failed to break through the enemy’s lines. Pinned and outnumbered, there was now little hope they would survive the night.

			As the strike team fell back under fire, another voice rose above the tumult.

			‘Tattershields!’ The voice was raw and savage. Orrich almost froze when he heard it. ‘There’s nowhere to run, cowards! Stand and die!’

			A barbaric figure was shouldering his way through the crowd, gesturing towards the facility with a great, notched cleaver. He was broad-shouldered and brutish, his Imperial-issue fatigues now dyed deep red with gore. Though his face was almost unrecognisable beneath the half-healed gashes of scarification scrawled across his cheeks and forehead, the voice was unmistakable. Orrich had heard it every day for almost a year – the worst of his life, when his world was seized first by panic, then rioting, then civil war as news of Cadia’s fall filtered in. It was the voice of his former sergeant.

			‘Harrovir.’ Orrich rasped out the name, full of loathing. A chorus of ferocious cheers answered the chieftain’s speech. He was whipping his ragged forces into a frenzy, building courage to launch a full assault. Orrich had been sent to put down revolts in the past, had seen how quickly a crowd could turn feral. And blunt as they were, he knew how persuasive Harrovir’s words could be. His rage and arrogance were infectious. Every instinct told Orrich to turn and fight, to tear the traitor chieftain limb from limb– No. He was no brawler; he was a soldier, a Guardsman, and he had his orders. He fell back through the gateway moments before it slammed shut.

			In the darkness of the gatehouse, Orrich slumped against a wall, shaking with rage. Linnd fixed him with a curious, piercing look. The medic missed nothing, but he let Orrich’s agitation pass for now. He was too busy thinking out loud, giving his troopers a task to focus on to stop them dwelling on the defeat they had just suffered.

			‘That route is closed. Alternative proposals, now!’ 

			At once, the ragged Kasrkin began to plan a final stand within the comms-locus. Orrich was still unused to the Tattershields’ methods. The way they shared opinions, debated strategy – it cut against the ingrained obedience that was drilled into most Militarum personnel. Questioning orders would get you executed. Throne, even interrupting the wrong officer could get you shot. Orrich tried to adjust his way of thinking. 

			‘The traitor chieftain. I knew him,’ Orrich admitted. Silence fell, and the whole squad levelled their intimidating attention on the infantryman. ‘He was my old sergeant, back before…’ He trailed off, glancing down at his boots in disgrace. Auber laughed darkly.

			‘Maybe you can go back out there and rejoin your old comrades,’ she spat. 

			Orrich wheeled on her, flashing anger replacing the shame in his one good eye. ‘I’d sooner die!’ he snarled back. ‘We didn’t set out to betray no oaths! We was trained to follow orders, understand? So, that’s what we did. And by the time I thought to question them, we were in deep… deep in the blood and the darkness!’ Orrich was panting, hands clenched in fists. Auber held his gaze, unflinching, her posture shifting subtly into a ready stance, in case they came to blows. But it was Gunner who spoke up, interrupting the confrontation. His voice was a low croak, as though every word cost him.

			‘None of us… got here… without doing terrible things.’ He nodded slowly to Orrich, and the infantryman felt the fury drain out of him. He sagged back against the wall, numb. This time, Linnd pressed him.

			‘Orrich?’ When the infantryman gave no response, the Kasrkin barked, loud and clear: ‘Attention, trooper!’ That pulled Orrich back from the brink. He snapped up, thoughts returning to the present. Get on with it, soldier.

			‘Sir!’

			‘You know the enemy,’ Linnd said. ‘Maybe that gives us an edge we can exploit.’ Orrich thought for a moment. 

			‘We can open the gate.’ Disbelieving silence greeted the statement, but Orrich felt a growing confidence when Linnd took the suggestion seriously.

			‘Explain?’

			‘It’s Harrovir. He’s aggressive, impatient. And he don’t care nothing for the men he commands. Believe it.’ The hate in his voice when he said those words was enough to convince every­one, even Auber. Still, Linnd was sceptical.

			‘I’ve seen heretics go mad with frenzy, but those out there still have some discipline. They won’t be baited, it’s too obvious a trap.’

			‘With respect, you’re dead wrong.’ It took courage to contradict the Kasrkin, but the more Orrich considered it, the more certain he felt. ‘We open the gates, and he’ll have to attack. If he hesitates, he’s showing weakness in front of his followers.’ 

			Linnd dragged a hand down his silver-stubbled chin, weighing the infantryman’s words.

			‘We have no good options,’ he said finally. ‘So we make do with what we have.’

			Under Linnd’s instructions, they formed two fire-teams. Orrich, Gunner, and Auber – the least injured members of the squad – made up the front line, crouched low behind the stanchions supporting the gateway itself. The remaining Kasrkin were positioned against the rear wall, holding the chamber’s only other exit in case they had to fall back. When we fall back, Orrich thought with resignation.

			At a word from Linnd, Orrich pulled the release lever. The gate ground open, yawning wide to tempt the attackers. Hidden in the darkness, the Tattershields watched the enemy intently. They strutted and milled out on the concourse, mocking the defenders with crazed chants and war cries as they drew up into formations, preparing for the assault. In those last, tense, stretching minutes, Orrich turned to Auber, speaking softly, guardedly.

			‘I know you think I’m tainted by what they done,’ he told her. ‘Think I’m cursed maybe. Don’t blame you. Half believed that myself, but–’ Auber cut him off with a frustrated click of her tongue.

			‘I’ve seen enough by now to know you’re no traitor.’ She shrugged, matter-of-fact. ‘But you’re no Kasrkin either. You’re our weak link.’ She looked him dead in the eye. ‘So don’t break.’ Before Orrich could find words to respond, an exultant roar rose from the enemy ranks.

			They charged, headlong, bellowing. No las fire jabbed from the darkened gatehouse to repel the closing traitors. Not until the front-runners were within a few yards of the doorway. Then Auber barrelled out of the shadows to meet them, chainsword revving, swinging the weapon in a two-handed grip. In two strides, she was amongst them. The Kasrkin planted her feet, whipping the sword around her. A heretic fell backwards, blood gushing from the stump of a knee. A severed hand hit the ground, clutching a still-firing autopistol. The traitors’ nerve broke a few seconds later. As they scrambled away, Auber disengaged, taking two long strides backwards. When she withdrew, Orrich and Gunner emerged at her side, only now opening fire, punishing the fleeing traitors. None of them made it back to their lines. In lockstep, the Imperials fell back to the gatehouse, safe behind cover before the enemy’s return fire began to scour the gateway.

			Orrich gave a rough laugh, exulting in their small victory. He risked a glance around the stanchion. The heretics were clamouring, massing like an insect swarm. Though the first wave had broken, traitor reinforcements were arriving all the time, drawn by the promise of glory. They all knew that whoever slew the Tattershields would secure a fearsome reputation. Moments later, they charged again, plunging into a hail of merciless, precise las fire. But still more came, vaulting over the corpses of the fallen, brandishing knives and makeshift weapons.

			Traitor grenades detonated around the gateway, callously blowing apart any cultist nearby but forcing the defenders to fall back. Flames and choking smoke spread through the gatehouse, but still Orrich refused to retreat. He kept firing even as shrapnel gouged his flak armour, firing until he had emptied his ammo belt, shell casings clattering around his widely planted boots. He realised he was screaming, in rage and in pain, his hoarse voice booming amidst the din of the vicious firefight. Then, the enemy broke through, trampling their injured allies, and the battle became a nightmarish, close-quarters fight. 

			Resolute Kasrkin met blood-crazed cultists with combat blades and armoured fists, and Orrich jabbed with his bayonet, entirely focused on the task of killing each man who stood in front of him. Ripping his bayonet from one howling heretic’s belly, he looked up into a face he recognised – a face he hated. Charvir. The traitor recognised him, too, and for the briefest fraction of an instant, both men hesitated. Orrich had dreaded this moment, wished for it never to come with almost as much fervour as he had prayed for the opportunity to get revenge. Two images of the same man hovered simultaneously in Orrich’s mind. One was a fresh-faced recruit, laughing as he shuffled a tattered deck of cards by a campfire. The other, a vision of horror – Charvir’s cruel grin as he gunned down starving civilians outside the food silos in Patara district. Orrich shook off his shock, consumed by loathing, and plunged his bayonet through Charvir’s throat, tearing out an artery in a welter of gore. 

			Close behind him came Roust and Nemser – they had always been inseparable, two of the coldest killers Orrich had known. Orrich fought down his panic, pushed through the pain, focused on the killing. Roust swung for him with a hatchet; Nemser raised an autopistol. Orrich made a choice, pivoted, struck. He pinned Nemser to the wall with a bayonet thrust and took the hatchet blow to the back – felt his flak armour crack but hold. Ripping the pistol from Nemser’s lifeless fingers, Orrich spun and fired, and Roust fell.

			Orrich was panting, feral. It took him a moment to realise there were no more enemies standing, only himself and five blood-spattered Kasrkin. Orrich caught Auber’s eyes.

			‘The ones who betrayed you?’ She asked the question with a slow nod that told him she already knew the answer. She understood the rage that grief could drive even the most disciplined soldiers to.

			‘Don’t you mean my old comrades?’ he answered her, grimacing.

			‘No,’ she said simply. A scrap of sympathy, an ounce of respect. He had earned that. Her unexpected words cut through his fury, and he saw their situation with new clarity.

			‘He’s sent his best,’ he mumbled, then repeated it, louder, so the Kasrkin could hear. ‘He’s sent his best to claim our heads for him.’ 

			It was Yarin who caught on first. ‘He’s fully committed. Thinks he’s got our backs to the wall,’ the recon-trooper said, and Linnd finished the thought.

			‘So maybe we have a chance to throw him off balance.’ Linnd set his jaw, looked from face to face. Silently, they all nodded their agreement. ‘Tattershields!’ the medic addressed them, raising his voice in a steely command. ‘On me! Tacticae Six-Six-Corvus.’ The Kasrkin understood the coded tactical engram at once, but Orrich threw Linnd a quizzical look. Linnd explained the doctrine with a wry smile. ‘Counter-charge, wedge formation, re-form to circle, and damn well hold until the end. Victory or death.’

			They took only a moment to prepare themselves, fixing faceplates in place, checking armour seals. Orrich felt strangely detached, knowing he was about to die. But there was a kind of comfort in dying beside soldiers like the Tattershields.

			‘Emperor, guide our aim.’ Auber’s voice was muffled by her rebreather. Orrich mumbled the prayer right along with her, heard Cennovich do the same. And then they were charging out from the burning gateway, ribbons of flame licking their armour, ruby-red hotshots jabbing from their rifles. Taken by surprise, the closest knot of traitors was cut apart in moments. The Tattershields pushed forward, trampling the enemy dead as though slogging through deep snow. Stumbling a few steps behind the Kasrkin, picking off any heretics who got in close, Orrich searched the crowd until he sighted the enemy warlord.

			Harrovir was wading through the traitor ranks, urging his soldiers to stand and fight, hacking wildly at any who tried to flee past him. With a fierce war cry, Harrovir accelerated into a headlong charge. The most frenzied of his followers came with him, carried on a wave of madness and momentum. Orrich could see that in moments, they would crash into the Kasrkin’s flank.

			Orrich did not hesitate. He launched himself forward to intercept the warlord, firing his scavenged autopistol as he came. His first shot winged a shrieking cultist in a bestial mask, his second felled a raider armed with a length of heavy chain. And then Harrovir was looming ahead of him, a feral smile of recognition crossing his scarred face.

			Orrich levelled his pistol. Harrovir swung his vicious cleaver. The warlord was stronger, faster. The hefty blade dug a great gash out of Orrich’s bicep, jerking the autopistol from his grasp. The Guardsman staggered, raising his fists, ready to continue the fight barehanded.

			‘Orrich!’ the chieftain yelled over the din of battle. ‘Wondered if I’d get the chance to skin you, you backstabbing–’ He never finished the sentence. Orrich jabbed, driving his fist into the chieftain’s face. 

			‘You dare call me backstabber, you oath-breaking filth!’ Orrich felt an indescribable rage burning in his blood. The scarred side of his face throbbed with every heartbeat, reminding him of the dark symbol that had once been cut into the flesh, before he fled from his old comrades, and burned the cursed mark away. Hatred filled him, a primal voice telling him to rip, tear, kill, maim… Orrich lunged forward with a savage roar, going for his old sergeant’s throat like a wild animal. And then he saw the same insane bloodlust in Harrovir’s gleaming eyes, and it sickened him, sobered him. He was no rabid beast; he was a Guardsman, a veteran. At the last moment, Orrich managed to check his momentum, narrowly avoiding a deadly swing of Harrovir’s cleaver. No distractions. Get on with the damned job, soldier. 

			Orrich darted aside, drove his fist into Harrovir’s ribs, once, twice. The warlord took the blows, and answered with a savage kick that buckled Orrich’s knee. The Guardsman howled, stumbled. Harrovir gave him no time to recover, driving the butt of his cleaver into Orrich’s face. The veteran fell, blood gushing from his nose. Harrovir’s massive fist closed around his throat, tilting up his chin. 

			‘No stomach for it, that’s your problem.’ The warlord grinned down. ‘But you were a damned good killer in your time!’ The cleaver came to rest lightly on Orrich’s face. ‘You’ve always been one of us. And you’ll wear the jagged star again before you die.’ 

			Harrovir carved a deep gash across Orrich’s cheek. Blood flowed, but Orrich let the pain come, let Harrovir believe he had him beaten. He had learned something from the Kasrkin’s merciless coldness. The way they would sacrifice anything in a heartbeat to complete their mission. If his suffering could buy the Tattershields just a few more moments… As Harrovir raised the cleaver once more, Orrich threw himself aside, lunging for the autopistol, which lay where he had dropped it just a few yards away. He managed to get his fingers around the weapon’s grip before Harrovir’s boot descended, pinning his wrist. The warlord laughed with disdain, so consumed by bloodlust, so completely focused on his prey, that he had lost sight of the battle raging around him. Orrich had not. The infantryman threw an arm across his face to shield his one good eye.

			Blinding light and searing heat washed over him. And then Harrovir was screaming, staggering backwards, body dissolving in flame. Risking a glance over his shoulder, Orrich confirmed the source of his salvation. It was Gunner, calmly striding out of formation just long enough to strike down the warlord with a precise blast of melta fire. Orrich almost laughed in relief, until a monstrous howl pulled his attention. Harrovir was not quite dead. Appallingly burned, but driven on by some unnatural, primal hatred, he lunged for them, little more than a charred cadaver trailing flames. Orrich snapped up his pistol, and fired the last round in the clip. The shot punched through Harrovir’s scarred cheek and blew a gaping wound in the back of his shaven skull. The warlord fell, and did not rise again.

			Orrich felt dizzy, nauseous from pain, exhaustion, and elation. There was no time to suffer, or to celebrate. Gunner’s strong hand caught Orrich under the arm, hauling him up, dragging him wordlessly into formation. On your feet, soldier! 

			Orrich stood, shoulder to shoulder with the surrounded Kasrkin. Though they still fought on, he could see that the situation was hopeless. Harrovir was dead, but the heretics kept fighting in a belligerent frenzy. They all wanted to be the ones to end the Tattershields’ legend. Though the ground was littered with traitor corpses, there were still too many in the field to overcome. It was only a matter of time.

			A high, whistling noise cut through the din of battle. Recognising the sound of incoming artillery fire, Orrich ducked low, gritted his teeth. He waited for the shock, the pain, and the darkness to take him. But the rocket struck amidst the mass of traitors, sending up a great gout of flame and chunks of ruined bodies.

			In confusion, Orrich watched a line of detonations roll through the tightly packed enemy, followed by a ripple of panic. Shells were falling, and more soldiers were storming into the killing field. They wore Imperial flak armour. Could it be?

			‘Cadia and the Emperor!’ The newcomers’ battle cry sent a surge of pride through Orrich. They had to be the remnants of Anvil Battalion, surely? But these soldiers looked too fresh, their armour too well maintained, to be the grizzled survivors of Orrich’s old battle group. It took another round of artillery bombardment for the veteran to understand what he was looking at. Shock troopers. There was only one place they could have been deployed from.

			‘It’s eastern garrison!’ He laughed out the words, disbelieving. ‘They heard the call!’ Reinforcements. After all these months and all this sacrifice. Almost overcome by relief, Orrich felt his knees wobble, but though he swayed, he forced himself to keep his feet.

			The traitor lines buckled, and many tried to disengage. But they did not get far. Precise artillery fire tore apart those who fled down the wide lane of the due-east processional, while disciplined squads of shock troops drove the rest into choke points to be massacred. And striding out at the centre of it all, bloody and relentless, came the Tattershields. The sight of them was enough. The enemy broke. And in a few minutes of methodical slaughter, it was all over.

			After the battle, while shock troopers finished off dying traitors and tended Imperial wounded, the Kasrkin stood apart. They had removed their faceplates – that alone was the only sign of relief or relaxation any of them showed in front of the regular soldiers. But as Orrich limped closer, the five of them wordlessly widened their circle, honouring him with a space beside them. A weary smile from Linnd, a slap on the shoulder from Yarin. Even Auber, always scowling, gave a curt greeting with an upward flick of her chin and two terse words.

			‘You lived.’ 

			Orrich could not suppress a harsh bark of laughter. The movement sent hot pain through his battered body. ‘Yeah,’ he drawled. ‘Feels like it.’

			One of the shock troopers came jogging over towards them. Noting her rank badges, the Tattershields threw fast, crisp salutes, fists crossing over chests in the sign of the aquila.

			‘I’m Captain Priesik – Four-Forty-Second, out of the eastern garrison,’ the officer announced, returning their salutes with one of her own, just as precise. Cadians were like that, Orrich thought, always professional. 

			‘Linnd. Tattershields,’ the combat medic replied, and a warm smile replaced the officer’s curt manner. 

			‘Pleased to relieve you, sir.’ 

			Orrich noted the title, and the respect glinting in the shock trooper’s eyes. The elite Tattershields had that effect on regular soldiers, even officers. He had seen it before, had felt it before. Awe, and fear, and hope. Linnd pushed on.

			‘We aren’t done yet. Anvil Battalion needs immediate reinforcement. I need to requisition transports and–’ 

			Priesik’s manner changed abruptly, the momentary lightness replaced by something colder. ‘May not be possible,’ she admitted, grudgingly, with a sweep of her arm towards her troopers. ‘We’re all HQ could spare. They’re mustering for full-scale engagement.’

			‘Against who?’ Linnd asked carefully. Priesik glanced down at her boots, resolving herself before she met the Kasrkin’s penetrating gaze.

			‘You haven’t heard. Of course not.’ A frown furrowed her brow. ‘When the comms blackout ended, our tech-adepts were able to reconnect to the satellite net, deep-system watchpoints, every­­thing… There’s a squadron,’ she said. ‘Three ships, heading in-system from Mandeville.’ 

			A sinking feeling was squirming in Orrich’s gut. He swallowed, bitterness filling his mouth.

			‘Allegiance?’ Linnd asked, though the tightness of his voice made it clear what he suspected. 

			‘Heretic Astartes,’ Priesik said. The words felt like knives.

			A hard silence stretched as they took it in.

			Auber spat into the rubble by her boots. Orrich felt like he was going to be sick. No sooner had they completed their mission than their last hope was torn into shreds. It was enough to break anyone’s spirit. But, standing shoulder to shoulder with his fellow Imperial soldiers – the fresh, no-nonsense shock troopers, the grizzled, unbending, unbroken Kasrkin – Orrich was surprised to find his feeling of utter desolation turning into defiance. Finally, a voice broke the gloomy silence, and Orrich realised it was his own, blurting out in frustration.

			‘Let them come, then,’ he said, fists balled at his sides. Surprised eyes turned to regard him. ‘Let them damn well try. We’ll show them what we showed these traitors.’ He kicked a nearby heretic corpse for emphasis. ‘This is Gavaine! And Gavaine stands with Cadia.’ 

			Orrich did not know where he had found those words, or the strength to speak them, or the galvanising ferocity that was now coursing like fire through his veins. But he saw that same fire on his allies’ faces – in Auber’s fierce snarl, in Yarin’s eager smile, in Linnd’s slow, approving nod. They had a job to do. The enemy was coming. And they would fight them to the end.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			VETERANS OF THE FALL

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			ONE. CHALCER.

			It isn’t hopeless. The words repeated through Chalcer’s mind in time with the blood pumping in his temples. His heart raced as he climbed the clanging iron stair which spiralled up ten levels towards the comms control centre. Every few seconds, the tower shuddered alarmingly, shaken by the overlapping shockwaves of nearby artillery strikes. Every time it did, Chalcer cringed and gritted his teeth until the swaying staircase stabilised under his feet. He hoped that the enemy – even in their relentless rage – would not be reckless enough to target the strategically vital structure directly. The tower was a prize worth capturing intact, unlike Chalcer himself. The thought gave him little comfort, but it was all that the failed chieftain had, now that the cult was crumbling and their dream of Illumination was all but dust. He needed time if he was going to salvage what he had built here. Time, and a god’s intervention.

			As he climbed, Chalcer instinctively tightened his grip on the skin-bound package he clutched to his chest. The strange collection of esoteric implements it contained had been scrounged together by his bravest underlings over the last few days. They had scoured the ruined city for the items he required, evading advancing squads of shock troopers, staying out of range of the enemy’s mobile artillery platforms, the lumbering columns of Basilisk- and Wyvern-pattern tanks that rumbled two abreast down rubble-clogged roadways, inexorable, irresistible, reclaiming the city block by block.

			Another blast rocked the tower, and this time, Chalcer stumbled, yelping with pain as his knee cracked against the edge of one metal step. One of his bodyguards stooped to help him up, catching him by an elbow, but Chalcer irritably pushed the offered hand away.

			‘I’m all right!’ he snapped. ‘We keep going, we don’t stop!’ The show of bravado was irrelevant, fooling no one, not even himself. Chalcer had long since stopped trying to conceal the tremble in his hands, and the concerned glances his bodyguards kept exchanging told him that they, too, were under no illusions. They all understood what was coming for them, knew what breed of killer had been dispatched to snuff them out. The Kasrkin were coming. Chalcer had known the elite Imperial troopers by reputation, of course, had heard all the bloody stories of unstoppable killers, relentless as death itself, the Militarum’s deadliest tools of oppression. But he had not really believed the tales until he met them in battle for himself, watched them outmanoeuvre his forces at every turn and take them apart piece by piece. That had been the beginning of the end. Was it really only two weeks ago?

			A scream from down below pulled Chalcer from his spiralling thoughts. The battle had reached the foot of the tower. He saw his bodyguards hesitate, considering intervening in the firefight. ‘They sacrifice themselves to keep the cause alive,’ Chalcer snapped as he climbed past them. The guards – fanatical believers that they were – nodded in acceptance, gripped their weapons tighter, and followed their master upwards, away from the din of killing.

			The vox-centre was a bulbous dome at the top of the narrow tower, bristling with transceivers on the outside, cramped with comms equipment within. Bursting into the chamber, Chalcer kicked a wheeled chair aside, sending it crashing into a vox-bank. He needed the space. Behind him, his bodyguards set to work sealing the door, spinning a locking wheel until it jammed tight with a metallic squeal. They turned to him for guidance once again, eyes pleading behind their fierce copper masks.

			‘Hold that door as long as it takes,’ he told them as he sank to his knees, unwrapping his bundle. He handled the ritual implements with the care and dexterity of an artificer. He had often thought he would have been better as an artificer, or a scribe – he had never been much suited to being a soldier. But on Gavaine, there were few other options. Fate, though, had a twisted sense of humour. It had taken a military clerk and made him a revolutionary, a warrior for enlightenment. Chalcer would do anything to keep the cult’s dream of Illumination alive. It wasn’t hopeless, it couldn’t be.

			The chieftain took a deep breath, focusing his racing mind. And as he breathed out, he felt a prickling, frosty chill creep through his lungs, the still-unfamiliar touch of the warp spreading through his mortal flesh, a sign of his god’s attention. All around him, tiny, squirming things swam into existence, formless spirit-shapes that flitted like slow blue sparks. They shoaled at the corners of his vision, darting away if he tried to look at them directly. The spirits had grown restless in the last few days, jittering and flitting in a frenzy of agitation that gave Chalcer no rest, caused his skull to throb and his nose to bleed. Hour by hour, they had forced their unholy knowledge into his overwhelmed mind, and the patterns and forms of this ritual had come to him.

			His hands were no longer shaking. They moved with purpose, as his tutelaries instructed him. First, he drew the circle with a handful of salt – impure but serviceable, rough grains intended for gritting ice-clogged roads. Then he prepared the sacrament. In his right hand, he raised a crystal – just a focusing lens plucked from a damaged lasrifle. In his left, he gripped a golden needle – a length of circuit wire extracted from the augmetic brain of a servitor and sharpened to a fine point. Chalcer swallowed nausea, held out his right hand, palm up, with the crystal nestled at its centre. He raised the needle high in his left. Another steadying breath. Then, he drove the needle down through glass and tender flesh. The pain was excruciating. The momentary flash of witch-sight that came next, though, was far worse.

			He saw the voidships, three, a squadron of gold-pinioned carrion birds come to feast upon the carcass of Gavaine. He saw the creatures who dwelled within those predatory hulks, six, beasts in the shapes of angels, cruel and terrible. He saw the tools that he would use to reach out to them, nine, silent now, but soon to rise on wings of fire. He saw the thirty-six who would outlive him, and then, at last, he understood the task his great and many-faced god had prepared him for. Shattered shards of images flooded Chalcer’s mind. Ecstasy, and beauty, a cavalcade of torturous sensation, overwhelming him.

			And he realised that he was shrieking.

			It took some time for his scrambled thoughts to reassemble themselves, but when they did, Chalcer felt everything slip into place. He realised why he was here, in the vox-centre of the city’s great voidport, a bastion that was minutes away from falling to the hated enemy. He understood that he was not alone in performing this ritual, in receiving these visions. There were other brothers and sisters of the cult who had different roles to play in the master’s intricate plan. He accepted that he was about to die. But he would be spared the worse torments that would soon descend upon his home world. And his dream would live on. It wasn’t hopeless. Now, a terrible certainty shone in his eyes as he turned to his bodyguards, and when he spoke, his voice was cold and commanding.

			‘Get that nine-times-damned vox up and running!’

			It took precious minutes to activate the equipment and align the transceivers, establish the correct links, and properly encode the signal. By then, the terrifying noise of combat was right outside, high-powered lasweapons cracking and sizzling just beyond the door. Chalcer hunched over the vox-thief, repeating a single, desperate message. He called out into the void, offering a terrible bargain. And at last a voice answered, cruel and uncaring, yet intrigued. The voice purred in satisfaction as it accepted Chalcer’s terms. And it was done.

			His task complete, Chalcer sagged in relief. He hardly looked up when the detonation tore the chamber’s door apart. His bodyguards, faithful to the end, levelled their duelling glaives towards the doorway and sprang forward to meet the figures that came striding through the black smoke and crackling flame. Silhouetted in the glaring afterburn of the breaching charge, they moved with speed and precision, with the strength of spring-wound muscle and the clarity of merciless intent. They were harbingers of death, the executioners of the Emperor’s enemies.

			The Kasrkin had come for him, and there was nowhere left to run.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWO. TAIKON.

			Travelling inside the cramped hold of the Chimera assault transport, the six surviving members of Oh-One Cadre did not say a word. It was not fear that kept them silent, or exhaustion – though after months of bloody fighting, they were all worn thin, and each of them was well aware of the horrors they would soon face. But they were Kasrkin, unbowed and unrelenting, and their silence now, in the moments before the killing began, was a sign of their absolute discipline. Each of them was battle-focused, their minds still and uncluttered, keyed only to the dully glowing red lumen above the egress hatch that indicated an active engagement. This was no time for grand speeches or trivial chatter. They all knew their mission, all understood what was expected of them. This was the final push, towards victory or death. Now, with the veterans of Anvil Battalion combined with fresh reinforcements and the artillery divisions of the eastern garrison, the enemy had at last been forced onto the back foot. Today, after years of brutal civil war, they would take Gavaine back, in the God-Emperor’s name.

			The hold shook violently, the Chimera jolting as an enemy projectile exploded against its heavily armoured hull, and Sergeant Kostantin Taikon found a smile threatening to form behind his helmet’s all-enclosing faceplate. Taikon rarely smiled. He had always been serious and intense, and the two years of shame and desperation since the Fall had only made him harder, colder, more singularly focused. But he felt a rare satisfaction now that he was back at the bleeding edge of the front line, leading his troopers in person after circumstances had forced him to briefly take control of an entire warfront. He was far less comfortable in the hushed, secure confines of a strategium than he was being thrown around inside the transport tank’s hold, shoulder to armoured shoulder with his squadmates. Hel’s waiting room, some of the troopers called it, but to Taikon, the Chimera’s belly was a kind of chapel, the place of calm before he stepped into the storm of war. 

			He quashed the superfluous, sentimental thought, and with it the potential smile before it had a chance to take shape. To go into battle was to be focused entirely on the present moment, in all its overwhelming assault of noise and sensation. The tank’s innards reeked of oily promethium smoke and engine grease, and the bitter spice of the unguents that the enginseers had used to anoint the mechanisms, appeasing the vehicle’s impatient spirit. The noise was terrible, the roar of the machine’s powerful engines as they accelerated towards their target, the muffled thunder of artillery just beyond them, the staccato rattle of impacts as solid-state ammunition ricocheted from the reinforced hull. Small-arms fire. Taikon recognised the shuddering reports as the enemy opened up with shorter-range weaponry. We’re getting close. It was time.

			The veteran sergeant turned his attention to his squad, who were strapped into parallel benches along the Chimera’s length. Wordlessly, he raised his hand, fingers extended upwards in an instantly recognisable command gesture. Ready arms. Geared up for full assault, each Kasrkin clutched a high-powered hotshot lasrifle across their armoured chest, keeping the barrels angled downwards with exemplary discipline. At the sergeant’s signal, they moved in unison, shifting their grip to support their weapons one-handed. The other hand clutched a thick, flexible cable that issued from their bulky backpacks, ready to connect the weapons to their power source. Just as Taikon had anticipated, the red lumen began to blink, fast, insistent. Imminent deployment. They all knew what that light signified, but Taikon issued a verbal instruction anyway. They would do this methodically, by the book. The adrenaline of battle, the dangerous excitement of an imminent victory, could be a distraction, could make even seasoned soldiers sloppy. He would not allow one of his Kasrkin to disgrace themselves by dying needlessly, not after all they had been through to reach this point.

			‘Five seconds. Connect.’ He did not shout, but his booming voice filled the hold. In almost perfect synchronicity, the troopers connected their weapons, plugs snapping home before being secured with a twist. Taikon performed the operation along with his troopers and felt a tingling vibration run the length of the lasgun as motive power flowed. Internal mechanisms cycled within the casing, aligning the focusing lenses as the weapon came alive. Only Gunner, their heavy weapons specialist, remained still, cradling his cherished meltagun and staring fixedly ahead, rarely even blinking. He was in his own cold, closed-off world, but he would fight as hard as any of them when the time came.

			Three seconds. Taikon gritted his teeth through a series of bone-jarring lurches. The Chimera pitched back, its front end rising dizzyingly. A sudden, vertiginous drop, then a violent shudder. The sergeant had been through hundreds of armoured deployments like this. He understood perfectly what the lurching movements signified. The Chimera was climbing a great ramp of rubble that had once been part of the mighty defensive wall surrounding Gavaingard’s primary voidport. The transport crested, tipped, then rolled down, sliding through the gaping breach and into the compound beyond. Taikon rode through the sudden drop, the judders of rockcrete scraping the tank’s sides as it barged through the breach, throwing up sparks. Thick armour panels shivered, solid-state ammo thrashing the hull as the defenders concentrated their fire. There was nothing they could do to slow the transport’s terrible momentum. We’re in.

			‘Two seconds, clear!’

			A chorus of metallic snaps as the Kasrkin disengaged their weapon safeties. Taikon saw their demo-trooper, Tsever Auber, tap the aquila charm she wore about her neck, saw their combat medic, Savos Linnd, reflexively check the medi-pack strapped at his hip.

			One second.

			‘Brace!’

			The vehicle swung hard, leaning into a stomach-flipping swerve, spinning to port and screeching to a halt with its flank turned to the enemy. The status lumen snapped from red to gold.

			‘Deploy!’

			Restraining straps snapped free, and the Kasrkin were on their feet in an instant. Taikon hauled down on the door release lever and the hatch swung open with violent force. Grey light flooded the troop compartment, filtered through a fog of rockcrete dust. The noise of battle swept in with it, loud and terrible. But Taikon’s voice rose through the haze, crisp, calm, focused.

			‘Full crescent, maximal fire. No survivors!’

			The Kasrkin accepted the order wordlessly. The only other raised voice belonged to Auber, the zealous trooper roaring her battle prayer as she stormed down the assault ramp before it even had time to fully extend, trusting her reinforced, blast-padded armour to catch any incoming fire.

			‘Emperor, guide our aim!’

			And they were moving, using the Chimera’s bulk as cover in those first, most dangerous moments. The squad dispersed cleanly, with the speed and precision that only a lifetime of training could instil. They split into two wings as Taikon had ordered, the sergeant at the head of one group, Linnd leading the other. They moved as one, fluid and lupine, predators seeking their prey. Both fire-teams emerged simultaneously from either side of the tank at exactly the moment that the vehicle’s turret-mounted multi-laser began to lay down covering fire, strafing the enemy position with searing, rapid-fire beams of killing light, the crack-shriek of the blasts blending into a devastating drumbeat.

			Emerging around the protective edge of the tank’s hull, Taikon had his first look at the kill-zone. Relentless training and war-honed instincts kicked in as he analysed the situation in an instant. Challenging.

			The voidport had been in the enemy’s hands for some time now, and they had made efforts to fortify it. Beyond the now-breached curtain wall was a clutter of barricades and thornwire. Crossfire stabbed towards the Kasrkin from behind heaped sandbags and from the dark cloisters beneath elevated ramparts, a hail of stubber shot and autogun rounds that chewed up rockcrete and filled the air with black gun smoke. At a fast glance, Taikon counted maybe thirty enemy combatants in engagement range. Bad odds, but the sergeant knew that the enemy’s numbers were less relevant than their combat effectiveness, their weight of fire less significant than their will to fight. Taikon could see that these were Traitor Guard, ragged, run-down, locked into a defensive mindset after weeks of retreat. Challenging, then, but not impossible. Taikon may be outgunned and outnumbered, but he was trained to find solutions, to prise victory from overwhelming odds. And he had more weapons at his disposal than merely lasguns and grenades. It was time they announced themselves.

			‘Tattershields!’ he roared as loudly as he could, his voice booming from slab-sided walls of iron and rockcrete. ‘On me, Kasrkin!’ His words had the intended effect, and he saw the waver of doubt run through the enemy. Tattershields. That was a name that carried weight – everyone in Gavaingard knew the Kasrkin squad’s bloody reputation. They were the unrelenting, the pitiless killers who struck again and again, who had severed the traitor supply lines, assassinated their leaders, defied their sorcerers and broken their forces in open battle. The traitors’ dubious courage wavered. Taikon gave them just long enough for the fear to grip before he charged, roaring his squad’s adopted name as a battle cry. ‘Tattershields!’ 

			Some of the enemy broke at once; others opened fire, a panicked, undisciplined volley. Las bolts and stubber rounds scraped Taikon’s carapace armour as he closed the distance, his Kasrkin at his heels. They fired on the move, lasrifles couched at their shoulders, aiming with unremitting accuracy. The enemy’s front rank dissolved, caught between the Kasrkin’s unerring las bolts and the merciless counter-attack of their own allies, who fired straight through them as they tried to retreat. Taikon put a hotshot round through the back of one fleeing traitor’s neck, trampling the still-kicking corpse into the ground as he stormed their front line. Beside him, the Tattershields swept in, advancing unstoppably, methodically gunning down the traitors. The enemy had been thinned out, but those who remained were the most determined, hurriedly repositioning to fill the yawning gaps in their defences.

			Taikon swung his rifle in a fast arc, seeking a priority target – there must be someone anchoring this coordinated defence. Almost at once, the sergeant pinpointed his prey. A hulking brute at the centre of a knot of fanatical cultists in twisted copper masks. His bare chest was covered in branding scars, and though his face was hidden inside a baroque cage, Taikon could almost make out his bellowed orders, cajoling his underlings to fight on. The firebrand wielded a long pike which belched black smoke, and the gleaming canisters full of alchemical fuel that were strapped to his belt sloshed as he lumbered into range. Taikon lined up behind his weapon sights, prepared to bring down the target. But cultists and Traitor Guardsmen were rallying around the leader, pouring into the fight with renewed courage. A well-placed shot from one of them struck the sergeant’s faceplate, knocking Taikon’s head back dizzyingly and obscuring his vision behind the cracked, crazed visor. He almost lost his footing, stumbled out of step, but quickly recovered. Reflexively, he jinked into cover behind a nearby supporting pillar, narrowly avoiding a stream of autogun fire. Hurriedly, he pulled his faceplate away, panting as bitterly cold air stung his exposed skin.

			Responding to the enemy counter-attack, Taikon saw Linnd’s fire-team hunkering down behind barricades, trading shots at close range. Yarin, their recon-trooper, had thrown himself prone amongst the thornwire and was picking off targets with methodical precision. Where was Cennovich? Taikon ducked back under cover as shots hammered the stanchion behind him. It was buckling already, would collapse in seconds, but seconds were all that he would need. That was when Cennovich reappeared, the squad’s vox-trooper sliding safely into cover beside his sergeant.

			‘They’re pushing back,’ he panted, ‘trying to separate us. Nearly got cut off.’

			Taikon glanced down at the Kasrkin crouching at his feet.

			‘It will take more than this rabble to slow us down,’ he answered with a growl. ‘Designate priority target at north oh-one,’ the sergeant snapped, indicating the pike-wielding firebrand. ‘I’ll draw his fire.’

			‘Understood, sergeant!’ Cennovich answered simply. Taikon was on the move before the words were fully spoken, swinging out around the bullet-riddled pillar, emerging from cover, firing as he went. Enemy rifles tracked him, and their leader levelled his pike. Blazing flame jetted out towards the Kasrkin, heat licking his battered carapace armour. But in that half-heartbeat of distraction, Cennovich struck. In a fast, fluid motion, the vox-trooper freed a grenade from his armour webbing and spiked the explosive into the traitor’s flank. A flash, a cloud of smoke and shrapnel, and screams. The detonation ripped into the firebrand, bursting the fuel canisters he carried so brazenly, and his massive form vanished in a rolling fireball. 

			Those cultists not shredded by the frag grenade ran, screaming, bodies aflame. They did not get far. Taikon strode on relentlessly, putting down the burning traitors with precise las bolts. The closest cultist stumbled towards him shrieking, the bestial copper mask it wore liquifying in the heat of alchemical fire, molten metal eating through his cheeks and eye sockets, pouring through the bottom of his dissolving jaw like some fire-breathing reptile from an ancient myth. Maybe it was chance, or maybe some hateful instinct, that drove the blazing cultist directly towards Taikon. The Kasrkin did not give either option any thought, simply judged the distance and trajectory, let the enemy charge into range, then sidestepped at the last moment. Without breaking stride, he drew his power sabre in his off hand, pivoting to slash the blade across the charging cultist’s midsection. The weapon’s disruptive energy field blazed to life an instant before impact, sending out a crackling aura of blue sparks as it sliced neatly through the cultist’s sternum, passing through flak armour and muscle and bone with the same irresistible ease. The body fell, landing in two places. Taikon pushed on, terrible in his cold determination.

			With the brutish agitator slain, the enemy line quickly buckled, and the Kasrkin surged forward to seize the initiative. Off to his right, Taikon saw that Linnd had already mounted a wall of sandbags and was firing down into the trench beyond, finishing off cowering traitors. Auber had pushed on, eager to engage as always, breaking a knot of resistance with wide swings of her looted chainsword. Gunner, fearless, strode calmly across open ground, dissolving barricades and strongpoints with restrained blasts from his melta, cutting them a path. Within minutes, the kill-zone was cleared. 

			A brief hush fell over the concourse, and for a moment, the Kasrkin found themselves alone, surrounded only by enemy dead. There was no break in discipline, no sign of relaxation. With a hand sign from the sergeant, Yarin and Auber took up overwatch positions, sweeping their rifles across the now-abandoned kill-zone, keying for any sign of movement. Yarin was limping, Taikon noticed, still carrying a wound from their previous mission. But the sergeant trusted his recon-trooper not to let the injury slow him.

			With their perimeter secured, Taikon allowed himself a moment to run through the standard mid-engagement checks: armour seals, remaining charge on his power pack, all extremities still attached. All within acceptable margins. A bullet fragment had ricocheted into his left bicep. Blood stained his fatigues, but the wound was shallow, something he could ignore. He tried to wave Linnd away when he saw the combat medic jogging over to join him. ‘Nothing worth stitching,’ Taikon told him.

			‘I’ll judge that, Kostantin,’ the medic said, lifting the bloody flap of Taikon’s sleeve and examining the shallow wound, quickly reaching the same conclusion that the sergeant had. Beside them, Gunner had taken a knee and was engaged in field-stripping his meltagun. His hands moved in a practised blur as he switched out a burnt-out heatsink and replaced the weapon casing in a series of rapid motions. The trooper had been through terrible things, had been left traumatised and all but mute – but no one Taikon knew could handle a melta with such skill, and no one was as loyal.

			‘Gunner,’ the sergeant said, gesturing to the tangled thornwire and makeshift barricades. ‘Clear us a path through this mess.’ The heavy weapons trooper did not say a word, but he snapped upright, levelled his melta, and stalked away, setting to work at once. ‘Cennovich?’ Taikon turned to find that the vox-trooper was already right behind him, moving quietly despite the bulk of the newly requisitioned vox-set he carried on his pack.

			‘Sir?’

			‘Sync with headquarters. Find out if anyone has eyes on the primary.’ Cennovich set to work at once, a hand clasped to the side of his helmet as he patched into the Imperial vox-network, requesting a strategic overview. He spoke only occasionally, in clipped bursts, picking out key details from the datastream.

			‘The other advance squads are still punching through,’ he reported. ‘Heavy resistance. But we have full breach at the east salient. That’s Captain Priesik’s own,’ he added, and his words drew a round of approval from the gathered squad, which Taikon silenced with a raised hand. Supported by wall-breaking Basilisk artillery tanks, the Cadian captain’s grizzled shock troopers could be relied on to overwhelm defensive strongpoints. Then the regular infantry would advance behind them, systematically mopping up the dregs. But a skilled commander like Priesik would not waste Kasrkin on tasks such as those. The Cadian elite were a specialised tool, a weapon which, when properly wielded, would break open the toughest defences, would hunt down the enemy leadership wherever it tried to hide. That was the mission Taikon’s Tattershields had been assigned, that was the reason they had breached the voidport wall far to the south of the main assault. Now they were in, they had a warlord to topple. It was a duty they would take grim satisfaction in fulfilling.

			‘Put me through to Priesik,’ Taikon requested, and Cennovich keyed the comms-dial welded to his chestplate, establishing a vox-link to mobile command, which Taikon patched into. ‘This is Taikon, Oh-One Cadre,’ the sergeant began. ‘South-east approach is breached and cleared.’ There was a long moment of interference before the ranking officer’s voice came through. She was in combat, Taikon knew immediately, if not from the strain in her voice then from the gunfire, heavy and close, almost drowning out her words.

			‘Acknowledged, sergeant. Well done,’ she said, her voice tight but calm. ‘I’m sending in two squads after you to hold the breach. Continue on–’ A burst of gunfire churned the line into static. When the captain next spoke, she was breathing harder, but otherwise just as steady, just as composed. Cadian discipline, Taikon thought. Colder than steel. ‘Continue on mission. The enemy is falling back to the comms control tower at northeast-oh-four. I’d wager that’s where you’ll find your primary.’ 

			Taikon craned his neck. He could see the tower rising over the embattled voidport, a dark needle against the grey sky. To reach it would mean circling the central launch pads, cutting right through the heart of the enemy’s defences. ‘Fifteen minutes. Twenty if we meet meaningful resistance,’ Taikon assured her.

			‘Acknowledged. Emperor speed you, sergeant.’

			With that, the vox cut out. Taikon swept his appraising gaze over his Tattershields. Despite their exhaustion, they remained as professional as he expected. In a few curt words, he relayed their next target, and they were ready to move by the time the promised squads of Gavaini infantry arrived a few minutes later. They came in at a fast jog, pouring through the breach to hold the vital position. Keen-eyed as ever, Yarin spotted them first.

			‘Here’s our relief. Here in six minutes – they’re getting sharper.’ The Guardsmen were rolling a pair of man-portable gun turrets into place, artillery teams scurrying to bolt the heavy weapons together as infantrymen spread out with impressive discipline, securing the flanks of the idling Chimera. The regulars always seemed to fight harder under the hawkish eyes of the Kasrkin, striving to live up to the example the brave elites set. If the Tattershields’ name carried weight with the enemy, it was doubly powerful amongst the embattled Militarum troopers. A few short months ago, defeat had seemed almost certain, and many demoralised conscripts had deserted or thrown in their lot with the Archenemy. But the Kasrkin’s string of hard-fought victories had stemmed the bleed, inspiring the few remaining loyalists to fight on. After months of working with exhausted soldiers and field-patched equipment, the influx of fresh fighters and functioning materiel had changed everything. Even the ragged veterans of Anvil Battalion were fighting harder now. Cadian discipline was like that, filtering down from the top of the command chain, improving cohesion. Taikon had noticed it before, and more frequently since their recent successes. Since we made a name for ourselves, as Linnd would have said. 

			The moment the heavy weapons were in place, Taikon gave the order. A fast sweep of his hand and the Kasrkin were moving. Following the still-smouldering path that Gunner had prepared for them, they cut through the dark cloisters towards the landing pads and the distant comms control tower beyond.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			THREE. SANZHAR.

			In official Imperial records, the voidport was labelled Ensign Initia. It was an ancient designation for a world’s primary landing zone and the principal muster point for troopers arriving from orbit. But for centuries, the citizens who maintained that port had known it by the name of Old Rally. Generations of loyal Gavaini had told themselves that this was the place where they would gather, when the time came, to offer aid to bloodied off-world comrades and assemble for the dogged defence of their home. Ever since the Chaos-worshipping cults had risen in revolution, the voidport had been a flashpoint, constantly embattled, changing hands between Imperials and traitors, between rival heretic factions, between confused splinters of the shattered planetary militias and disorganised Militarum battalions. Despite the damage the voidport had suffered in the years of war, it remained both functional and strategically vital. Whoever held Old Rally controlled the only reliable route off-world. Just as the ancient Gavaini had always believed, it was on this ground that their world would stand or fall.

			Sergeant Jai Sanzhar was born of Cadia, not 04-Gavaine. He had grown and learned to fight beneath the baleful purple glow of the Eye, not Gavaine’s cold white star. But he understood the importance Old Rally held for the world’s people. It was their final gate, that line that must never be crossed, never be lost. Officially, Imperial high command had designated the facility’s recapture as Objective Aurum, a mission of the highest priority. But in private, those same commanders had accepted that prising it from the enemy’s grasp would be all but impossible without a massed assault. Sanzhar had never accepted that. He had lobbied the captains repeatedly, volunteering his squad to carry out an audacious infiltration of the enemy-held port. Captain Priesik had called it a foolhardy gamble, had argued against sending their limited resources into almost certain death. Ultimately, though, as the strategic situation on Gavaine went from bad to catastrophic, even the most desperate gambles had begun to seem more attractive. Priesik had been overruled, and Sanzhar’s strike team had set off that same night with a burning confidence born of absolute commitment. The sergeant knew that glory only came to those who were willing to risk everything, and he knew too that the God-Emperor offered atonement only to those who gave all they had in His service. Sanzhar, and every one of the Kasrkin under his command, shared the same understanding. They would fulfil their mission or die in the attempt.

			In the end, the attempt had been disastrous.

			Unable to breach the facility’s curtain wall and lacking the Aeronautica support needed for a drop insertion, Strike Force Sanzhar had infiltrated Old Rally from below. Ten heavily armed troopers crawled through miles of cramped subterranean sluices and service conduits deemed all but unnavigable by the Imperial sappers who had first surveyed them. Those reports had very nearly proved correct. It was not just that the voidport substructure was an unlit labyrinth of choke points and unpredictably flooding run-off pipes. There were things down there with them in the dark, clans of hunched, emaciated beastmen and slithering, sightless things too mutated to even be classed as part of that despised abhuman strain.

			It had taken almost a week for the team to navigate that lightless nightmare. Not all of Sanzhar’s troopers had made it through alive, but when they finally emerged, they caused devastation. They tore through the enemy compound for almost two hours, slaughtering heretic soldiers and burning supply stores. But Sanzhar had underestimated the enemy’s numbers, and their determination. Overextending into the complex, the sergeant found himself surrounded by fanatical cultists and unusually disciplined Traitor Guard. In the end, it came down to numbers. Strike Team Sanzhar was overwhelmed, driven back with heavy losses, withdrawing under fire, pursued into the claustrophobic tunnels by heretic hunting packs. Their recon-trooper had been amongst those killed in the initial engagement – taking with her the tunnel schematics she had committed to memory. Combat Medic Chun-Lo died trying to save her. Trooper Oraz had at least made it down with them into the passageways, only to bleed out in Sanzhar’s arms, biting down on a bootstrap to keep from making any sound that could give away their position. There had been no way to decently dispose of the body, and the strike team’s survivors had had to sit in its company for three days before they had an opportunity to reposition. Trapped, they had fallen back into the crawl spaces and service ducts deeper beneath the voidport. But even there, in that lightless, hopeless place, Sanzhar had refused to accept defeat.

			From the tunnels, he began a guerrilla campaign. Day by day, he led his troopers on stealthy raids, sabotaging what they could, stealing just enough supplies to keep themselves alive. They hunted in the black of night, picking off enemy personnel who walked alone. They laid bladed, monofilament tripwires and set small explosive traps, enough to maim rather than kill. They sowed terror. But the enemy were fanatical, hardened veterans of years of civil war. They did not break. A stalemate developed. And down in the dark, delirious from hunger and depleted adrenaline, Strike Team Sanzhar lost track of time. Days and nights began to slip, and the sergeant knew that headquarters would have long since categorised the mission as failed, his strike team lost. But he would not abandon his mission. He would not accept the shame of another defeat, not after Cadia… He clung to his revenge, to his painful, slow atonement. He would bleed the enemy, drop by drop, for as long as he could. Maybe, he reasoned, that was what separated Kasrkin from regular Guardsmen. It was not their superior training or their advanced equipment. It was simply this: Kasrkin just did not know when they were beaten.

			The first thing Sanzhar knew about the Imperial assault on the voidport was a wave of impacts that rolled through the facility, shaking the foundations where his squad lurked. At first, he barely believed his senses, thought it could be an illusion of exhaustion or hunger. Then, the aftershocks hit, and dust fell, swirling in the dark around the huddled Kasrkin. Artillery strike. In the shadows beside him, Sanzhar felt someone shift.

			‘What’s all the noise?’ It was the voice of the squad’s sharpshooter, Finnar, laced with all its usual bitterness. ‘World’s finally ending?’ He had been fitfully sleeping, braced upright with his back and boots against the cramped tunnel’s opposite walls. Now, he opened one eye, a single, gleaming speck in the near-total darkness.

			‘Artillery,’ Sanzhar answered, senses straining to discern more from the distant noises. ‘Sounds heavy.’ More movement in the tunnel, the other troopers coming to wakefulness, listening just as intently as their sergeant. Soon, the detonations became a continual drumbeat, the percussive rumble of medium-range explosives.

			‘That’s Basilisks, that is,’ Trooper Milliss said from further down the crawl space. ‘I’d know the sound of them long guns anywhere.’ From above, the wail of warning alarms reached them as the enemy scrambled to readiness. Sanzhar felt his heart rate accelerate, leaping with an unfamiliar feeling of hope. He turned to his troopers, flashing a fierce grin.

			‘It’s a full assault. The assault,’ Sanzhar breathed. The meaning of his words took a moment to sink in. This, finally, was their moment to commit, their chance to break out, to emerge into the heart of the enemy’s defences and wreak maximal carnage. It was also, more than likely, a suicidal action. But after so long lost in the dark, feeling hopeless, helpless, they were all ready to make a final grab at a glorious death. Finnar gave a nasty snort of a laugh as realisation dawned.

			‘Took them long enough.’

			‘We can do it,’ Milliss said, more to herself than to her squadmates. ‘We can break through. Link up with the assault.’

			‘We can. We will,’ Sanzhar assured her, hoping that his confidence would strengthen the depleted squad’s resolve. ‘Rest period is over, Kasrkin!’ he announced, filling his voice with more bravado than he felt. ‘We have bloody work to do. Combat-ready in two minutes!’ 

			Despite their wretched state, the Kasrkin rallied quickly, striking their makeshift camp, grabbing everything they could carry. Within the allotted minutes, they were on the move. They had to drag themselves through total darkness, bellies down, shoulders touching the tunnel sides, packs scraping the ceiling, crawling implacably towards the surface and the din of war.

			The squeal of the unoiled access hatch was painfully loud, and Sanzhar winced as he inched it open. Perched at the top of a narrow ladder, the Kasrkin peered cautiously over the hatch’s rim. The hangar beyond was dark, empty. Unguarded. They had emerged beneath the chassis of a half-disassembled mass-lifter, the carcass of the huge shuttle locked in place by silent, unmoving servo-arms. Sanzhar crawled out of the hatchway beneath the machine, huffing the cloying fumes of old oil and tacky, congealed unguents. There was no sign of movement in the hangar, no sound except the distant rattle of weapons fire and the regular thunder rolls of artillery. A single lumen flickered and sparked, fitfully powered by some emergency generator. 

			Wary but swift, Sanzhar emerged from beneath the shuttle. Back hunched and hellgun at the ready, he swept the chamber, advancing towards the hangar’s main doors. He did not need to look back to know that his troopers would be grouped close behind him, spreading out only enough to stay out of each other’s firing lanes. They had been tight before the mission, a well-drilled hunting pack. Now, after all those weeks trapped in each other’s space, breathing in each other’s sweat and living off each other’s heat, the tunnel fighters were almost a single organism.

			Finnar heard the footsteps first, and the sharpshooter swung his long-barrelled marksman lasrifle towards the doorway, tucking the sights up close to his eye. Responding almost as fast, the squad dropped into defensive crouches, ducking behind the cover of barrels and disassembled engine parts. They watched, tense, as the door’s locking wheel began to spin. Abruptly, the portal swung wide and two panicked soldiers burst in, silhouetted in glaring grey light. Sanzhar saw at once that they were fleeing. Cowards. They almost tumbled over each other in their haste. The Kasrkin recognised their copper masks, the ugly runes painted on their uniforms, and he knew them for the heretics they were. Beside him, Finnar calmly, almost casually, took aim. But the sergeant laid a hand on the sharpshooter’s barrel. With their supplies so depleted, he was not willing to waste the power charge of even a single las bolt. Calmly, shrouded in the hangar’s darkness, Sanzhar stood. He moved almost silently despite his carapace armour, padding towards the targets like some death world felid. He drew no attention until he was almost upon them. Then, the nearest traitor half turned, squinting into the dark.

			‘What’s…? Who’s there?’ That was Sanzhar’s signal. In a burst of explosive speed, he charged them. The Kasrkin was lithe and powerfully built. He closed the distance in a few steps, a darker shape erupting from the darkness. He drove his bayonet into the eye socket of the first heretic’s hideous mask. Reversing the jab, he wrenched the weapon free and thrust the butt into the second traitor’s throat with crushing force. The man staggered back, clutching his neck with both hands, windpipe collapsed. He could not even scream, only rasp and choke as he stumbled back towards the doorway, eyes full of terror. Sanzhar threw out a hand, grasped the enemy about the face, put all his strength behind his extended arm, and drove the traitor’s head back into a metal stanchion. The heretic’s skull did not shatter in a single blow – Sanzhar was not quite that strong. But he was nothing if not determined. He kept going until he heard the satisfying, wet crack.

			Before the limp body had slid all the way to the floor, Sanzhar’s squadmates had gathered around him, emerging into the grey light from the doorway. In the stark glare, they looked like half-starved lupines – thin, feral, smeared with grime and old blood, and hungry, so hungry, to spill more. Finnar chuckled cruelly, prodding the traitor’s corpse with his boot. Behind them, Milliss’ eyes gleamed with cold determination, while Peltaine and Grovski flicked the safeties off the twin grenade launchers they hefted. Sanzhar looked from face to battle-hardened face and gave a nod.

			The surviving Kasrkin of Strike Team Sanzhar emerged from the hangar into a scene of anarchy. Peltaine and Grovski spread out to secure their flanks while Milliss moved up front with her flamer ready. But the voidport was already burning. Hunkered, slab-sided buildings were aflame, and every few seconds, great blasts of smoke and rubble were sent hurtling into the grey sky by exploding artillery shells. Oblivious to the enemies emerging in their midst, scattered groups of traitors ran – either fleeing in panic or hurrying towards contact points in a desperate attempt to shore up their failing defences.

			A nasty grin split Finnar’s lean face, and he took a deep breath, full of gun smoke, promethium fire, and blood on the whipping wind.

			‘Emperor’s teeth, but it’s good to be out of those filthy tunnels!’

			Sanzhar hid his predatory smile behind his rebreather. The sharpshooter may be right, but there was no time to savour it.

			‘Breathe when the fight’s done,’ the sergeant snapped. ‘On me, Kasrkin. Advance and engage. Let’s remind these heretic scum we’re still in this fight.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			FOUR. YARIN.

			With a shriek of hatred, the cultist leapt out of his hiding place amid the wreckage, slashing the air with a hook-bladed knife. At the head of the column, recon-trooper Yarin reacted at the speed of instinct. He threw up his left arm in a defensive sweep, just barely keeping a grip on his bulky warden auspex as he took the jarring impact of the knife on his vambrace. He felt the blade scrape along the armour’s surface, pushed it away, and pivoted, turning the cultist’s momentum against him. With a grunt of effort, the Kasrkin threw the fanatic over his shoulder and down to the rubble-strewn ground. The heretic landed badly, back cracking over a length of girder, but he kept on flailing pathetically with his knife. 

			Linnd was next in their column, grouped up close behind the recon-trooper. The medic did not break stride, simply angled his hellgun down as he stalked forward and put two blazing hotshot rounds into the thrashing cultist, one through the heart, one through the skull. Then he glanced up, locking eyes with Yarin for a moment through their polished visors. The two shared a nod of mutual respect.

			‘Stay on the move,’ Sergeant Taikon reminded them sternly from further back in line. ‘They’re getting desperate. They know the end is close.’ Yarin could sense it, too. These suicidal attacks were becoming more frequent the closer the squad came to the comms control tower, lending strength to the working assumption that the nexus had been chosen for the cultists’ final stand. With their last bastion in Gavaingard crumbling around them, the traitors were hurling themselves blindly at the advancing Imperials. Others were systematically destroying ammo caches and igniting promethium stores, scorching the earth to leave nothing the advancing Imperials could use. And wouldn’t we do the same, Yarin wondered, in their position? The recon-trooper quickened his pace, as though to outrun the troubling thought. He could not allow himself to feel kinship with the enemy. Empathy was a path to treachery, as the Ministorum preachers said. And lately, Yarin had felt unfamiliar doubts clouding his mind. He would not let them take hold.

			They had been making good time in cutting across the compound. A cluster of huge landing pads dominated the central sector of the voidport proper, towering above them on gigantic shock-absorbing pillars, each as thick as a sentry tower. Little light made it down beneath the pads, and the Kasrkin loped as quickly as they dared through the twilight darkness filled with trip mines and choke points. Yarin should have been at his most confident here. Leading a squad through dangerous terrain was where a skilled recon-trooper could make the most difference. He told himself he was where he was supposed to be, heading the column, auspex raised before him like a drawn pistol. Methodically, he cycled through the machine’s sensor vectors, scanning for traces of reactive chemicals or electro-magnetic sources that would suggest explosives, tracking for the shifting bands of pressure or thermal bloom that meant live bodies. Any tiny trace could indicate danger, could give the squad that moment’s warning that put them on the right side of death or victory.

			As they picked their way through the maze of barriers and rubble, Yarin occasionally gave word to Gunner, who strode beside him, implacable and unreadable. Then, the heavy weapons specialist would bring his melta to bear, blasting some trap or lurking knot of cultists that the recon-trooper’s scans had detected. Destroyed at a safe distance, enemy mines detonated harmlessly in flashes of white-hot fire, and concealed heretics died before they ever had a chance to strike, their screams lost amidst the roar of fusion fire.

			The blazing heat washed over Yarin as he walked, and he gritted his broken front teeth tightly. Every step sent a hot throb of pain through the flesh of his calf, where a sniper’s las shot had almost crippled him two weeks earlier. Linnd had stitched the wound, but it had been stubborn, refusing to knit. There was little even a fully supplied medic could do to tend to las-cooked flesh. Yarin forced himself to ignore the pain. Not here, not now, not until the mission’s done. 

			Despite his outward focus, Yarin could feel the thrilling tension in the air, the raw, adrenal edge of combat, of victory almost in reach. This was the moment they had been fighting for, for so long, the end-point of months of desperate missions. So why, that voice of doubt wondered, did he feel like something terrible was about to happen? Maybe it was exhaustion, maybe the endless, nagging pain of his wound, but Yarin was conscious that the last few weeks had sapped his resolve. Even as they emerged victorious time and again, he had begun to feel unusually pessimistic. They all knew what was coming for them, even if they did not say it out loud. Against them, there was no victory, no matter how hard they fought, no matter how many traitorous warlords and opportunistic secessionists they brought down. The Archenemy’s forces sometimes seemed infinite. Treachery was everywhere, worming its corrupting path through the defenders of Gavaine like maggots through a corpse left to rot a month in a flooded foxhole…

			Yarin grimaced, shaking the remembered image from his mind. He felt a sticky heat in his calf and realised the wound was bleeding again.

			In the end, it took the Tattershields fourteen point oh five minutes to cross the sprawling voidport. The artillery bombardment was heavier here, the rhythmic pounding of detonations mixing with the tumult of heavy fighting somewhere off to the east, where the main Imperial assault was still ongoing. Lowering himself to the ground, Yarin crawled cautiously up a steep bank of rubble, peering over the crest at the open area beyond. The comms control tower rose up ahead of him, surrounded by a wide concourse criss-crossed by thornwire and dotted with heavy weapons emplacements. But the heavy guns were silent, unmanned. Bodies – both traitor and Imperial – were scattered about the plaza. But not enough, Yarin thought, concern growing. There had been a firefight here, but this did not look like the aftermath of the heavy, no-quarter defence he had expected.

			‘Have the cowards fled?’ Auber whispered, crawling up close beside him. Yarin squinted, made a non-committal grunt as he extended the antennae on his multi-scanner for maximum range.

			‘If they ran, where did they run to?’ He swept the sensitive scanning device across the disquieting vista. The signals that came back were garbled. Nearby energy spikes and heat venting from below ground turned the device’s readout into a storm of static. By now, Taikon and the rest of the squad had caught up with them, and the Tattershields lay in huddled conference. Yarin reported what he had detected.

			‘Tower’s sitting on a power-exchange junction, I’d wager. Could be miles of coolant ducts under our feet.’

			‘Enough to hide an ambush in?’ Cennovich wondered.

			‘If you were mad, maybe. It would be poison and murder down there, hard rad and toxins…’

			‘Let us assume the enemy are not entirely sane,’ Linnd had time to murmur, darkly, before Taikon gave the only order he could in the circumstances.

			‘We advance. With vigilance.’

			Yarin forced himself to stay calm as he led the way across the open ground. He had seen first-hand how effective the enemy’s snipers could be, and now his senses bristled, hairs stiffening along the back of his neck. He kept glancing suspiciously at the empty windows and gaping doorways of the blocky buildings surrounding the plaza. Any one of them could conceal a lurking threat. But no shot rang out, no fatal blast brought him down. Almost there…

			Yarin noticed the flicker of activity in an open doorway at the same moment that his multi-scanner gave a warning trill.

			‘Movement left–’ Yarin began, before a flurry of alarms issued from the handheld device. ‘No, all sides! Ambush!’ he yelled as the firing started.

			‘Contact!’ Linnd took up the cry, dropping to a firing position on one knee. The enemy were relatively few, but their crazed zeal made them dangerous. They charged straight into the Kasrkin, launching their attack from several sides, spilling from concealed hatches and the doorways of buildings that had seemed abandoned just moments before. They sprinted from the shadows wielding knives and makeshift weapons, hurling themselves headlong into the Kasrkin’s reflex-quick las fire. Many died before they had run more than a few steps, but their comrades charged on, heedless, trampling their fellows’ fallen corpses. The onrushing cultists wore the same scavenged armour and masks as the others that the Tattershields had encountered, but beneath their robes Yarin could see that their bodies were disproportionate, twisted and deformed. Mutants. The recon-trooper had seen such wretched things before, insane warp-worshipping lunatics who viewed their disfigurements as blessings from their hideous gods. Yarin fired, dropping a shrieking fanatic with a set of twitching, featherless wing limbs jutting from her back.

			‘More incoming, right!’ he called out as he backpedalled, deflecting the wild slashes of a creature whose palms were punctured by the unnaturally lengthened bones of his forearms, which jutted out like savage, organic spears. Yarin caught the blows on his rifle casing and twisted the barrel around in a tight arc, creating just enough space to fire, putting a las round through his attacker’s stomach. The stink of bile and burnt flesh was appalling, even through a rebreather. Yarin shoved the body away and raised his rifle, instantly searching for the next target. What he saw coming made his stomach drop.

			‘Ogryns!’ Three of the truculent brutes were being herded out, driven on by cackling, demented cultists equipped with cruel electro-goads.

			‘I see them!’ Taikon barked, his voice clear through the vox. ‘Exactus formation! Re-form!’ Heavy boots scraped rockcrete as the Tattershields reacted with near-perfect synchronicity, each trooper taking a single long step back, creating distance as they formed two parallel firing lines. As crisp as if they were on a parade field.

			With a surge of concern, Yarin understood the sergeant’s intentions. Though the ogryns lumbered forward to threaten their left flank, the mutated cultists on their right were close to breaking, even their fanatical courage wavering under the Kasrkin’s devastatingly precise and disciplined counterfire. Sensing the opportunity for a decisive blow, Taikon had deliberately split up their lines, allowing one fire-team to proceed on mission while he dealt with the approaching abhumans.

			‘Go!’ Taikon voxed to Yarin’s separated group. ‘Take that tower!’

			Yarin hated to leave his squadmates in danger, but he did not hesitate to follow the order.

			‘Acknowledged!’ the recon-trooper barked in reply. ‘Don’t die without me!’ With that, he gritted his teeth and ploughed into the enemy, with Auber and Linnd joining in beside him. Yarin punished the traitors for their timidity, scything down two cultists as they turned their backs in their haste to fall back towards the comms control tower. He saw their twisted comrades hauling open the tower’s armoured door and sprayed their position with las fire, pursuing them into the tower’s beckoning doorway. He forced himself not to glance back at Taikon and his squadmates. There was no time now for doubts. Not until the mission’s done.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			FIVE. TAIKON.

			Taikon did not need to watch his troopers go to know that they would carry out his orders. Yarin, Auber, Linnd… All had earned his absolute trust many times over. They would do their duty without his oversight. Right now, he had more pressing matters.

			Taikon moved with deadly precision, falling into rhythm with Cennovich and Gunner. Kill and re-form, as they had been trained. No more skulking, no more evading. The Tatter­shields had been pushed hard these last few months, thrown into one deadly mission after another. They had lost comrades, but those who had lived had emerged harder, more determined than ever. Now, so close to victory, nothing would turn aside their cold wrath. Certainly not a few ragged cultists without the good sense to know when they were dead men. And not the hulking ogryns now bearing down on them.

			Taikon had always felt a certain sympathy for the abhumans, simple creatures driven into the thick of battle with little understanding of what they fought for. He had thought them loyal, tough, and dependable. He had been forced to modify his thinking after a herd of the brutes, spooked by a Chaos witch, rampaged into their formation at the battle of the due-east processional and trampled his old comrade Sojuk beneath their iron-shod boots.

			The monster that bore down on him now was immense, hulking even for an ogryn, its already hugely muscled frame warped by disgusting mutations. Its broad back was a tangle of thrashing, whip-like tentacles, and the thick bones of its fists had fused together, turning its hands into a pair of brutal clubs. It snarled and sprayed saliva when it swung its massive head from side to side, trying to pick a target, panting through a gaping mouth forced permanently open by a profusion of overlong tusks. Give it a target, then. 

			Taikon yelled out for the beast’s attention, driving one fist into his chestplate with a loud metallic clatter, holding his sabre out before him in his other gauntleted hand. Even this poor creature understood the unmistakable challenge. In response, it beat at its own chest with gigantic club-fists. Then, the atrocity began to lumber towards the Kasrkin, picking up momentum as it went, trampling a traitor who had been too slow to get clear. Taikon felt the ground tremble under his boots as it bore down on him. But the sergeant stood his ground, sabre extended. His hand did not shake. He was not afraid. He had already accepted as an absolute certainty the fact that – sooner or later – he would die in battle. It would be on Gavaine, more than likely. But it would not be now. Taikon would not go the way of old Sojuk. He would make his death mean something. He would make his death into a weapon, to wound the enemy he had hated so intensely and for so long that he no longer felt rage, only a cold and unrelenting enmity that turned his blood to ice, his nerves to razor-sharpened steel.

			‘Gunner.’ The sergeant spoke calmly, not shifting his stance in the least. ‘In your own time.’ There was no response from the taciturn heavy weapons specialist. The ogryn let out a bellow as it loomed over the indomitable Kasrkin, its lower jaw distending unnaturally, as though to swallow the unflinching sergeant whole. Taikon flicked a glance over his shoulder. ‘Gunn–’ 

			There he was, showing no emotion behind his gleaming visor but moving with purpose. He stepped around the sergeant without a word of acknowledgement, bringing his meltagun to bear. Taikon threw up a hand to shield his eyes. The flash of melta fire was dazzling even through his visor’s polarising lenses. When the Kasrkin blinked, he saw the ogryn was still tottering forward. But it was carried now only by momentum, not any living will. Its belly was gone, hollowed out by Gunner’s fusion blast. Sizzling entrails slopped from the cavity, tangling around the mutant ogryn’s massive boots. The brute stumbled and fell, its huge, misshapen head striking the rockcrete with an earth-shaking thump, mere yards from where Taikon stood.

			‘Good shooting, Kasrkin!’ Taikon said, attention immediately moving on from the steaming, ruined carcass towards the next target… before being dragged back. Something dark and gleaming had caught the sergeant’s attention, something strapped to the abhuman’s back, between the still-spasming tentacles. A thick disc, a tiny transceiver, a blinking activation lumen. Explosive. ‘Down!’ 

			Taikon threw himself against Gunner, and they dropped flat just as the device detonated. The blast knocked the air from Taikon’s lungs. Fragments of shrapnel and blackened ogryn bone slashed into him. A particularly jagged chunk of what once might have been jawbone had embedded itself in his helmet, its weight pulling at his neck. But he was on his knees, then his feet, in a few scrabbling seconds. He yanked the compromised helmet free with a grunt, tossed it aside as he reached out an arm to help Gunner up. ‘On your feet, soldier!’

			Thick, soot-blackened dust swirled around them, stealing the light. Someone lunged for them through the smoke. Reflex-fast, Taikon flicked his sabre tip to meet them, cutting a throat beneath a snarling metal mask. The debris began to settle, but it grew no brighter. The second of the ogryns was almost on top of them, blocking the pale grey sunlight. That was when Cennovich sprang out beside them, emerging through the dust cloud, laying down repelling fire.

			‘Get back!’ he shouted, though if he was addressing his squadmates or the ogryn, Taikon could not be sure. The sergeant saw the vox-trooper’s shots turn into harmless sparks as las bolts slashed the great panels of scrap metal that served the abhuman as armour – the damned thing looked like it was wearing a tank’s access hatch as a chestplate. Nearby detonations pulled at his attention. He was dimly aware that the remaining cultists were engaging another force. Frag grenades were bursting amongst the enemy ranks, mutilating cultists with shrapnel – were there more Imperials in the field? Taikon filed and closed off the distracting thought. One problem at a time. The ogryn was almost upon him. If in doubt, engage – the Militarum maxim flashed through his mind as he made his decision. 

			Taikon sprinted towards the ogryn, yelling a battle cry. It snarled savagely, reaching for him with three muscled arms – two hands and one snapping, chitinous claw. The sergeant tucked himself forward into a roll. His armour clattered about him, muscles protesting at the punishing treatment. Taikon knew it was a risky manoeuvre. Militarum-issue armour was manufactured to protect a soldier fighting in massed ranks, made to deflect shells and catch shrapnel, not offer manoeuvrability. The boxy, angular plates could easily lock if they struck earth at the wrong angle, sending a soldier sprawling, helpless. But Taikon had spent the better part of his adult life under carapace. 

			He knew the exact limits of his wargear as well as he knew the limits of his own lean and powerful body. He threw himself forward, tucked, rolled, and came up with his sabre in a reverse grip, off hand already braced against the pommel to drive the blade with maximum force. With all his strength, Taikon punched the blade through the back of the ogryn’s leg, the sword’s vicious tip bursting out beneath the kneecap. He ignited the weapon’s power field, and the ogryn’s damaged knee dissolved completely in a flash of disruptive blue lightning. The beast howled, swinging its wounded leg forward, away from the source of pain, with enough force to wrench the sabre from Taikon’s hand. 

			The ogryn took a step, leaving half a severed stump of leg behind. It crashed down to its one remaining knee. Eye to eye with the kill-focused Kasrkin. It was down, but still dangerous. Taikon gave it no time to recover. He stepped in close, dodging the mutant abhuman’s backswing, drawing his plasma pistol from its holster at his hip. The weapon emitted a shrill whine, and the densely wound coils within its casing were suddenly superheated, shifting from gleaming copper to blazing blue then blinding white as he held the trigger, just long enough to build the necessary charge. The plasma flash was dazzling, a miniature sun that flared for a fraction of a second. The bolt passed through the dense bone of the ogryn’s temple, blasting a cloud of vaporised brain matter out through the opposite side of its skull. Only then did Taikon let out the breath he had been holding and survey the kill-zone.

			The ogryns had been herded out into the path of the oncoming Tattershields like a barricade of lurching, living muscle. But as Taikon turned to meet the cultists who had been goading the abhumans forward, he saw only scattered corpses. The third and final ogryn lay dead amongst them, body aflame.

			‘We have company, sir,’ Cennovich said into the closed vox, gesturing across the kill-zone with a sharp tilt of his head.

			The newcomers had appeared from out of nowhere, shredding the enemy flank with grenades and close-range las fire, turning what may have been a bloody running battle into a quick and decisive victory for the Imperials. Now they stood in a loose skirmishing formation, weapons ready. Taikon had seen enough of the galaxy’s cruelty to distrust lucky turns, and he knew enough of the Archenemy’s tricks to doubt the appearance of an unexpected ally. His Tattershields felt the same. They kept their distance, rifles trained on the newcomers. And in an instant, they were in a gunpoint standoff.

			In the silence that fell after that last shot, they faced each other across the corpse-strewn courtyard. They mirrored each other, weapons raised, eight heavily armed and armoured veterans. Taikon’s thoughts were racing, hurrying to assess the strangers as threat or ally. He focused on their leader, noted his posture… the exact angles of his firing stance, the crisp straight line from wrist to elbow as he gripped his hotshot lasgun, the couching of the rifle butt into a groove filed into his armour’s right shoulder plate. They didn’t teach that at the academies – that was a veteran’s trick, a common field modification to improve stability while firing on the move. They seemed to be Kasrkin, sure enough. But Taikon knew the enemy loved deception. 

			The sergeant took in their ragged appearance – the patched and scuffed armour, stained with blood. Mismatched weapons, knives. Bloody trophies hung from armour webbing, a string of shrivelled ears here, a necklace of finger bones there. Signs of barbarism, certainly, but not necessarily of the taint of Chaos. Sometimes, amongst the grizzled fighters of the Imperium, it was not as clear cut as it seemed. Linnd had reported that they had encountered a heretic clad in stolen carapace armour on their last mission, a scavenger no more fit to wear the Kasrkin uniform than to die in it. He wished the medic was at his side now – he was always the most dependable, the calmest and clearest-eyed of the Tatter­shields. The moment of confusion had gone on long enough.

			‘Ident-Croesus?’ Taikon called out the coded inquiry at almost the same moment as the newcomer did. The phrase was an identity marker in the clipped Kasrkin battle language. In unison, both replied: ‘Kasr-Sephir!’ Friendly, then. Taikon relaxed, just a fraction, and appended his unit identifier. ‘Oh-One Cadre, Tattershield.’ He saw the impact his name had on the unfamiliar Kasrkin, the subtle adjustments of stance, the surprised glances from soldier to soldier. The name carries weight, Linnd kept telling him, though he refused to see it as an honour. The newcomers’ leader lowered his rifle and took a step forward, sweeping off his helmet. The face beneath was gaunt, hollow-cheeked, half hidden in a month’s growth of tangled black beard. And violet eyes. Taikon recognised the sure mark of Cadian heritage at once.

			‘Sergeant Jai Sanzhar,’ the newcomer said. ‘Oh-Nine Detachment.’

			Is that a Kasr Petrovel accent? Or even Kasr Ruzh? Questions like that would have to wait. There was only the slightest pause before Sanzhar added a single command phrase. Just one word, spoken for his own troopers’ benefit as much as for Taikon’s squad. But it diffused the tension immediately.

			‘Cede.’

			And with that, Sanzhar clarified the chain of command, submitting to Taikon’s seniority and placing his troopers under the veteran’s control. With that one word, Taikon found his forces doubled. New tactical possibilities began to unfold in his mind, but he maintained his focus. ‘I have Kasrkin on mission in that tower,’ he growled. ‘We link up and provide fire support. Fall in!’

			There was no word of complaint, no hesitation. The squads fell in, moving together and merging into two columns. And though there may be natural suspicion, rivalry even, none of it mattered. They were all Kasrkin. And they had a traitor to kill.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			SIX. YARIN.

			In the cramped confines of the comms control tower, every gunshot echoed painfully loud, reverberating from the oppressive walls. Climbing that spiral stair was like hiking up the barrel of a surface-to-orbit cannon. Normally, Yarin would have taken those steps two at a time, giving the retreating enemy no time to escape. Now, he had to proceed more slowly – though no less relentlessly. The winding staircase gave both sides some cover, and they traded shots to little effect as the traitors gave ground. But the Kasrkin’s carapace armour gave them an edge, allowing them to push forward into oncoming fire. Inexorably, Yarin closed the distance, caught up with them on an upper landing, finding them clustered together, hammering at a sealed security door, screaming to be let through. He almost pitied them, but he pushed that scrap of humanity aside. A fast burst on full-auto was all it took, and the defenders slumped, lifeless, against the las-scorched door. Auber was only a little way behind him. She patted his shoulder, indicating that he should withdraw to a minimum safe distance, rejoining Linnd. They watched in tense silence as the demo-trooper unpacked the necessary charges and trigger wire from half a dozen pouches strapped across her bulkier armour. Working almost faster than Yarin could follow, she assembled a trio of small explosives and positioned them at precise points around the security door – sealing them to the hinges and locking mechanism to ensure a clean breach. Then, she stepped back from her work, putting herself, and her armour’s reinforced blast padding, between the explosion and her squadmates.

			Auber gave the signal, and the Tattershields ducked low as she tapped the trigger rune on her handheld detonator. The blast filled the corridor with smoke and floating cinders, but the carefully shaped explosive charges channelled the full force of it safely away from the hunkered squad and straight through the armoured door. Even before the dazzling flash had faded, the Kasrkin stormed the breach.

			Yarin led the charge through the still-sizzling doorway, rifle raised, assessing the chamber beyond in a single sweep. The walls were crammed with blinking vox-banks, and the centre of the room had been desecrated by some kind of occult ritual – Yarin trampled through a rough circle of salt as he advanced. Only three figures waited in the cramped space. The smallest was hunched over a vox-thief, a blank look on his face. That, Yarin decided, must be the primary target, the chieftain Chalcer. The other two were powerfully built men, veterans by their battle-worn but well-maintained flak armour. They stood their ground as the Kasrkin approached, levelling a pair of serrated, heavy-bladed duelling glaives. Yarin’s eyes flicked between the two. He chose his target and put him down with a single, clean las bolt between the eyes, faster than it took to blink. But before he could pivot to bring his hotshot lasrifle to bear on the second bodyguard, the cultist struck.

			‘Change is eternal!’ With a howled battle cry, he lunged at the Kasrkin, thrusting with the glaive. Fast as the cultist was, the Kasrkin’s honed reflexes were faster. Yarin spun on his heel, ingrained muscle memory carrying his regimen-honed body faster than conscious thought, putting him just out of the bladed polearm’s trajectory. And that was when his body failed him. The unhealed wound in his leg twinged fiercely as he put his weight on it, sending a jolt of pain through a limb that suddenly refused to go where his body needed it to. Yarin stumbled. The glaive caught him in the ribs, skidding along his carapace armour and digging in somewhere under the Kasrkin’s arm. Yarin clenched his broken teeth and bit down on the scream, forced himself past the pain as he swung back with both arms, driving his rifle butt into the traitor’s face with a stomach-turning crunch. The bodyguard stumbled, blood streaming from a crushed eye socket, but he kept his feet, raising the glaive in both hands for a downward hack. A las round passed through his chest, leaving a sizzling hole. He tottered, head turning slowly, disbelievingly, towards the door. A second shot, as precise as the first, blasted away what was left of his bloodied face. Linnd had shouldered through the still-smoking doorway, moving with deadly determination.

			The traitor chieftain had still not moved from his place by the vox-thief. Yarin rose to his feet, levelling his rifle to complete the execution. Chalcer met his gaze. Yarin thought he might try to make a break for it, try to scurry away like a rat in the ration stores. But he did not run. He stared and snarled in contempt.

			‘You simple fools, don’t you–’ Yarin cut Chalcer off with a las bolt. The blast pierced the traitor’s chest, slamming him back into his chair. He did not die. ‘Don’t you see what’s coming?’ The words continued, issuing from the warlord’s general direction but not from his throat. ‘Pain and horror and suffering unimaginable!’ The voice was slurring, deepening into a hideous, bestial growl. Chalcer threw out his arms, talons that had been fingers moments earlier splaying wide. The temperature in the vox-centre dropped suddenly, and crazed patterns of hoarfrost formed on the ground, creeping out from the heretic’s feet.

			‘Witch!’ Yarin cursed, diving aside. Linnd and Auber did the same, throwing themselves against vox-banks to avoid a blast of coruscating blue energy. All of the Kasrkin had recognised the dark power radiating from the heretic chieftain, the uneasy feeling in the air that portended a warp manifestation. Any Cadian would have done – a lifetime spent beneath the gaze of the hated Eye would give anyone a sense for the wrongness of things. Yarin realised that this was no rogue psyker or fellgor shaman – the traitor was untrained, unprepared, not a user of the otherworldly power but only a conduit to it. It burned through his body, taking control. Chalcer – or what had been Chalcer – was on his feet again. As the Kasrkin fired upon him, his hands burst into flame, long cables of pink-hued fire lashing out as his limbs blistered and burned, strands of muscle peeling away from charring bones. Sparks flew as the vox-banks overloaded, filling the cramped chamber with acrid black smoke.

			Auber was back on her feet first. With a roar, she hurled herself across the chamber, whipping her chainsword upward in a vicious underarm swing that crunched through Chalcer’s bird-thin arms, severing both at the elbows. Blood sprayed in a crimson arc, painting Auber’s armour. But Chalcer kept his feet. The warp power had a hold on him now. 

			The heretic screamed, a terrible shriek of soul-deep agony. He staggered, holding out the stumps of his arms, stumbling across the chamber, shrugging off the las rounds that Linnd pumped at point-blank range into the cultist’s warping flesh. Out he lurched, through a secondary doorway. Yarin limped after him, dragging his numb left foot behind him. Seeing how little effect the hotshot rifles were having, the recon-trooper stooped as he crossed the smoke-filled chamber, sweeping up one of the vicious duelling glaives dropped by the slain bodyguards.

			He pursued the mutating chieftain out through the doorway, staggering out onto a narrow balcony that overlooked the voidport’s main landing pads. The concourse below was filling with soldiers. Yarin glimpsed disciplined squads in dark grey urban camo and polished flak armour. The Imperial assault had broken through. Old Rally was already theirs. Yarin found Chalcer perching on a narrow balustrade, head thrown back, shrieking. The warp-maddened creature turned to face him. A long, yellowish beak was in the process of emerging from the cultist’s gaping mouth, and the wound across his chest was visibly widening. As Yarin closed the distance, he saw Chalcer’s ribs snap. Their broken ends became teeth in a maw that yawned wide, spilling out a thrashing tongue made of braided intestines. Yarin squinted into the mess, judged the approximate placement of the rapidly rearranging organs, and thrust decisively with the scavenged glaive. Finally, Chalcer slumped back against the banister, pierced through the heart. Clouding, dying eyes stared up at the sky, where a flicker of warp light pulsed behind the grey clouds.

			Moments later, Yarin’s squadmates emerged from the smoke-filled vox-centre. They found the recon-trooper reaching into his pack, from which he took a small, tightly folded package of fabric. He unfolded it, let it ripple to its full size in a hot breeze that smelled of gunsmoke, and burning plastek, and corrupted blood. He looped the flag onto the jutting glaive shaft that pinned Chalcer in place and let the banner fly. Across its burgundy field, the golden, twin-headed aquila of the Imperialis spread its wings. As the troopers far below began to notice the flying flag, a ripple of celebration ran through the compound. Fists punched the sky triumphantly, and cheers floated up to the balcony, muffled by distance. 

			With a weary sigh, Yarin sat on the banister beside the fresh corpse, found a ration stick in a pouch, and – staring off at nothing – began to chew. It had taken almost everything he had, but after two gruelling years, Gavaingard was back in Imperial control. Linnd was laughing, Auber punching his shoulder with rough affection. But Yarin could not celebrate, could not feel any satisfaction, not yet. They had taken back the city. Now they would have to hold it against an even greater enemy.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			SEVEN. CAELINUS.

			In a bygone age of hope and glory, the strike cruiser had been called the Sovereigns’ Seal. But for almost ten thousand years now, it had borne the name Salter of Wounds. The words were etched in Gothic lettering upon the jagged, thorny wedge that served as the vessel’s prow. They glinted when they caught the cold grey light of the prey system’s dim star, the one marked on Imperial charts as Gavaine. Silently, unhurriedly, the baroque vessel cut through the void, a predatory pack leader flanked by its two lesser brethren, a pair of frigates captured during the recent void war above Cadia. Now Cadia was dead, and the redoubt worlds which ringed the subsector had been overwhelmed with refugees and spirit-broken soldiers fleeing from its destruction. They had proven to be easy pickings for predators patient enough to bide their time, hanging back while the False Warmaster drove his vast fleets towards distant targets. Patient enough to drift in their warp wake, following the currents of the wildly undulating Rift. 

			The Dark Prince always provided for those who took their time to savour the galaxy’s limitless bounty. And Caelinus, Lord and Sovereign of the Six, prided himself on his patience. He lounged, now, in his command throne, watching the strategic holograph lazily rotate before his wide and lidless eyes. He saw five planets caught in the sway of a cold star. Of them, only three were inhabited, and those were balls of rock barely worth scourging. They looked like tiny emeralds in the holo-projection. 

			Caelinus swatted absently at one with a taloned finger, smiled as the ordered illusion of three-dimensionality was disrupted, the floating orb dissolving into a smear of jagging green static before returning to its wonted shape. Of the three life-supporting worlds, only one had a projected population over ten thousand. Slim pickings. But Caelinus was a connoisseur, not a glutton. He could find entertainment in even these meagre-seeming offerings. The banquet of horrors he had gorged himself on in his youth had simply made him more creative in his maturity. He had learned to relish the anticipation, learned to squeeze pleasure from every agonising, overstretched moment of his millennia-long existence. He could not say the same for his underlings, the newest arrivals especially. The so-called Children of Torment, the renegades who had come crawling to his banner, debasing and prostrating themselves for the chance to wrap themselves in the borrowed glory of his ancient Legion. They were no true Children of the Emperor. They did not understand, not yet. But he was a beneficent master. He would teach them, in time.

			A slow smile spread across Caelinus’ face, serrated rows of teeth peeling back one by one as his thoughts lingered on his latest project. Falgyr was his name, a bloody-handed butcher with a talent for sowing terror, one of the strongest of the petty aspiring champions who had joined him after Cadia, bringing his pack of recently converted Renegade Astartes with him. In the first months after he swore himself to Caelinus, Falgyr had repainted his armour in a fleshy puce hue and bleached his red hair to a brittle snowfield white, doing all he could to blend in with his betters. Caelinus approved, but he understood that such cosmetic changes were ultimately meaningless. Changing the newcomer’s nature, now that was a venture worthy of his attention.

			Falgyr had joined Caelinus expecting a bloody crusade, not the sadistic slowness of the long hunt. When their ships translated into realspace at the edges of the Gavaine System, Falgyr instantly demanded that he be let loose in a headlong assault. And when Caelinus refused him, he flew into a rage, screaming and raving and threatening. In the height of his vainglorious tantrum, Falgyr had taken to scouring himself in the centre of the Grand Strategium with a bladed flail. He had drawn quite the crowd, cruel-eyed and lip-licking, giggling or offering helpful suggestions to improve his technique. Caelinus had found it a pitiful spectacle, one which may have been amusing had it not amounted to a public display of disrespect for his authority. But still, it was fascinating to see a Space Marine so enslaved by emotion. 

			In the end, Caelinus had offered a compromise. He had embraced Falgyr in full view of his minions. He had run his talons soothingly through his bleached hair, cradling his head as he whispered consoling words in his ear.

			‘So eager, Falgyr, you set quite the example to our lessers.’ He had flicked his gaze to the tittering, hungrily drooling onlookers, sharing his mocking smirk with them. ‘In my wisdom and benevolence, I grant you permission to take the outer worlds of this system. Do unto them what you will. May they prove a great distraction.’ If Falgyr had detected the condescension in Caelinus’ words, the aspiring champion was too far gone to make a show of it. The eagerness in his upturned eyes had been pathetic, an addict’s need to sate a base dependence. He had roared in delight and kissed the taloned aquila embossed on Caelinus’ breastplate, leaving a smudge of acid saliva that tarnished the ornament’s gilding.

			Pride – that was what separated them. The renegades were but addicts, lost completely to their cravings. Few of the old Legion remained in this decadent epoch, few who still carried the need for perfection encoded in their very genes. No matter how far they fell – and oh, they had fallen far – they still retained some shred of pride. They were the sons of Fulgrim, the Children of the Emperor Himself. And they were perfection.

			Caelinus’ many eyes refocused on the hololith before him, interpreting the tale of horrors and delights written in its glowing lines. A string of doomed worlds. The pristine arrowhead formation of his voidship squadron, drawing closer. And – unfurling before them like a grasping hand – a swarm of tiny, jagged rune markers. Each represented a drop-ship bearing Falgyr’s overeager renegades towards their targets. They would burn and scour and torture the life from this system, world by world. And perhaps, Caelinus thought, intrigued, perhaps Falgyr might begin to understand what it meant to embody the Phoenician’s perfection…

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			EIGHT. PRIESIK.

			After the victory at Old Rally, Captain Priesik’s Cadian 442nd Infantry moved to secure the voidport in record time. Mere hours after the last shot was fired, medicae centres had been set up to get the wounded back to combat readiness, and labour teams had swept in, clearing rubble and rebuilding breaches in the towering curtain wall. There was no pause for breath. Everyone worked with the vigour that came from knowing that time was short. Though details of the precise danger that was approaching the redoubt world had been kept deliberately quiet, the rumours had spread, as they always did, through camp gossip. Heretic Astartes. Three ships, heading in-system, and only days away. It was spirit-crushing news, and morale was fragile. In such circumstances, Priesik knew that it was best to keep the Guardsmen busy. Hard work helped them turn the energy of their recent victory into proactive preparation for their next, and exhaustion kept them from dwelling on the prospect of what was ahead of them. 

			If she pushed her men hard, Priesik pushed herself harder. She worked relentlessly, rarely pausing, let alone sleeping. High command had placed her in charge of the defence of Old Rally, and she would not fail in that duty. Sleep, she often told her command staff, was a luxury. Recaff was a necessity. And duty… duty was everything. She personally oversaw the reconstruction, redeploying every soldier and auxiliary under her command into rotating details that worked through light and darkness, filling every second of Gavaine’s thirty-eight-hour days. A thousand competing factors dominated her thoughts. Each had to be weighed before she committed resources to repairing or recapturing strategic assets – surface-to-orbit guns, void shield generators, and even, in her most ambitious plans, the high-anchor stations. The list seemed endless, the task insurmountable. But defeat was not a concept she believed in. It wasn’t hopeless, not yet.

			And so, the voidport was rebuilt, transforming from an active warzone to the lynchpin of a planetary defence. Unused crew quarters were cleared and repurposed as barracks. Signs of the enemy who had so recently occupied the place – scrawled runes, heretical tracts, esoteric objects – were confiscated, burned, scrubbed and scoured clean. Every stubber shell, power pack, and item of useable material was catalogued by bleary-eyed quartermasters and distributed along grinding, tireless supply chains. Enginseers and their coteries of tech-adepts were set loose in hangars and forges, repairing recaptured mass-lifters and bringing weapon systems back online with prayer and ritual and endless, grease-smeared toil.

			With a long, tired sigh, Priesik put down the dataslate she had been reviewing. She swept off her cap and pushed fingers back through a few inches of chestnut hair. It had grown longer than she would have preferred. After a lifetime of crew cuts and close-fitting helmets, its length now felt fussy. But there had been no time to have it shorn in the last few weeks of relentless forward momentum. And, she knew, there was unlikely to be another chance before the Archenemy arrived. After that, well, it probably wouldn’t matter one way or the other. Replacing her cap, Priesik glanced over the still-unread dataslates piled across her narrow desk. What next?

			The next slate was a Munitorum report, itemising the remaining stocks of ammo and supplies. An addendum caught her eye. Discrepancies. Several cramped columns of numbers detailed supplies lost in transit, or simply disappeared from storehouses and caches during the upheaval. Such things happened, but the scale of the missing supplies – rations, mostly – hinted at a deeper problem. Black markets emerged wherever soldiers were encamped without proper resupply, wherever civilians lived too long in miserable wartime conditions. It was just another problem that would need to be resolved when she had time. Priesik put down the slate. There were more pressing matters.

			‘Sunin–’ She started to call for her adjutant, getting halfway through the soldier’s name before she remembered. Suninski had been dependable, had – in the three years they served together – become like the captain’s shadow, rarely more than a few steps away. And she had died right beside her commanding officer just a few days ago, blown apart by a mortar shell as they advanced through Midacher district. Priesik made herself remember the woman’s face, her reddish hair and the set, unsmiling line of her mouth. We remember the fallen, the captain told herself, repeating a line from an old soldier’s prayer, straight out of the Primer. We remember their deeds. Proper memorials were another thing there was no time for, not now. Remembering the faces was the best they could do. Centring herself with a sigh, Priesik tried again.

			‘Adjutant!’ she called, using her captain’s voice, the deep bellow from the chest that every Cadian knew on an almost instinctive level, the one that stiffened the spine and raised the chin, that snapped a Guardsman to action.

			‘Here, sir.’ The man who had taken up the position appeared at Priesik’s doorway almost immediately. Despite his size, he was softly spoken, with a diffident manner that almost made her overlook his scarred and rugged appearance. ‘Adjutant Galver, reporting.’ He spoke with a wry smile, unobtrusively reminding the captain of the name she had failed to memorise in the thirty frantic hours since they had met. At some point, in amongst the confusion and competing logistical demands of running a planetary warfront, Galver had simply stepped into the vacant adjutant’s role. He was efficient and effective, and his presence had taken off some of the pressure. Priesik was thankful for that, even if it would be some time before she could bring herself to rely on the stranger. She made a mental note to review his personnel file, another task for another time. In the here and now, she had a vital mission briefing to attend.

			‘Is Commander Taikon here yet?’

			‘He is, sir,’ Galver answered, briskly gathering up the dataslates from the overflowing out-stack on the captain’s desk. ‘I’ll send him in.’ Priesik nodded to that, a curt dismissal. But some detail had caught her weary eyes, and she called her new adjutant back before he disappeared. Even through her exhaustion, she had noticed Galver’s still-healing scars, the sloppy dressings slapped on recent wounds.

			‘You’re bleeding, soldier.’ 

			The adjutant paused, glancing distractedly at the fresh bloom of blood staining the bandage around his right hand. ‘Just my luck, sir. Ran into a traitor sabotage squad en route from headquarters. No time to dress it properly.’ 

			Priesik knew that feeling all too well.

			‘Your diligence is noted, trooper. Now report to a medic before it gets any worse.’

			Taikon was ushered in a few minutes later. In his bulky carapace armour, the Kasrkin veteran seemed to fill the small office, looming over Priesik as he snapped off a crisp aquila with wrists crossed over his armoured chest. The captain gave a slight frown at that, but there was no irritation in her look, only admiration, as she returned the salute. They were both Cadian. Discipline and respect for the chain of command were the foundations they had built their lives on, the core that kept them going, even after their home world’s destruction.

			‘Sergeant,’ she said. ‘You’re readjusting to your former rank?’ The grim old soldier did not smile, but the way he set his jaw and rolled his shoulders told her that he was pleased indeed.

			‘Yes, captain. Back where I belong.’

			She raised an eyebrow. The Kasrkin was hard to read. Surely he was aware of his reputation, of the vital part his leadership had played in turning the tide of a losing war.

			‘I’ve seen what you achieved with nothing but a worn-out battalion and no support, Kasrkin. You cracked the enemy wide open. I’m beginning to think you belong at headquarters.’ She watched his manner harden at that, his expression going flatter, colder.

			‘Is that why you called me here, captain? I am more use leading a squad–’

			Priesik cut him off before he could object. She could see how uncomfortable the idea made him. ‘Not quite. High command has other plans. We’re consolidating forces to repel the…’ And here she hesitated. They all knew what was bearing down on Gavaine, but putting it into words felt like summoning bad luck, like an admission of helplessness. She made sure her voice was level before she continued. ‘To repel the Heretic Astartes. I’ve requisitioned a full resupply for your cadre. And allocated reinforcements.’

			‘You mean the strike team we recovered? Sanzhar’s five?’

			‘For a start. But headquarters is consolidating everything. Planetwide. That means troopers scraped up from liberated kill-zones, soldiers redeployed from covert missions…’

			‘How many do we have?’ Taikon leant in, unable to hide his curiosity. When Priesik told him, she saw the flash of astonishment cross the Kasrkin’s craggy face, replaced almost instantly with a furrow of deep contemplation. Priesik could almost see the strategic possibilities spinning through the sergeant’s mind, just as they had unfolded in hers. An ambitious commander could win a battle with that many Kasrkin. And maybe, even, defend a world.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			NINE. ORRICH.

			In the permanent twilight beneath Old Rally’s elevated launch pads, a temporary city of tents and prefab storehouses had grown overnight. Some were triage centres, where the wounded lay side by side with the dying, and exhausted medicae officers scrambled from gurney to gurney, hurriedly identifying those who could be saved. Others were ration depots, where the enlisted men queued in long, grumbling lines for steaming mugs of recaff or starch broth. In theory, every Militarum encampment in the galaxy was meant to be laid out along a reliable, uniform plan. But in practice, the demands of wildly different force organisations and planetary cultures meant that just about every regiment had its own way of doing things. 

			With Gavaingard now fully back in Imperial control, a vast movement of citizens was taking place. Fresh soldiers were being marched into the capital, some from the planet’s second city, Haldr Purita, others from rearward staging posts and the subterranean bunker complexes at Dvisk and Maczco Deeps. The voidport was quickly filling up with civilian labourers, artificers and militiamen, restless Gavaini regiments and disciplined Cadian reserves, and fragments of the auxiliary forces that had fought beside them during the Fall. As he made his way through the crowded pathways between tents, Infantry Sergeant Lanse Orrich recognised the diverse uniforms of Anatath Grenadiers, Plutonian Watchwyrks, even outriders from the Quinn-Lann Cavalry. High command was drumming up every soldier they had for the final effort. And wherever they came from, most of them had ended up here. Orrich could feel the tension in the air. The trembling energy of thousands of brave humans united in common purpose. And beneath that thin veneer, a deeper layer of fear, antagonism, and mutual mistrust.

			Making his way towards the upper levels, Orrich passed by a tight huddle of troopers, off duty and warming their hands around a barrel fire. A common enough sight, hardly worth a second glance… but something about these men seemed somehow furtive, suspicious. One of them was speaking, his voice low but rapid enough that it drew Orrich’s attention. The sergeant slowed his pace, just a little, as he neared the group, straining to overhear the conversation.

			‘You don’t know what they’re like, not ’til you see them move and fight,’ the speaker was babbling. ‘You ain’t seen nothing!’ Orrich’s brow furrowed, and he slowed to a stop. ‘When they get here, you just better pray to the God-Emperor on high! Because there ain’t nothing we’ve got on this cursed rock that can stop Astartes!’

			Orrich felt anger flare, but he gripped it in an iron fist of self-control. He shouldered into the huddle, pushing aside the two closest troopers, the ones with their backs to him. One arm shot out, and Orrich fastened his meaty hand around the speaker’s collar. Suddenly, the group parted, eyes wide, glancing left and right and down at their boots, anywhere that wouldn’t meet Orrich’s one good eye. Those that did not know him recognised the sergeant’s studs stitched on his fatigues and reflexively stiffened, cheeks burning with shame. Those who did recognise him shrank back. Orrich had a fearsome reputation, the scarred-up veteran infantryman who – so the barracks gossip said – had single-handedly murdered his former squad when they had turned traitor, had brought down a heretic warlord in a bare-knuckle fistfight, had fought beside Kasrkin, for the Emperor’s sake! An abrupt and ominous silence had fallen over the group. Orrich broke it.

			‘We have the Guard!’ Orrich bellowed his contradiction into the speaker’s face. ‘The Guard can stop any damned thing the galaxy throws at it.’ There were some mumbles from the group, some nods of agreement. The speaker squirmed in Orrich’s grip. He was just a boy, really, barely twenty. His age didn’t matter to Orrich. This was a matter of discipline. 

			‘We don’t have no commissar in Gavaingard. Not any more,’ Orrich went on in a meaningful growl, letting the words sink in. ‘But if I hear any more defeatist talk like that…’ And here he swept his fiery gaze around the assembled troopers, letting them know that they shared some part of his anger. He was secretly pleased to see a few of them flinch. ‘I will personally deal out a commissar’s justice to any man that doubts his duty.’ 

			The sergeant’s eyes returned to the speaker’s face, one brown and full of fire, the other a blind, milky white. ‘Copy?’ he asked, but it was no more a question than his threat of summary execution had been a bluff. The speaker nodded, bobbing his head as much as he could with Orrich’s knuckles gathered under his chin.

			‘I copy, sir,’ he gulped. Orrich loosened his grip, grunted in disdainful acceptance, trusting that the lesson had been understood. He took a moment to pull the lad’s collar back into a crisply folded line.

			‘And tighten up this uniform. You want to shame your squad in front of the Cadians?’ The boy looked down at his scuffed boots, unable to meet the sergeant’s fearsome gaze. Orrich felt his anger drain away. If the boy had let fear enter his heart, it was hardly unsurprising. He was no Cadian, and no Gavaini either – the accent of his Gothic and the sloppy fit of his harness told Orrich that much. The lad was an off-worlder for sure, one of those who’d come in with the drop-ships in the months after the rout. Which meant that he had almost certainly seen combat in that apocalyptic warzone, had maybe even seen Adeptus Astartes in action. Or maybe he was just a scared boy staring down the barrel of a long, unwinnable war that none of them would ever live to see the end of. Orrich realised none of that mattered. What mattered was that they made a stand against the horror that was coming, just as the Cadians had done, just as the Tattershields had done. 04-Gavaine stood as long as they all stood together. 

			‘What’s your name, trooper?’ Orrich tried to inject some unaccustomed compassion into his voice.

			‘Vo Marden, sir. Arleisi Nineteenth Blocking Battalion,’ the shamed infantryman replied, voice raised enough to be clear but empty of pride or insolence. He knew better than to mumble in a sergeant’s presence.

			‘Arleisi,’ Orrich rumbled, turning over the unfamiliar name. ‘From what I heard, Arleisi are as brave as they come.’ He had heard no such thing, of course. But in the circumstances, a little lie might give the lad back some pride, might just help them all hold their morale together. ‘Is that correct, soldiers?’ 

			The assembled Arleisi Guardsmen called out their agreement, stood up a little straighter. Orrich let a hard smile break across his stern, scarred face. ‘That’s what I thought.’

			When he reached his guard post, on an elevated rampart overlooking one of Old Rally’s great launch pads, Orrich had a clear view of the new arrivals pouring in. He spent the next few hours watching overburdened transports lumber down the rampway and clusters of soldiers marching in, some in groups of fewer than a dozen, some in columns hundreds strong. Beside him, his corporal, Lescoe, leant with his elbows on the guardrail, lip curled in his usual disdainful expression.

			‘That’s a ragged crew, and no mistake,’ the corporal said. There was no contempt in his voice, only a weary resignation. After two years of siege, the planet’s once proud defence forces had been winnowed down to this. ‘Old men and green cadets.’ Orrich did not take his gaze from the marching troopers.

			‘Look closer,’ he argued. ‘There’re some that’s sharp and keen.’ Lescoe clicked his tongue against his teeth, but he had to acknowledge that his sergeant was right. The soldiers presently passing below were moving with a stiff precision, their eyes darting warily, alert to danger, even here, telltale signs that these Guardsmen, at least, had seen battle recently. There were other signs, too – glimpses of recent wounds and fresh dressings half concealed by uniforms, patches over eyes flashing gauze white under the concealing frames of flak helmets. Then, Orrich saw something that made his stomach drop. Was that–? He craned his neck, trying to get a better view of the trooper he had fleetingly glimpsed on the rampway below. The face had vanished into the crowd already, and Orrich tried to ignore the uneasy feeling. It couldn’t be. You’re being paranoid, he told himself. They’re parading through the damned camp, they ain’t hiding nothing… But his instincts told him he was lying to himself. Lescoe could clearly see the sudden change in his sergeant’s manner.

			‘Something wrong, sir?’ he asked, instinctively reaching for the strap of the lasrifle slung over his shoulder.

			‘No…’ Orrich answered automatically, distracted. ‘Stay here. You have the watch.’

			Lescoe frowned, clearly concerned. But the only response the corporal could give was a mumbled, ‘Yes, sir.’ 

			Orrich said nothing more, just made his way quickly down the switchback stair to the long rampway below, to get a closer look at the incoming Guardsmen. He moved quickly, keeping his eye on the troopers while he weaved through crowds of scurrying labourers, narrowly avoiding crashing into an enginseer who marched by cradling a complex piece of half-assembled machinery in his hydraulically powered arms. After a few moments, Orrich slowed. There was no sign of the face he thought he had seen. It was only paranoia. After all he had been through, that was only to be expected. With a decisive shake of his head, Orrich turned away. And as he did, he found himself looking right into the eyes of the man he had been pursuing.

			There, marching in line not more than ten yards from where Orrich stood, was a man he recognised. He had a narrow, sallow face, sandy-blond stubble, and pale blue eyes. Jansiger was his name. They had served together in the same battalion, three years ago. And Orrich knew him for a traitor. With his heart pounding, Orrich stepped forward to intercept the trooper, ordering him out of line. Outranked, out in public, there was nothing Jansiger could do but obey. Orrich thought he saw panic in the man’s eyes. But as he approached, a wide smile broke across Jansiger’s face.

			‘You made it out,’ Jansiger said, stepping in close and speaking low so as not to be overheard by the crowd. This was not what Orrich had expected. Jansiger’s sudden affability put him off-guard. Questions he had not considered a moment before suddenly spun through his mind. Was it some kind of trick? Orrich’s thoughts wheeled, and he felt a wash of doubt, and shame. Hadn’t they both been swept up in their respective squads’ betrayals? If Orrich could keep his loyalty and fight his way free, couldn’t Jansiger have done the same?

			‘I did,’ was all that Orrich could manage in reply. 

			Jansiger reached out to grip Orrich’s shoulder – a breach of protocol, but the openness and intensity of the gesture put the sergeant off balance, made him pause. ‘We all did what we had to do to survive,’ Jansiger said softly. ‘You made it out, too. I’m glad you did.’ 

			Orrich felt horrible memories stir in the back of his mind, dark thoughts he would have preferred to forget. Visions of desperate civilians crying out for help. Visions of good, loyal comrades summarily executed for speaking out, while he bit his tongue and kept his silence. Orrich knew that if he pushed those memories away into the dark places of his mind, they would only fester. He had forced himself to face those horrors, had accepted his part in them, and he carried the scars and the shame. Orrich understood, probably better than anyone on Gavaine, how a decent, loyal Guardsman could march blindly into corruption.

			Jansiger was still smiling, but an awkward silence had developed between them. Orrich shrugged the other man’s hand free from his shoulder, and he saw the bandage wrapped around Jansiger’s right hand, the dark smudge of dried blood at its centre standing out against the grubby gauze like the pupil of a bloodshot eye.

			‘If that’s all, sergeant,’ Jansiger said, voice calm, reassuring. ‘I have to catch up with my unit.’

			Brow creased with troubling thoughts, Orrich waved the Guardsman away. The encounter had left a bitter taste in his mouth and a nagging worry in his bones. With the pressure that was bearing down on them all, the line between commendable watchfulness and morale-destroying distrust was becoming ever thinner. But when the enemy was everywhere… He watched as Jansiger jogged to return to his place in the marching column. Was there something strange about them? Something sly and shifty in their glances, something stiff and wary in their movements? You’re getting paranoid, he told himself, but he did not believe it.

			When he caught up with his squad, Jansiger cast a last, fast, furtive glance over his shoulder. Orrich had turned, finally, and had begun to walk away. Jansiger breathed a sigh of relief as he glowered at the loyal sergeant’s back. As he slipped smoothly back in to marching order, Jansiger locked eyes with the Guardsman who marched beside him. Silna was her name, a weaselly, narrow-shouldered woman with piercingly grey eyes.

			‘Old friend of yours?’

			Jansiger replied with a silent shake of his head, keeping his voice low as they marched in lockstep. Surrounded by loyalists, they had to be careful. Any mistake now, and death would be a mercy compared to what was coming.

			‘He may be a problem.’ The words, and the threat they implied, hung in the cold air between them. ‘He recognised me – he may recognise others. We can’t let anything interrupt the plan, not now.’ The plan. Merely saying the words brought back flashes of the vision his master had granted him. Three ships, six beasts, nine wings of fire… He clenched his fist, feeling the ritual wound prickle painfully. ‘I’ll take care of it.’

			Silna shook her head sharply. ‘No, Jan,’ she told him. ‘You are our guide. I’ll be our blade. I’ll do it.’ 

			Jansiger saw the commitment in her eyes. Unlike some of the brothers and sisters of the cult, Silna believed wholeheartedly in their dream of Illumination. She fully understood the sacrifice she was volunteering to make. After that, there was nothing more to say, and they marched on in silence, the rhythmic trudge of their boots blending into the cacophonous noise of a camp preparing for war.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TEN. YARIN.

			Under the glaring white strip-lumens in the medicae tent, the whirling pattern of bruises covering Yarin’s body looked livid, like the purple swirls of the Great Rift that dominated the night sky. The recon-trooper sat, back straight and jaw locked tight, uncomplaining as Linnd stitched his recent wound. The medic gave one of his sardonic smiles as he worked the long, curved needle smoothly through the ruptured flesh across his comrade’s ribs.

			‘You got lucky again, Petro. An inch or so deeper and we would not be talking right now.’

			‘Yeah,’ Yarin groaned in answer, his voice sounding uncharacteristically drained, even to himself. ‘I feel lucky.’ There was no humour in the words, just a flat weariness that had nothing to do with the raw pain of his wounds. A silence descended on the two Kasrkin, broken only when Linnd knotted off the surgical thread and stood back.

			‘Let me see the leg.’

			Dutifully, Yarin rolled up his fatigues to his knee and extended the limb. It was stiff, sluggish, and he could not hide his grunt of discomfort. Linnd wrinkled his nose as he methodically changed the dressing, swabbing the cooked pink flesh of Yarin’s calf with counterseptic before administering a series of injections into the damaged muscle. It was plain from his expression that the wound was not healing well, but he kept his tone light and matter-of-fact as he spoke to the younger Kasrkin.

			‘Another few weeks,’ he said. ‘If you rest it.’

			Yarin laughed, mistaking the advice for another of the medic’s bad jokes. Both men knew there was no possibility of recuperation, not with the final battle for Gavaine so close at hand.

			‘Sounds good to me,’ he said. ‘Sign my papers and have the departmento ship me off to a paradise world. I heard Jannapar is ni–Ugh.’ He wrapped the sentence off with another grunt as Linnd’s needle scraped bone. The shots were a light gene ther­apy, intended to stimulate new muscle growth to replace the meat destroyed by the las wound he had taken. It was a slow, painful process, one which Linnd had solemnly informed him was not always successful. Yarin preferred not to think about what the future held if the treatment failed.

			‘I mean it,’ Linnd continued. ‘We have two days, maybe, before the enemy makes planetfall. We will need you fit for that. I will be recommending to the sergeant that you are assigned light duties until then.’

			Yarin went cold. ‘I’m not leaving the squad,’ he said, his tone leaving no room for uncertainty. ‘After everything we’ve been through!’

			Linnd held up a hand, conciliatory. ‘For a few days only. And the decision will be Taikon’s.’ As he talked, Linnd packed the needler and unused dressings back into the medi-satchel he always wore at his side. Yarin gave the bag a sidelong look.

			‘Don’t you have some stimms in there?’ He tried to keep the desperation from his voice, tried to pass the question off as humour, but Yarin saw Linnd’s face harden at once. Damn, he thought, too far. He readied himself for the lecture he knew was coming.

			‘Stimms are an emergency contingency, soldier, not a palliative. They hijack your nerves and force the body to keep fighting. They do not heal your wounds. If you want healing hands, talk to a saint. Down here in the mud, we have the syringe, or we have the bone saw–’ 

			Linnd cut the sentence short, and Yarin could see immediately that he regretted his show of irritation. The medic ran a hand across his shaven head. It was at times like this that Yarin was reminded how hard Linnd fought to keep his comrades alive, how many squadmates he had seen die over the years. Yarin already regretted asking the question, but he saw the conflict in the medic’s face. 

			With a heavy sigh, Linnd reached into his satchel and withdrew a small, steel-clad cylinder. He held it up in front of Yarin’s face. ‘Adrenosyne,’ he said, his face deadly serious. ‘One dose. Emergency only. Understood?’

			‘Understood, sir,’ Yarin replied, hoping that the genuine respect he felt came through in his tone. ‘Thank you.’ 

			Linnd handed over the stimms, his eyes meeting Yarin’s with a tired, faraway look, and turned away. 

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			ELEVEN. TAIKON.

			Seventeen Kasrkin jolted to sharp attention the moment Commander Taikon entered the cavernous hall, the hard clatter of their carapace armour sounding like a drumroll. Most were strangers to him, serious, scarred faces staring forward, awaiting his orders. There had been no time to skim their personnel files, but amongst the ranks, he spotted Sanzhar. The grizzled Kasrkin gave him a wary nod, his dark, violet-tinted eyes locked. The Tattershields stood aloof, at crisp, chin-jutting attention like fresh recruits on a parade ground. Leading by example. He felt a moment of pride at their discipline. Taikon recognised a few others, some who he had served with in the first weeks on Gavaine, others who he knew only by reputation. There was Udovicci, who some of the enlisted men called the Hero of Kasr Loach. Few of the assembled Kasrkin could claim to have slain as many heretics as she had. And there, at the back of the hall, stood Vannd and Morsovisk, whom everyone called the twins, though they could hardly look less alike, one broad as a grox, all solid muscle, the other lean and tall even for a Kasrkin. They had fought side by side at the Camp Logian retreat, ensuring the escape of hundreds of Cadian cadets, buying them the chance to heal, grow strong, and rejoin the fight. There was Argen, Boriz… The names swam in Taikon’s crowded thoughts.

			Taken together, they were a ragged-looking cadre, kitted in battered and field-patched armour, mismatched schemes of urban camo and Cadian drab blackened with oil and grime. It fell far below even field standard. Taikon’s old drill sergeant would have meted out a month’s punishment duty to any trooper who presented himself in such disarray. But the old man died on Cadia, and Taikon’s own troopers had been through so much since then that even their vaunted standards had slipped – apart from the always immaculate Gunner, maybe. Taikon stood before the assembly of elite soldiers, hands folded behind his back, letting them all take his measure.

			He wore no honours on his armour, few squad markings other than the broken shield painted on his shoulder plate and the winged skull on his helmet which identified him as sergeant. He gave the newcomers a moment to take it in, wondering if they understood. Then he tapped the insignia with two fingers.

			‘In Kasr Macharograd, where I was born, this was a badge of shame. The Tattered Shield is the insignia of the washout cadre where troopers went when their own units were disbanded. A unit made up of survivors, who had lived when their comrades died, who had escaped death but left their missions unfulfilled. I wear it now as a reminder. All of us outlived Cadia. We go on living simply so that we can avenge that loss.’ He saw the conflicting emotions on his troopers’ faces, the stern agreement on some, the frowns of doubt on others. He let the words sink in. ‘We take no pride in this duty. We do not hope for atonement, not after what we lost.’ He noted the ripple of discomfort moving through the ranks, the sidelong glances passing between them, the raised hackles. But he heard no word of complaint, no sign of insubordination. They’re still disciplined, he thought, as I’d damned well expect. He pushed them further. He had to have their measure before he led them into battle. ‘You will hand over your kasr tags, strip your honours, paint out unit markings. You are all Tattershields now.’

			Yarin did the thankless work, slowly walking along the ranks with an old ammo box into which the troopers dropped their tags and insignia. The metallic clanging was the only sound in the great hall. Taikon watched the assembled troopers closely. One of them will say it, he thought. One of them needs to. He knew the anger his decision would provoke in the proud veteran warriors. He knew that it would fester unless someone brought it to a head. He could not allow himself to show it, but he was glad when Udovicci spoke up, her hand clenching into a tight fist around her kasr tags as she held out her arm above the can.

			‘Permission to speak freely, sir.’ Somehow, the silence in the chamber deepened, and it felt like the cold rockcrete walls grew suddenly colder. Taikon inclined his chin.

			‘Speak your mind, trooper.’

			‘Respect, sir, but we don’t have nothin’ to be ashamed of.’ Another ripple through the ranks, this time of agreement. ‘We done our duty, and the enemy cheated us at the last. Only thing we didn’t lose was our honour, sir. These tags… That’s all we got left of home.’

			Taikon let her finish. He could see the strain on her face, the tight lines around her left eye, the raw scar tissue around the bulky bionic that served as her right. He could read the conflict in her, the battle between dutiful obedience and her own pride, her drive to excel. That was what he needed to reach, that place that would push her – push all of them – harder. They would need every bit of that resolve to have a hope against what was coming. They would all need to give everything.

			‘Home is gone,’ he said simply. ‘Cadia is gone. We can’t win it back. We–’ Before he could continue, another voice cut in.

			‘Heard you fought at Kasr Ruzh on the Last Day.’ Sanzhar blurted out the question that had clearly been troubling him. ‘Is that true?’

			Taikon flicked his stern gaze in the younger sergeant’s direction and cursed inwardly. Gossip could spread through a camp as quick as poison through veins. Sanzhar appeared composed, his tone level. But Taikon could see the intense focus in his eyes. The name, the accent, it fit together. Kasr Ruzh had been the lad’s home. Taikon dragged a hand down his square chin, gave a snort of acceptance. No point in treading timidly.

			‘We were given the defence of the evacuation point,’ he stated. Sanzhar took it in, nodding slowly. But the stretching silence that followed carried an unspoken demand for more details. Taikon did not believe in dwelling on the past. What was done was done – you simply carried the scars and moved forward. But he knew how hard it was to sever yourself from a long-ago life, from the people and the place that forged you. He tried to give the newcomers what they needed. ‘We held the wall for two days. Two days of wounded Guardsmen and refugees getting lifted to orbit, while a million heretics tried to kick down the gate. Headquarters gave us five full squads. Nine of us got out.’ 

			You could have heard a tech-priest’s gears cycling in the heavy silence that followed. Sanzhar took it stoically, hands balled at his fists, his knuckles white as he processed the information. The outburst did not come from him but from the sharpshooter, Finnar, stood to his right.

			‘Nine!’ he shouted, swinging a ferocious look across the assembled Tattershields. ‘You. You’re all that’s left?’

			‘That’s right,’ Auber answered, bristling at the sharpshooter’s tone. ‘By the God-Emperor’s own hand.’ Finnar scoffed at that, and Sanzhar tried to intervene.

			‘That’s enough!’

			But Finnar had been holding on to this anger for too long to hold back now. ‘No one should have come out of that alive! If I’d been there, I’d have fought to the death. What kind of Kasrkin retreats when the Archenemy comes to burn his home world?’ His voice was shaking as he vented this long-repressed fury.

			‘If you had been there… you would know…’ It was Gunner who spoke, his voice a dry croak wrung from a tight throat unused to forming words. He had been all but silent since that day, more than two years ago. None of his comrades knew exactly what he had seen, but they had all lived through the same apocalyptic nightmare. They knew better than to pry.

			‘What would I know?’ Finnar spat the words. But there was no anger in Gunner’s solemn face as he met Finnar’s furious gaze, only a yawning, impossible distance, an absence of light. It was like staring out into the void between stars.

			‘You would know… no one could have saved it. Not in the end. We tried. We held. Followed our orders. That’s all we’re good for, in the final account.’

			It was the most words Taikon had heard Gunner utter since Cadia. By the time he stopped speaking, Finnar had deflated, his shoulders sagging.

			‘We just… should have been there.’

			‘You weren’t there, and so you lived.’ Taikon’s tone was cold and level. He had given these warriors space to vent their anger. Now, he knew, he had to give them clarity, a purpose they could dedicate the rest of their lives to. ‘You lived so that you can punish the Archenemy. Punish them, bleed them, and drive them back into the Eye.’ He swung his gaze across the assembled troopers. Every eye was locked on him, every Kasrkin taut with their raw, shared anger. ‘Tattershields’ – he addressed them all by the grim name, the word of censure that had somehow come to mean defiance, and pride, and hope – ‘Cadia is gone. We are what’s left. Cadian vengeance. Is that enough for you?’

			They answered as one, a barked chorus of ‘yes, sir’ that reverberated from the rockcrete walls, full of sharpened anger and absolute focus. Taikon kept his expression stern and unreadable, despite his satisfaction. The ragged troopers had shown him that they still had the mettle that had made them Kasrkin, that they were ready to storm, unflinchingly, into the teeth of an unwinnable war. In return, he explained their mission, and he told them how they were going to make a difference.

			When the briefing was over and the Kasrkin had jogged sharply from the hall, Linnd came to his sergeant’s side.

			‘Well, they took it better than they might have done,’ the medic said through his habitual sardonic grin. ‘They didn’t riot.’

			‘Better to have the poison out than to let it rot. Isn’t that what the medicae primer says?’

			‘The medicae primer also describes the health benefits of regular bloodletting, Kostantin. I think they last updated it a thousand years ago.’

			Taikon grimaced, snorted, as close as he ever came to laughter.

			‘What do you make of them, Savos?’ the sergeant finally said, after the last of them had filed out.

			‘Rough and bloody,’ the medic answered after a moment’s thought. ‘Especially Sanzhar’s crew. They are killers, and they are carrying scars inside and out. But by now, aren’t we all?’

			Taikon saw the spark of dark humour in his old comrade’s eyes, but there was no disguising the bleak truth in his words.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWELVE. CAELINUS.

			Tended by a gaggle of fawning mortal servants, Caelinus lounged upon a couch of quivering, still-living flesh. His many eyes were closed, the better to focus on the details of the after-action report. The strategic analysis was dictated – performed, really – by a choir of mind-broken captives he had kidnapped from an Ecclesiarchy shrine world. Their song came to him as a grating, metallic disharmony, scrambled through the gilded vox-casters stitched in where their mouths had once been.

			The Chaos lord listened appreciatively, barely moving except to occasionally pluck a bloody morsel from a platter held in a terrified prisoner’s trembling hands. He did not blame the mortal for quailing so. He understood the potent mix of repulsion, awe, and lust the sight of his unarmoured form provoked – the coiled marble-white flesh studded with bejewelled interface nodes, the gleaming purple chitin which encased his back, the better to turn away the daggers of jealous rivals. Does Falgyr think of himself as a rival? he wondered. Could he be so deluded? The outrageous notion amused Caelinus almost as much as the details of the atrocities Falgyr had been inflicting upon the Gavaine System. He settled back in his groaning couch to listen.

			The renegades had struck first at the system’s seventh world, the outermost inhabited planet, if it could be called such. It was little more than a barren rock with an atmosphere of churning, semi-liquid ice. The deluded ascetics of the Adeptus Mechanicus had built a listening post there, garrisoned by skitarii. The cyborgs had been inactive for years, their bionics clogged with frost, organic parts frostbitten black. Still, they had lurched to life – a sort of life, barely more than one would find in a sentry-servitor – and mounted a surprisingly effective defence for a time. Falgyr had managed to take a few alive, but he soon learned that they made disappointing playthings. They were less than human, modified past the point of pain or fear. It took tedious effort just to elicit a response, and only a true artist of torture could make one of the machine-men scream. Falgyr lacked the patience for that, so he simply made a monument of their bodies, stitching and welding the twitching cyborgs into a half-living pyramid, a lonely memorial slowly sinking into the ice floes.

			They came next to 05-Gavaine, a dusty wasteland with thin air and sub-Terran gravity. Its abhuman population lived in deep arcologies, where they cultivated starchy tuber grubs in sunless, miles-long hydroponic chasms fed by subterranean water reservoirs deep beneath the surface. Falgyr’s hunters had some sport pursuing the terrified agri-workers deeper and deeper into the lightless catacombs. But when they crawled into crevices too narrow for the massive Chaos Space Marines to follow, the hunt grew tiresome. And so the renegades flooded the tunnels with pyrum gas and ignited it, incinerating the colony, its food stores, and the terrified populace in a bottled inferno that would rage for decades to come. Falgyr left 05-Gavaine transformed into an eternal flame.

			Caelinus stirred upon his living couch, eliciting a refrain of pained whimpers. Not bad, he allowed. Falgyr had done well, had shown, at the very least, some creativity. It was promising. But still, Caelinus wondered if his protégé had learned anything from the raids and tortures and defilements. Oh, such easy victories would soon swell a lesser warrior’s vanity, and their Dark Prince was ever eager to feed his servants’ egos – but only as a means to control the weak-minded. Caelinus was not weak, and his unquenchable pride would never allow him to slide into the debasement that had taken so many of the Legion. Pride nourished him, drove him to new heights of excess. It spurred him on, through all the long, unspooling centuries of his existence. It helped him hold strong to a sense of self which was always imperilled in service to his soul-thirsty god. Falgyr would have to learn to understand that distinction if he ever hoped to attain perfection.

			Well. The renegade would have one more opportunity to prove his worth. They were close, now, oh so tantalisingly close to the system’s last inhabited planet, its largest, most populous, most heavily defended prize. 04-Gavaine would be Falgyr’s proving ground. And if he was found wanting, well, Caelinus would personally make the renegade’s death into a memorably horrific lesson for his surviving underlings to ponder…

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			THIRTEEN. ORRICH.

			In the deepest hours of night, the temperature on Gavaine plummeted, and a dry, cold wind whipped through the voidport like a flail. With his autogun clutched in gloved hands and his lower back protesting, Orrich stood on watch. As a sergeant, he knew he could sidestep the duty, serve his rotations in the relative comfort of his squad’s tent, overseeing their vox with a mug of recaff to warm his hands. But he believed in leading by example. He would not ask the Guardsmen under his command to undertake any hardship that he would shirk. Besides, he was born on Gavaine. The stinging cold was a kind of comfort. 

			From the elevated platform where he kept watch, the air smelt of promethium and incense, ash and dust. So much of the world had burned, so much smoke had poured into the atmosphere, that the clouds would probably reek of fire and rain sooty sludge for years to come. But beneath it all, carried on that chilling wind, Orrich thought he could smell mountain air, the sharpness of snow that hadn’t yet summoned the strength to fall. It took him back to a time before the war, to his training hikes in the Gaingarval Peaks. Down on the launchpad below, floodlights were glowing brightly, illuminating a team of tech-adepts who had been working around the clock to bring one of the huge mass-lifters back to functionality. Orrich did not know what use the surface-to-orbit shuttles could be put to, but watching them come online felt like a kind of progress, a step towards finally winning this war. Orrich watched as plodding servitors loaded great cargo crates into the mass-lifter’s cavernous hold, and he chuckled at the impossible optimism of the thought. Maybe not. But it was better than watching his world’s slow death. The sergeant took a deep breath, and for a moment, he felt refreshed.

			The soft pad of boots and the familiar clack of flak armour brought him out of his thoughts. Orrich glanced at his chrono. Too early for the relief shift. He levelled his rifle towards the noise, but he kept his index finger straight, alongside the trigger. He squinted into the darkness along the gangway, where a figure was moving, a blacker shadow in the darkness. They were walking at an even pace, neither rushing nor loitering.

			‘Identify!’ Orrich barked.

			‘Runner!’ came the reply, and Orrich allowed himself to relax, just slightly. Every camp had its staff of runners, usually juniors who got saddled with the tiring but important job of ferrying messages between posts. ‘Message for the sergeant o’ the watch.’

			‘That’s me,’ Orrich said, stowing his rifle over his shoulder as the runner approached. She was short, slight, her face all but hidden in a scarf, eyes glinting from the shadows beneath her flak helmet. The messenger extended an arm, holding out a dataslate. Orrich took the device and tapped a rune, opening the message. His brow slowly furrowed as he scanned the text.

			‘Must be an error. This is just a requisition order for–’

			Orrich caught the glint of lumen-light against the polished edge of something sharp.

			The messenger moved in a blur, jabbing for Orrich’s ribs with a nasty shank, little more than a sharpened triangle of steel. Orrich spun, acting at the speed of reflex, turning his body just enough to barely avoid the blade thrust. The shank scraped across his flak armour as he twisted, and he slammed his brawny arm down against his side to trap the attacker’s slender wrist. He shifted his weight, trying to throw her from her feet, but she anticipated the move, jumping sideways to avoid being hurled away. Before her boots returned to the catwalk, she slammed the heel of her free hand into Orrich’s face. He fell back, feeling blood spurt from his nose. He forced himself to ignore the pain, fighting his surging adrenaline. Stay focused, stay in it. 

			As the shock of the surprise attack dissipated, he remembered that he wasn’t alone here, his attacker was. Orrich bellowed for his squadmates as he fought her. Voices answered from the dark, running footsteps clattering along the gantry. He saw the desperation in his would-be assassin’s flinty grey eyes, and he knew what she would do. She leapt for him, slashing for his throat with her crooked shank, hoping to open up some distance. Orrich dodged back, then immediately threw himself forward again, putting his greater size and weight to use. His armoured shoulder crashed into the traitor, knocking her sprawling. She rolled, came up on her feet. Guardsmen blocked the gantry behind her, Orrich the way in front. Trapped.

			‘Don’t try nothing. Don’t even move,’ Orrich told her.

			She met his gaze, eyes full of fanatical certainty. And she charged at him, knife flashing. She made it two steps before a las bolt pierced her back.

			Lescoe lowered his lasrifle, shaking his head, appalled.

			‘Madness,’ he rasped. ‘Treachery and madness.’

			Orrich stepped around the fallen cultist and faced his hastily assembled squad, sensing their questions, their worry. He had no comforting answers for them.

			‘Back to your posts. Keep your sections locked down tight,’ he barked, giving the troopers something to do before their worries could turn to panic. ‘Lescoe, get on the vox and call this in,’ the sergeant rasped. ‘Tell Captain Priesik I need to speak with her now.’

			The voice on the other end of the vox-line was breathless, intense. Holding a hand to his earpiece, Adjutant Galver listened calmly. He was all but alone in the command centre, with only a few other staffers still busily huddled over their desks.

			‘And your name, corporal?’ he asked, his voice a slow drawl.

			‘Lescoe,’ the reply came. ‘Gavaini Seventy under Sergeant Orrich. They tried to slit his throat, damn it.’ The outrage in his voice was raw and clear, even through the vox. Galver hid his smile.

			‘I will inform the captain, of course,’ said Galver, ‘and add this to the tally.’ He waited for his words to have their effect, to elicit the obvious question.

			‘The tally?’ Lescoe asked. So easy to anticipate, so simple to manipulate.

			‘Oh, yes,’ Galver said, as though confiding a poorly kept secret. ‘This isn’t the first attack we’ve had since we took Old Rally. It’s not even the first tonight. Be vigilant, corporal, and watch every­one. The enemy could be anywhere… even in your own squad.’

			There was a long pause before Lescoe signed off, his voice distant, distracted with worries. Long enough for the doubt to sink in, for paranoia to take root. Galver knew how effective a weapon suspicion could be, how it could undermine morale better than a month-long artillery bombardment. He could picture the loyalist lapdog Lescoe even now, casting his suspicious eyes across the troopers passing by. Strange uniforms, faces he didn’t recognise, Cadian and Arleisi and Quinn-Lann. They would already have begun to feel less like comrades than strangers. With a satisfied smile, he placed the vox-thief back in its cradle, as though nothing had happened. He would not be reporting the attack, just as he had neglected to report the others. It was all part of a larger plan.

			Galver kept himself calm, though anticipation was tingling through his nerves. The command centre was always quiet at this hour, while Priesik worked alone in the adjoining room. Galver liked the quiet, and the dark – these things were his allies. He busied himself with meaningless work until he heard the captain rise from her desk. He feigned surprise when she spoke to him from the doorway.

			‘It’s late, Galver,’ Priesik told him. There was no reproach in her voice, only concern. And no sign that she had seen through his deception.

			‘Yes, sir,’ Galver agreed, making himself look busy, adjusting the thick pile of paper files arranged in towers on his workstation. By the light of the angled desk-lumen, he looked cadaverous, his face a sickly yellow, his eyes lost in shadow. But his smile was as charming as ever.

			‘Get some sleep,’ Priesik said. ‘Ideally voluntarily, before I have to make it an order.’ Galver’s smile broadened, and he patted his bandaged hand on the nearest pile of paperwork.

			‘Will do, captain. Just as soon as I’ve finished these.’ 

			Priesik turned away, raising a hand in casual approval. Galver watched her go, leaning back in his chair until he saw her door slide shut. Only then, when he was sure he was alone, did he reach for his desk drawer. Within was a long-barrelled, silenced laspistol, and below it, a dataslate which he had subtly removed from the captain’s overcrowded desk when she was occupied with that murderous Kasrkin earlier. The slate was one of hundreds that passed through the command centre each day, one of so many authorisation requests that the captain would never miss it. But it was the key, as far as Galver was concerned, to the survival of his comrades, to the unfolding of his dark god’s great plan. 

			He tapped fluidly on the rune keys, and the slate filled with lines of crackling green text – command flow structure, unit identifiers, deployment orders. As he had done many times already, Galver made the adjustments that were needful, small changes that would not be noticed individually. A squad redeployed here, an officer reassigned there. Only if you had the full picture would you see the pattern. Finally, Galver signed off on the documents with the captain’s authorisation seal and transmitted the go order.

			Then, he sat back in his chair and blew out a long, steadying breath. He thought of his brothers and sisters of the cult, gathering even now in barracks blocks and guard posts, mustering for the fight. He regretted that he would not be going with them, but he understood that his part in the great plan was all but complete. He felt no fear. He had done what he must to ensure the cult’s survival. Compared to that, his own life mattered nothing. He glanced from his laspistol to the door of Priesik’s office. Only one more task lay before him.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			FOURTEEN. TAIKON.

			The orbital station designated Altyre-Niner was the last of the ten high-anchor weapons platforms which had once formed a steel cage over Gavaine. The others had been lost one by one. Some were destroyed during the full-scale void battles that marked the first days of the system’s civil war. Some foundered in the endless warp storms that had scourged the system ever since the formation of the Great Rift. Their wreckage now drifted silently in the upper atmosphere, the only memorial to the loyal voidsmen who had resisted the flood of mutiny and madness overtaking the world they had sworn to protect. 

			Niner had been one of the first captured by the enemy. Its treacherous crew announced their defection by turning the station’s devastating arsenal upon vulnerable loyalist vessels full of Guardsmen and civilian evacuees. They had fought free of Cadia only to burn helplessly above Gavaine, packed screaming inside burning transports. After that, the uprising spread to the planet’s surface, and all contact with Altyre-Niner had been lost. Long-range sensor probes from the besieged world showed little sign of life aboard – minimal atmospherics, guttering power. And as more territory and more vital materiel was lost to the traitors, the orbital platforms and any remaining loyalists aboard had been left to fend for themselves, just another resource lost, another unremembered tragedy amongst the atrocities of the civil war. But the station was still there, glimpsed sometimes as a dimly gleaming speck behind Gavaine’s dark clouds, with its complement of lance batteries and macrocannons still, perhaps, intact. A power­ful weapon, just waiting to be brought back online.

			Reading over the mission datafiles, Taikon had felt a mounting unease. There were too many unknowns, too great a risk for such unlikely gains. But then a colder, more purely strategic part of his mind had asserted itself, and he had grudgingly accepted that the orbital was too significant a strategic asset to ignore. He could understand why Priesik had prioritised the station’s recapture, even if it would cost Kasrkin lives. For all the void shields and surface-to-orbit guns protecting Gavaingard, for all the defenders’ determination, there was little hope that they could hold off a determined assault for long. Three ships, and the God-Emperor alone knows how many Traitor Astartes aboard… As deadly as the Tattershields were as a fighting force, Taikon knew that they would only be a drop of blood in a raging ocean once the planetary assault began. But recapturing the orbital… that was something they could do, something that might even make a difference. He had talked it over with Linnd, after his briefing with Priesik. The combat medic had been silent for a long time, before his old, sly smile had spread across his face.

			‘We will be cutting it fine,’ he had said. ‘But one good broadside from those guns might even slow down a strike cruiser.’

			Taikon tried to hold on to some of his old comrade’s optimism, but his thoughts were spinning. He dropped his head back against the padding of his seat, feeling the vibration of the shuttle’s engines trembling through his helmet. All through the flight from Gavaine, strapped into the hold of a hastily reconditioned mass-lifter, Taikon had been focused on remaining proactive, turning the mission objectives around in his mind, analysing, assembling tactical approaches, and preparing contingencies.

			Secure the platform. Bring its weapon systems back online. And – when the time was right – turn them upon the approaching enemy squadron. It was a long shot, even for fourteen Kasrkin. The strike force was clustered together at one end of the cavernous cargo hold. At the other was a red-robed huddle of tech-adepts and Militarum technicians, under the supervision of one of Gavaine’s last remaining enginseers, a stocky, hooded figure who had stiffly identified himself as 74-Vulfram on their first meeting. The Martian adept stood throughout the journey, his heavy iron-shod boots mag-locked to the rumbling deck plates, fingers ceaselessly pattering across the surface of a dataslate. His had been the only voice for the past half an hour of flight time, a rushed, rusty stream of words and numbers as he dictated workflow hierarchies and duty assignments to the retinue of tech-adepts seated around him. Most Guardsmen considered the presence of the tech-savants to be lucky. But Taikon had noticed the way that Gunner stared fixedly at the red-robed figure throughout the flight, his meltagun clutched tight across his chest. Taikon filed that observation away, unsure what it meant.

			With no viewport in the mass-lifter’s hold, there was little warning when they reached the orbital platform, only a muted klaxon, followed by the thump and rattle of docking clamps engaging, the hiss of artificial atmospheres equalising. Time to move. Taikon issued his orders curtly and efficiently, and by the time the shuttle’s loading doors were grinding open, the Kasrkin were ready in a tight double-column formation. They dispersed smoothly, quickly passing through the narrow choke point of the airlock and spreading out into the station proper, weapons at the ready.

			If Taikon had expected to meet immediate resistance, the first few minutes aboard the orbital came as a relief. The station was dark, cold, seemingly abandoned. The only noise that greeted the Kasrkin was the echoing clanging of their boots on the deck plates. With the airlock secured, the tech crew filed out of the shuttle, clumping together in a nervous huddle behind the tense and alert soldiers.

			‘Stay close,’ Taikon ordered them, glancing back only to find the enginseer’s sallow face looming over his shoulder, barely a yard behind him. The Kasrkin stiffened, adjusting his stance, creating more distance. ‘Tell your technicians. Don’t wander off. Don’t get lost.’ 

			Vulfram nodded, causing the looping wires and cables which trailed from beneath his hood to sway disconcertingly. ‘I trust you, Commander Kostantin Taikon, to take us where we may do our work.’ 

			That was good enough for Taikon. He knew they would need to move fast. A second mass-lifter, carrying a corps of civilian labourers and industrial-grade servitors, was following close behind them. They might already be beginning their docking approach.

			He left the enginseer there, moving onward, past Sanzhar’s skulking Kasrkin, to where Linnd and Cennovich had paused at an intersection. They were huddled in conference, passing a dataslate between them. It displayed the schematics of the station, a maze of narrow corridors and access tunnels, challenging to sweep and secure.

			‘We’ll miss Yarin on this,’ the vox-trooper grumbled, glancing up as Taikon approached. The sergeant knew that the recon-trooper’s skills would have been useful here, but he could not afford to start second-guessing his decision. They could not risk being slowed down by injured troopers. They had to keep moving forward and work with what they had. Auber laughed in response to Cennovich’s dour comment, and the sergeant threw her a questioning look.

			‘Missing all this?’ Auber explained. ‘Yarin gets all the luck. We get the Emperor’s own bloody work.’

			Sanzhar stepped forward then, adding his voice to the discussion.

			‘My squad spent a long time in those tunnels under the voidport. This isn’t so different.’ He dragged a finger along the densely packed schematic lines faintly glowing on the slate. ‘Service crawls, umbilical tunnels. We’re used to navigating these mazes. Let us lead.’

			Taikon gave the younger sergeant a long, appraising look. Was it overconfidence or a hunger to engage the enemy which caused him to volunteer? Taikon could not be sure. But he had to be able to trust the soldiers under his command, and he could not afford to discount any possible advantage or leave anyone’s skills unused.

			‘Find us a path. Move your team to forward positions.’ 

			Sanzhar needed no further instructions, quickly loping ahead with Milliss and Finnar at his side. Taikon watched them go, shared a guarded glance with Linnd, then followed Sanzhar into the darkness.

			Over the next four hours, the Tattershields scoured the labyrinthine corridors and service-ways of Altyre-Niner in the most methodical pattern Sanzhar’s tunnel fighters could devise. First escorting Vulfram’s tech teams to begin work at key locations, then spreading out, the Kasrkin mapped the twisting corridors as they went, spiralling downwards into the under-decks where vast crates of ammo and man-high canisters of fuel were stored. And though the troopers expected to encounter enemy forces at any moment, the station remained silent, cold, and dead, lit only by a few hazy orange emergency lumens, or the stomach-turning, migraine-inducing purple glow of the Rift glimpsed through occasional observation portals.

			Striding at the head of the strike team, Sanzhar kept his eye to his weapon sights, sweeping the empty tunnels as they went. Beside him, Milliss kept her flamer levelled, its pilot flame providing a faint, flickering light. In the end, it was she who found the crew first.

			The squad had descended almost to the deepest levels of the station when Milliss spotted a flicker of movement through a partly open bulkhead door, communicating her find through a series of abrupt, silent hand signals. Taikon directed her with an extended sweep of his hand, and the squad moved in. As Sanzhar and Linnd provided cover, Milliss crept into the chamber beyond.

			The room housed a towering conical network of pipes and heat sinks. Long-extinguished candles covered the floor in pools of glossy, hardened wax. Silvery foil blankets made a patchwork of the deck, fluttering in the roiling currents of warm air, and the rotted remains of food scraps lay, undisturbed, at the bottom of open crates. The Kasrkin tensed, their attention sharpening at these signs of habitation after monotonous hours spent in empty corridors. What was left of the crew was huddled together near the centre of the chamber, a cluster of several dozen corpses, withered, almost skeletal beneath tautly stretched skin, still dressed in the dark blue uniforms of voidsmen. Sharp-eyed and experienced as they were, the Kasrkin put together the grim story at a glance.

			‘This is a heat coupling,’ Auber said, patting her hand against a knot of pipework that arced overhead. ‘They gathered round for warmth when the atmospherics powered down. When the lights went out…’

			‘They were traitors,’ Finnar said coldly, aiming a half-hearted kick at a nearby boot. ‘Saves us killing them ourselves.’

			‘We don’t know that,’ Linnd reproached the sharpshooter, his voice tight. ‘Traitor or not, it’s a bad, slow death.’ Finnar huffed, unconvinced. It was Taikon who broke the silence which followed.

			‘Focus up,’ he growled. ‘The sooner we finish the sweep, the sooner we get out of this tomb–’

			A sharp chime interrupted the commander’s words. Incoming transmission. The Kasrkin stiffened as the squad-wide vox crackled unexpectedly to life, alarmingly loud after the tense hush.

			‘Go ahead.’

			Vulfram’s grating voice answered through the crackling vox-line.

			‘Commander, I thought you should be made aware. We are receiving several mass-lifters, inbound from Gavaingard.’

			Taikon frowned, while the rest of the strike team gathered closer around him. ‘Several?’

			‘Nine, to be precise.’

			‘I was told to expect one. Civilian labourers and–’

			‘The work teams have already arrived, commander. Augur scans of the approaching vessels detect small crews but significant quantities of supplies and munitions. Given mission parameters, such allocation is superfluous–’

			‘How long until they reach us?’ Taikon interrupted. His thoughts were spinning, and none of the explanations his wary, battle-honed mind could provide were good.

			‘I estimate–’ the enginseer began, but before he could finish, a muted klaxon trilled, indicating that the docking procedure had begun. ‘Very soon indeed,’ Vulfram concluded. Taikon felt the vibrations underfoot, the soft thump of displaced air.

			‘Doesn’t feel right–’ Cennovich began to say.

			Taikon had already spun on his heel and started back the way they had come.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			FIFTEEN. ORRICH.

			Captain Priesik gave Orrich a long, piercing look, so penetrating that the veteran felt heat rising in his cheeks. In response, he jutted his chin up and stood even straighter to attention, if that was possible. He knew Priesik’s reputation as a dynamic commander – but she was Cadian, after all. A bleak, mistrustful part of him doubted whether she would take his claims seriously, or simply dismiss them as the paranoia of a poorly trained soldier. When she stared into him, he could not know if she saw the utterly loyal Guardsman he was or the blood-soaked turncoat some still believed him to be. He would not allow his concerns to be dismissed due to any apparent lack of resolve on his part.

			Orrich stiffened his back, ignoring the ache of his fresh bruises. The creak of webbing pulling taut over his uniform seemed loud in the absolute silence of the captain’s office. That silence had been going on for what felt like an eternity, ever since Orrich had finished relating his story. It had felt so convincing in his own mind, the evidence indisputable. But now, standing before the captain… Even to him, even after the attempt on his life, the story felt flimsy. Traitor agents slipping in amongst the reinforcements. A coordinated infiltration… Not since the first days of the civil war, when the traitors had revealed themselves en masse, had they attempted anything so sophisticated.

			At last, Priesik leant forward, placing both hands flat on the metal desk that separated them, close enough that Orrich could smell the stale recaff on her breath, see the deep bags beneath her violet eyes. Exhaustion ate at them all, but her gaze remained unwavering, sharp as a prey bird’s.

			‘I’ll need more evidence,’ she began. ‘But it’s an overconfident commander who ignores a potential threat.’ Orrich had rarely felt so much relief from such a simple statement. She had not dismissed him out of hand.

			‘I can go unit to unit,’ he volunteered instantly. ‘Look for anyone I recognise from… before.’

			Priesik shook her head, beginning to pace the narrow space behind her desk as she talked aloud. ‘We can’t risk you missing anyone,’ she reasoned. ‘I could recall the auxiliary units from the front lines. But that would leave the Martyr’s Wall under-defended. That could be just what the traitors want.’

			‘The Martyr’s Wall? No, sir,’ Orrich said with a frown. Priesik gave him a sharp look, demanding an explanation for the contradiction. Orrich tried to make it concise. ‘All the auxiliary squads I’ve seen have been posted to Old Rally.’ The captain paused, and Orrich saw a flicker of concern cross her severe face, realisation beginning to dawn.

			‘Those… weren’t my orders.’ Hastily, Priesik keyed a rune on her desk-mounted vox-unit, opening a channel to the adjoining room. ‘Galver, I want two shock squads detached for priority assignment…’ She rattled quickly through her orders, and, despite the danger they were in, Orrich felt a glow of pride. Despite the morale-sapping dread, despite the doom-laden rumours, and the tensions growing between Cadians and Gavaini – Priesik could be trusted. Like Orrich, she understood that they were all united against the same enemy. When the captain finished relaying her instructions into the vox-thief, she turned back to Orrich, as though remembering his presence. He spoke first.

			‘Thank you, sir. For…’ Orrich began, feeling an unexpected tightness in his throat. ‘For trusting me.’

			‘Don’t thank me. You earn trust, sergeant. I know your service record. And you’ve earned it many times over.’ Behind her, the door whispered open, and the adjutant, Galver, entered the cramped office. ‘Galver, good. I’ll need–’ The captain stopped abruptly, glancing up to notice the silenced laspistol in the adjutant’s hand. Orrich saw it at the same moment. Both raced through the same mental calculations. Both reacted.

			Galver fired.

			Orrich roared out a warning, hurling himself at the traitorous adjunct. A bolt of blazing las spiked across the cramped office, but Priesik was already in motion, flipping the desk violently and dropping behind it. Las shots scorched the metal surface as dataslate stacks tumbled and loose sheaves of paper whirled into the air. Orrich crashed into the assailant with a crunch of flak armour, grabbing for the gun in his hand. Galver kept on firing, las bolt impacts stitching their way across the wall and ceiling. The adjutant was big, muscular – Orrich was bigger. He bore the man into the wall with a bone-jarring impact.

			Priesik emerged from behind the desk, her own laspistol drawn. Her face was a mask of fierce concentration as she tried to draw a bead on the traitor grappling with the veteran Guardsman.

			‘Clear the line!’ she shouted. Easier ordered than done! Orrich was clinging tightly to the fanatic’s wrist with both hands, trying to control the weapon. With his free hand, Galver tore a combat knife from the scabbard at his belt, drawing it back to strike. Desperate, Orrich tightened his grip, digging thick fingers into the bandaged wound around Galver’s hand until he felt bones and meat part. He twisted with all his strength. The traitor screamed, throwing his head back, baring his throat. Priesik put a las bolt through it with startling accuracy. Galver crumpled. Orrich let him slide to the ground, before slumping against the wall himself, panting hard. Priesik was talking in a blur, shouting orders to the staffers and Guardsmen who had arrived at the office door, alerted by the scuffle.

			‘Raise the alarm. Alert state crimson!’ the captain barked, holstering her smoking laspistol with one hand, reaching for a vox-thief with the other. ‘And lock down Old Rally!’

			In the rush of reactions and orders, Orrich was once again forgotten. He looked down on the fallen traitor with a scowl of contempt. To his surprise, Galver was still breathing – no, more than that, trying to speak. Orrich leant low, hoping the traitor might reveal something useful in his last moments. Galver was staring straight ahead, eyes glassy. Blood foamed at his lips and flowed steadily down his chest from the wound in his neck.

			‘You damned, blind fools,’ he burbled. ‘If you knew what’s coming, you’d be trying to flee this world too.’ Flee. The word stuck out, twisting a knife of worry in Orrich’s gut.

			‘We don’t flee. We don’t break. Never,’ Orrich growled back. But Galver shook his head, causing blood to sputter up from the ruin of his throat.

			‘You’ll see. In the end. They will torture the life out of Gavaine. I’m better dead. Better dead than in their hands,’ he sputtered, and slumped, and Orrich leant down closer still, straining to catch the traitor’s final, whispered words, carried out on his last, blood-garbled breath. ‘But I wish I’d lived long enough to see what they’re going to do to you.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			SIXTEEN. YARIN.

			It was hard enough to let the squad go on mission without him. But Yarin had plenty of experience working in smaller fire-teams, had even been seconded to support regular infantry units from time to time. He trusted the Tattershields to survive without him. What nagged at him was the feeling of purposelessness. Thinking back, he could barely remember a time in his life when he had lacked a clear objective. Push yourself, had always been his motto. And when you think you’ve done all you can, push yourself harder. But all he could do until Taikon and the rest returned, or the coming battle began, was wait. It ate at him. Linnd had told him to focus on recovery, so Yarin was throwing everything he had at that task. Stretched out on the floor of the almost empty barracks house, he huffed, counting under his breath as he crunched his body through a gruelling series of exercises. Udovicci watched him from a nearby bunk, casually tapping out a rhythm on the bed’s metal frame with her combat knife. Like Yarin, she had been given medical leave while the raw flesh around her new eye knitted and the bionic probes in her skull finished meshing with her nervous system. She chuckled as the recon-trooper paused, just long enough to wipe the streaming sweat from his face, then immediately rolled onto his front to begin another cycle of press-ups.

			‘You train like you’re punishing yourself,’ she observed. ‘Take it easy, maybe. We’ve got enough people want ta kill us.’ That brought a derisive snicker from across the room, where Vannd and Morsovisk, the ‘twins’, were taking turns rolling bone dice into an overturned carapace helmet. Games of chance were forbidden to Guardsmen, but no one was going to discipline the two veterans over that infraction. No one who valued their skins, at any rate.

			‘Lad doesn’t know how to relax,’ Vannd drawled. ‘The war never ends, son. You have to live between missions.’ 

			Yarin focused on the exercises, trying to ignore their comments. He had no doubt they meant well. But though they all belonged to the same unit now, the newcomers did not seem to understand. Yarin had spent his life pushing himself to extremes, striving to be the best soldier he could be. They were Kasrkin, damn it all, the best of the best. He lived for the sense of achievement – the thrill, he could admit – of pulling victory from an impossible situation. It was what drove him, what kept him fighting, even in this unwinnable war. Push yourself harder. But since his wounding he had felt, for the first time since he was a child, weak. He could not bear the thought of falling behind, of being less than perfect. A tremble ran through his arms, and he was forced to rest on his elbows, panting.

			‘The war,’ he gasped through ragged breaths, without looking up, ‘will end… and we’ll win it. As long as there’s soldiers… fit enough to fight.’

			Udovicci laughed at that, lying back in her bunk, casually tossing her knife into the air overhead, then easily catching it by the blade, mid-spin. Silence fell in the barracks, broken only by the sound of dice clattering into the helmet and Morsovisk swearing when he saw the result.

			And then a shrill siren began to wail. All four Kasrkin were on their feet in seconds, instantly alert and readying themselves for action. There was no time to equip their carapace armour or heavy hotshot lasgun packs. Yarin simply shrugged his fatigues up over his shoulders as he headed for the door, pausing only long enough to grab a standard-issue lasgun from a wall-mounted armoury shrine, handing out the rest to his squadmates as they filed past.

			The ragged demi-squad hurried out into the bitingly cold night air. There were other troopers running in the same direction, pouring out from mess halls and guard posts. Yarin realised at once that they were heading towards Old Rally. Over the high retaining wall, he could see intense floodlights snapping on, hear the hollow crack of gunfire.

			‘Let’s move! Double time! And no dragging your boots, Yarin!’ Udovicci called – technically the highest-ranking amongst the ragtag group. The rest fell in, Yarin straining to compensate for the deep hitch in his step.

			The scene at the landing pad was disorienting, even to Yarin’s highly trained situational awareness. Central to the landing zone, a mass-lifter was running through its pre-launch sequence, loading doors gaping and engines thrumming. Along the long rockcrete loading ramp leading up to the shuttle, Guardsmen battled Guardsmen in a disorienting close-quarters firefight. Under the glare of floodlights, Yarin could make out multiple regimental markings – Cadian shock troopers, for certain, Gavaini infantry, and others from units he did not know by sight. He wondered, for a terrible moment, if this was another brawl that had spun out of control. Discipline had been slipping, tensions terribly high amongst the defenders. But surely, it couldn’t get this bad. At Udovicci’s orders, the injured Kasrkin proceeded towards the skirmish, but held their fire.

			‘What in the Emperor’s name’s going on?’ she called out to a Guardsman crouched behind a stack of cargo crates, exchanging shots with the pinned troopers on the ramp.

			‘Traitor Guard!’ he yelled back. ‘They’ve captured a lifter.’ That was all Udovicci needed to hear. She practically vaulted the makeshift barricade, rushing to close on the traitors. Yarin limped quickly after her, but his anger was tempered by a cold dread.

			‘Don’t damage the shuttle,’ he yelled as he ran. ‘That’s our link to the orbital!’ To the orbital and to the rest of the Tattershields. But he was quickly outpaced as the other three Kasrkin gathered momentum. Udovicci got in first, unsheathing her combat blade and driving it between the ribs of the nearest traitor. Bracing her lasgun one-handed over the dying Guardsman’s shoulder, she used him as a shield as she picked off his treacherous comrades. But the weight of enemy fire was too great, and the Kasrkin were forced back, ducking behind the slab-like side of a heavy cargo container. Yarin was working on another possibility. He scanned the high rampart which encircled the landing pad, hoping for an elevated firing position, a watchtower, maybe, or – there – his keen eyes picked out the heavy weapons emplacement, half concealed behind a heap of sandbags.

			‘Covering fire!’ he requested, even as he began to move. The twins saw at once what he was attempting and laid down a steady, full-auto burst, scoring the rampart with las. Yarin panted as he circled around as quickly as he could, clattering painfully up the narrow ladder rungs towards the heavy weapon – a tripod-mounted stubber. The bodies of two Guardsmen lay sprawled beside it, brought down in the firefight. Yarin had no time for niceties. Prising the ammo belt from the cold fingers of one Guardsman and slinging it over one wrist, he reloaded the weapon with quick, efficient movements. From his elevated position, he had a clear line down onto the gangway, where the mass of enemy troopers were slowly withdrawing towards the lander. 

			Ducking low behind the heavy stubber as a stray las shot slashed by him, Yarin wrestled the bulky weapon into position, squinted through the sights, and pulled back on the trigger. The kick was powerful, almost knocking him back, but he leant in, held tight. The autoweapon spat out shots in a heavy, chugging thunder, the high-calibre rounds tearing apart the traitors bunched on the ramp. They had nowhere to go, no time to react. In a matter of moments, they were broken, and the loyalists – with Udovicci at their head – stormed in to finish them off. It was she who reached the mass-lifter first, disappearing inside for only a few moments before re-emerging, wiping fresh blood from her combat blade. 

			Yarin sagged back against sandbags, relieved. He remained there until long after the sirens cut out, staring out over the landing pads. But slowly, an awful realisation came to him. Almost all of the landing pads were empty, the mass-lifters that once occupied them gone.

			‘Oh, Throne,’ he groaned. ‘We didn’t stop them all…’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			SEVENTEEN. JANSIGER.

			The sound of slaughter had become a chorus of disorienting echoes in the orbital platform’s winding corridors. Jansiger tried to tune it out. It’s necessary, he told himself. It’s the way of things. The cultist made every effort to appear confident and composed for the benefit of the acolytes clustered around him. He leant over the hololith table which dominated the station’s central control suite, pretending to be deeply focused on the data it projected while he pointedly ignored the hateful stares of the prisoners who knelt in small groups around the chamber. 

			Most of the tech-adepts had surrendered quickly when Jansiger led his cadre of armed cultists from the hijacked mass-lifters. Deluded as they were by their devotion to their disgusting Machine God, they had at least had the intelligence to recognise the hopelessness of their situation. They were not the problem. It was the work crews – the brutish labourers who had been shipped up to the platform to load the great cannons and operate the most dangerous machinery. Somehow, they were still resisting, laying into the cultists with little more than fists and blunt tools.

			They’re barely better than servitors! What right do they have to– Jansiger pinched the bridge of his nose, forcing himself to calmness. No, it’s understandable. Even vermin have a survival instinct.

			Their resistance would be put down soon. Jansiger had long since accepted that those who stood in the way of Illumination would have to die. That was the way of things, the cruel truth that his many-faced god had revealed to him in fleeting visions and terrible, suffocating dreams. Strength would not save him, just as it would not save the revolting work crews. Only the cunning would survive. 

			He ignored the jarring bursts of gunfire and the screaming, and tried to cheer himself with the thought that, so far, the plan was unfolding as it should. The cultists, carefully positioned around the voidport, had struck in near-perfect unison, commandeering the waiting mass-lifters and taking flight before the loyalists had any idea what was happening. Yes, he regretted that he had been forced to leave behind some of the brothers and sisters, those who were too slow, those who had been intercepted by the Imperial defenders… But the slow and stupid deserved to perish. There was no place in his god’s ineffable plan for mercy or regret. After weeks of crushing defeats on Gavaine, Jansiger knew the orbital was the cult’s last hope for survival, a god-gifted hiding place to shelter the faithful when the time came. There was more than enough room to accommodate the surviving thirty-six cultists who had made it this far. With the essential supplies they had liberated from the Imperial stores, they would be able to sit out the carnage that was to come. But that all hinged on the Emperor’s Children accepting the bargain that Chalcer had made. The thought of meeting the Heretic Astartes made Jansiger’s mouth dry. But he had faith – faith in the plan, faith in the visions his master sent. The weak perish. The cunning survive.

			Unable to wait any longer, Jansiger ran his hands across the runeboard, bringing an area of the holo-display into sharper focus. His pale, cold eyes tracked the approaching voidships. Two escort-class frigates. One mighty strike cruiser. And arrowing out from them, almost invisibly tiny compared to the huge vessels, a blinking rune representing a single shuttle, swooping towards the orbital station on a graceful trajectory. This was unfolding exactly as they had planned, as they had agreed. So why, he asked himself, did its stately approach fill him with dread?

			‘Have they responded?’ he asked his vox-operator, hunched beside him over his equipment. The cultist’s face was sickly pale in the green glow as he shook his head.

			‘No, brother. Not a word.’ That was concerning. But then, he reasoned, these Heretic Astartes were famously proud and haughty…

			‘They’ll honour the bargain,’ Jansiger mumbled, trying to convince himself as much as his subordinate. ‘They aren’t savages.’

			And certainly, he reasoned, the cult’s actions here had derailed the Imperial plan. The station was nearly back online, its weapon systems almost ready to fire. The ambush they had been preparing would likely have caused significant damage to the approaching voidships – may even have been enough to drive them off for a time. They aren’t savages, Jansiger repeated inwardly. They’ll be grateful for what we’ve done. Grateful enough to leave us alone, with the orbital as our reward. A dark nest where the cult would keep the dream of Illumination alive, while the Emperor’s Children glutted themselves on the spoils of a conquered world. Yes, it made sense. It would work.

			Jansiger heard running footsteps a moment before one of his cultists burst through the doorway. The woman was breathless, half her face smeared with blood.

			‘There’s trouble, ‘low decks,’ she panted. ‘They’ve got heavy infantry! Damned, cursed Kasr–’

			‘Quietly!’ Jansiger cut her off with a hiss, not wanting his prisoners to overhear the report in case it stirred them into resistance. He glanced from the cultist’s bloodied face to the holo-display and that tiny, ominous rune representing the approaching shuttle. Almost upon us. They did not have time for this. Nothing could be allowed to endanger the contingency.

			‘Take the demo charges. All of them. Blast the lower decks apart if you have to, but stop them. They come no closer, understand?’ The cultist nodded fearfully, spun on her heel, and scurried off towards the sounds of fighting. 

			Jansiger watched her go, willing her to succeed. And when she was gone from view, he turned to address his guards. It was time for the most delicate, most dangerous part. He put aside his doubts, placed himself in his cunning god’s hands, projected nothing but calm authority when he spoke.

			‘Keep this place locked down tight. Kill any who resist. It’s time I went to greet our honoured comrades.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			EIGHTEEN. SANZHAR.

			Heading the strike team, Sanzhar ran full pelt, retracing the squad’s steps back towards the upper decks. He had memorised the path, but if he had been in any doubt about the route, he could simply have followed the screams.

			Crimson flashes strobed in the cramped tunnels ahead, and the young sergeant forced himself to slow his pace. His nerves itched to close with the traitors, to deliver the Emperor’s vengeance… but stumbling headlong into a firefight would achieve nothing. With a raised fist, he brought the squad to a halt, then crept ahead, keeping to the shadowed side of the corridor, beyond the reach of lumens and las flashes.

			Heart pounding, he settled his back into the frame of a bulkhead and peered around its edge, glimpsing the chamber beyond. It was the base of a great circular stairwell, which spiralled to the upper decks far above. A clutch of cultists controlled the stair, firing down from their elevated positions into a packed group of labourers. The burly civilians had attempted to storm the enemy position, to close with the industrial tools and improvised weapons they had armed themselves with. But they had been driven back by the weight of enemy fire. Their bodies littered the lower steps like a tidal drift, marking the furthest point their charge had reached. Though the labourers had created some makeshift cover from overturned storage lockers, Sanzhar could see in an instant that their position was hopeless, that they would be massacred in moments unless he interceded. He made his decision at once. No time to explain, no time to loop in Commander Taikon. He issued orders in a hasty blur, singling out the specialists he needed and the attack parameters.

			‘Peltaine, Grovski. Targets at elevation,’ he snapped out, then he charged into the firefight before Taikon had time to gainsay him.

			There were eight cultists occupying the stairwell, huddled in behind a pair of heavy breaching shields. A strong defensive position. Sanzhar sprinted towards them, crossing in front of the startled labourers, mounting the steps two at a time. Traitor las fire pivoted towards him, and he braced himself for impact. It never came. Peltaine and Grovski were right behind him, angling their grenade launchers upwards to fire in high trajectories which sent the explosives arcing down just behind the clustered cultists. Frag grenades shredded the heretics’ back rank, and they scattered like ship rats. 

			In an instant Sanzhar was upon them, overrunning their position, cutting them down as they tried to flee. Every las bolt he put through a traitor skull filled him with a savage satisfaction. Behind him, the screaming had turned to cheers, and the labourers emerged from behind their makeshift barricades, following in the Kasrkin’s wake. 

			Taikon’s voice crackled through the private helmet vox, stern but not quite concealing a note of approval.

			‘Reckless. But effective.’ 

			Sanzhar grinned as he led the Tattershields up the spiral stair, pursuing the last survivors as they broke and fled.

			It was Auber who recognised the danger, shouting her warning into the vox as she shouldered through the crowd of labourers. Her trained eyes had spotted what Sanzhar’s had missed.

			‘Blasting charges!’ There were several of the devices stuck to the walls, concealed in the huge stanchions supporting the stair. Through the disorienting blur of the enemy’s retreat, Sanzhar locked eyes with one cultist who had not yet fled. There was a look of terrible, fanatical focus on her bloodied face as she raised a remote detonator high above her head. Her hand did not shake.

			‘Change is eternal!’

			Desperately, Sanzhar fired, threading a precise shot through the rout. It hit home. The cultist fell. She pressed the trigger rune as she died.

			The world dissolved in blinding white fire. And as the flaring fusion blast died away, a gulf of yawning blackness opened up beyond it. Animal panic flooded through Sanzhar as he realised what he was seeing. Open void. They’ve hulled the station! The Kasrkin scrambled, grabbing on to the buckling guardrail as he felt his feet pulled out from under him, the tearing gale of explosive decompression almost pulling him through the gaping hole in the station’s hull. He watched in horror as Peltaine was sucked past him, throwing out a hand to catch him. Their gloved fingers brushed together for the briefest moment, before Peltaine was gone, tumbling out into the darkness with the corpses of cultists and labourers.

			Sanzhar was screaming in helpless defiance, his voice lost in the roaring atmosphere. He jumped in shock when a strong, steady hand gripped his shoulder. Taikon. The old commander was hauling himself upwards, legs locked around the guardrail. He shook Sanzhar’s shoulder, jolting the terror out of him. Then he pointed upwards, through the guttering flames, to the pressure door at the top of the stairwell. They would have to climb.

			Sanzhar knew that their carapace armour would not protect them from hard vacuum, and they had no secondary air supply to keep them breathing. However, their suits were sealed airtight. They could survive a short exposure to the killing cold of the void. But the distance they would have to cover seemed impossible.

			‘It’s too far!’ Cennovich was panting through the vox, panic evident in his shrill tone. ‘No air!’

			‘No choice,’ Linnd answered back. ‘So climb fast!’

			At the head of the squad, Sanzhar gulped down his own panic, fixed his eyes on the distant bulkhead, and began to climb, hand over hand. In hard-vacuum silence, the Kasrkin formed a human chain, pulling each other towards the safety of the pressure door. Blooms of frost had formed across the walls and around ducts, any trace of moisture flash-frozen by void exposure. The bodies of cultists and labourers floated, eerily graceful, amidst clouds of crystallised blood. Sanzhar could feel the pressure building in his lungs, the burning that preceded suffocation. His vision swam, and it felt like his skull was being crushed in some great mechanical vice. When he reached the bulkhead, he found it sealed – an automatic safety measure. Stay focused. Fight the panic!

			‘Sealed. Needs. Patch!’ he gasped into the vox, using minimal words to conserve oxygen. Cennovich clambered up beside him. Hands shaking as he whipped tools from his many pouches and pockets, the vox-trooper prised open an access panel, crossed some wires. There was a soundless flurry of sparks, and the door slammed open. The blast of pressurised air that followed almost knocked Cennovich free from the rail. Sanzhar caught his arm, pushed him forward. One by one, the Tattershields tumbled through into the antechamber beyond. Taikon waited until the last of them was through before slamming down the closing mechanism. The pressure door closed, sealed, and the tearing depressurisation gale abruptly cut out as the station’s artificial atmosphere returned to equilibrium. Together, the Kasrkin sprawled across the deck, panting and sucking in great gasps of air.

			‘Compose yourselves.’ Taikon was the first to speak, and Sanzhar found himself grudgingly impressed by the old commander’s self-control. Sanzhar quickly gathered himself, found his feet, and strode to the next doorway. He pushed aside the welling grief over Peltaine’s death. He was just another dead comrade, now, another life to avenge.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			NINETEEN. JANSIGER.

			The warning klaxon trilled as the drop-ship docked. Jansiger and an honour guard of cultists had formed a delegation to welcome the Emperor’s Children aboard.

			‘Remember,’ he told his men, ‘show deference, but not fear.’ He pulled himself up to his full height in readiness. Jets of hydraulic steam spat into the chamber, the airlock doors peeled apart, and Jansiger had his first look at the creatures the cult had made their bargain with.

			The Chaos Space Marine had to duck low to step through the airlock door, sending the long crest of a pink-dyed topknot swaying. Its every movement left the impression of compact, predatory grace – so unlikely, Jansiger thought, for a musclebound giant armoured in slabs of ceramite battle plate. But the unnatural length of its limbs, the felid elegance of its slow steps… Jansiger could not take his eyes from it. Captivating. The word ran through his mind, unbidden. Majestic. His initial fear became awe. The Traitor Astartes towered over him, looking down upon the mortals gathered before it.

			‘Lordly master,’ Jansiger began at once, bowing low and spreading his arms wide in a gesture of deep obeisance, calculated to flatter the vanity of the mighty transhuman. Though outwardly calm, his heart pounded, and the ritual wound in his palm itched horribly, like a portent of something terrible. He cursed inwardly, hoping that his body’s panic response would not spoil the ruse. Everything hung on this moment, the final stage of their contingency plan, to sell out the survivors of Gavaine in the hope that the cult would be spared. 

			The Space Marine tilted its head, slowly, curiously. The panels of its helm had fused together over the centuries, creating a disturbingly smooth, organic aspect. There were no visor lenses, no optical sensors, no apparent eyeholes at all. The helmet was breached only by a strangely enlarged respirator grille. Huffing, panting breath issued from that gaping oval aperture, and bubbling saliva foamed along its lower edge. Strings of drool ran constantly, leaving shiny trails over the lewd carvings decorating the heretic’s massive chestplate. 

			It reached out a hand. It took every bit of Jansiger’s self-control to keep from flinching away. The heavy gauntlet came to rest on the cultist’s fearfully lowered head, and it ran its armoured fingers back through his blond hair, as a kindly owner might indulge a favoured pet. Jansiger had no idea how to react. He stood frozen, thoughts spinning, ignoring the uncomfortable glances his followers were casting between each other. Was this a good sign? Jansiger decided that yes, it was. The fact that he was still alive was, in itself, very promising. He cleared his throat to continue the speech he had prepared, voice growing in confidence.

			‘We have secured this facility, that you might be spared the tedious task of reclaiming–’

			His words were abruptly cut off as the Traitor Astartes spread its fingers around his skull, gripped, and began to squeeze. Jansiger flailed. His hands shot up, trying to prise off the Space Marine’s unnaturally strong grip. He cried out as he was lifted from the deck, his boots kicking helplessly in empty air. The remaining cultists shrank back, watching in horror as Jansiger struggled, right until the moment that his skull burst like an underripe gourd, splattering the Heretic Astartes with glistening chunks of brain. 

			The renegade buried its faceplate in the gory mess and drank deeply, slurping up blood and brain matter through the foaming orifice in its helmet. Finally, one of the terror-frozen cultists summoned the wherewithal to open fire. Las filled the chamber, but it was too late. A full squad of Heretic Astartes came sweeping in. Eagerly, they set to work, butchering the cultists. There would be no bargains. The Emperor’s Children simply took what they desired.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWENTY. TAIKON.

			The blast door slammed open without warning, and the Tatter­shields stormed into the command suite. At a quick appraisal, Taikon took in the kneeling prisoners, the tense, twitchy cultists guarding them. He saw the nearest heretic glance up with an unexpected, hopeful look on his face, as though he was anticipating the arrival of reinforcements rather than thirteen vengeful, heavily armed Kasrkin. He was halfway through flashing a twisted, toothy grin when Taikon put a hellgun shot between the man’s eyes. And then the chamber exploded into a blur of violence.

			The Tattershields fanned out into the room, Taikon leading the charge, Sanzhar to his left, Linnd on his right. Those cultists who weren’t cut down in the first few seconds hurled themselves behind the cover of consoles and cogitator banks, returning fire with desperate determination. Taikon kept moving, vaulting up onto the great hololith table, firing down into the cultists sheltering behind it. From the corner of his eye, he saw Sanzhar – combat blade in hand – taking out some of his rage on the enemy. In that moment of distraction, Taikon nearly missed the cultist who sprang out at him from behind a vox-terminal, levelling an autogun. Before the commander could pivot to meet him, another figure intercepted his attacker in a blur of whipping red robes and gleaming augmetics.

			Seizing his moment, the enginseer 74-Vulfram surged to his feet, exhorting his tech-adepts to join him. He drove a piston-powered mechanical fist into the cultist’s temple, putting him down in a welter of blood. The body hit the deck, and then silence overtook the command suite. It was over. The Martian adept turned to face his Kasrkin rescuers.

			‘A timely response. Noted and appreciated.’ He paused momentarily in thought, then added, ‘What now is our course of action?’

			Taikon answered immediately, stepping down from the table while his squad swept the chamber’s shadowed corners, securing the perimeter with practised efficiency. ‘Mission parameters have not changed. We need the station’s weapon systems online.’

			The enginseer considered the instruction. ‘Our civilian labour teams have been… depleted. My adepts can fulfil an identical function with marginally reduced productivity. Precise calibration is all that remains.’

			‘Can we fire without calibration?’ Taikon was acutely aware of the time they had lost, of the enemy voidships drawing ever closer. A sound like cogs turning, or a loose connection sparking, came from somewhere beneath Vulfram’s voluminous hood.

			‘That is a great burden to place upon the machine spirit. But given the circumstance… I believe the orbital will understand.’ He paused, laying a mechanical hand reverently on a nearby command console. Fresh blood glinted on his steel knuckles. ‘To do so will likely damage the station’s substructure. I cannot guarantee we will be able to fire a second volley.’

			Taikon weighed it, for all of five seconds. ‘Give the order. Have your adepts fire as soon as possible. If we don’t hit them now, we might not get another chance.’

			‘That is my assessment also. It will be done,’ Vulfram conceded. The enginseer tilted his hooded head at an angle that Taikon took as almost apologetic, before he continued. ‘There is a further complication. Our captor indicated that an advance team of Traitor Astartes were being brought on board.’

			Taikon had dreaded the possibility, but he was not unprepared for it. The Kasrkin’s relentless training prepared them to fight any enemy, even – if the unthinkable should happen – Traitor Astartes. He nodded grimly.

			‘Just get those weapons operational.’

			‘And what will you do, Commander Taikon?’

			‘We… are going to give you as much time as we can.’

			The Tattershields made their stand beneath a high, vaulted atrium at the intersection of two wide, curving cloisters. The route lay in a direct path between the station’s outer docking ring and the command suite. It had been two years since Taikon had faced Traitor Astartes, but he felt confident that he understood their methods. They were engineered for overwhelming shock assaults, terrifying avalanches of ceramite and superhuman muscle that could shrug off sustained las fire and smash aside all resistance. He felt sure that they would take the most direct route to capturing the station. In contrast to the cramped and winding passageways of the ’low decks, these grand cloisters were relatively open, offering range and space to manoeuvre. If the Traitor Astartes got in close…

			The cloister was lined with tall steel arches, and a long armaglass viewportal ran its whole length, letting in shafts of sickly purple warp light. By that roiling, unnatural glare, Taikon could just make out the predatory silhouettes of the approaching voidships. Now and then, the tortured light would catch some angle of one of the vessels – a bank of jutting lance batteries, an outstretched sensor vane, the sharp wedge of an aquiline prow – and for an instant, the vessels’ gargantuan proportions would become clear. Taikon knew that experienced voidsmen could use such tiny details to determine useful data – distance, speed, angle of approach – something they could meaningfully apply to a battle plan. But the fine points of void combat were lost on the Kasrkin commander. The speeds and distances involved made no sense on the human scale of war that Taikon was intimately familiar with. All he could say with certainty was that the vessels were huge, hostile, and closing fast.

			Spread out around the commander, the Kasrkin waited in tense preparedness. Sanzhar, drumming his foot, twitchy and eager to engage. Auber, clutching her aquila pendant, whispering a prayer. Gunner, obsessively polishing his melta.

			A wailing scream shattered the silence. The Kasrkin responded in near-perfect unison, hellguns raised in readiness to meet the foe. Over the next few seconds, the screams grew louder, echo­ing from the vaulted ceiling. It was an appalling sound, full of agony and terror, and it went on, and on, until a bloodied figure stumbled into view. 

			It had been one of the cultists, Taikon could see by the scraps of its uniform. But the body had been mutilated almost beyond recognition, half flayed with the terrible precision of a medicae-surgeon or an Inquisitorial interrogator. The bloody figure lurched towards them, arms outstretched. Not charging, Taikon realised, fleeing. The wretched cultist only had the chance to take one more step before a las shot punched squarely through the exposed bone of its forehead. Taikon flicked his eyes to his side, where Linnd stood, his rifle barrel still faintly glowing.

			‘Hold,’ Taikon cautioned his squad. He knew that they would only survive the coming fight through discipline and courage. The Kasrkin held their positions as a new sound reached them. The heavy thump of armoured boots, approaching fast. Taikon gave his orders.

			‘Tacticae Eleven-Twenty-Leman.’ 

			The Kasrkin shifted positions, snapping mechanically into a perfect firing line at the precise moment that the first of the Heretic Astartes rounded the corner. It seemed to fill the corridor, a giant in gleaming, overlapping plates of bruise-purple armour that, perversely, left sections of flesh exposed – throat, wrists, the swollen muscle of the warrior’s left pectoral – as though tempting an attacker to strike for a vulnerable spot, a seemingly easy kill. Taikon took it all in with an appraising glance which settled finally on the Traitor Space Marine’s helm. It was a barbaric visage, its eye-lenses glowing a pale, milky blue, respirator and vox-grilles jumbled to give the impression of a toothed maw with a bladed, protruding tongue. The traitor howled joyfully as it charged the disciplined Imperials, whirling a long-hafted power axe in one black-gloved fist. 

			The Kasrkin opened fire at exactly thirty yards, hotshot las rounds pummelling ancient ceramite, flaking the armour away in slivers to reveal layers of adamantine mesh beneath. The renegade kept coming, fast, so fast, closing the distance in just a few long strides. And the Kasrkin line buckled before it – exactly as it was supposed to. 

			As the enemy approached, Taikon stepped backwards, maintaining the same distance to the target no matter how quickly it approached, never reducing his rate of fire. At his side, a step beside him, Linnd and Sanzhar followed suit in perfect, drilled synchronicity, and the firing line shifted into an inverted arrowhead, catching the charging Heretic Astartes in an ever-deepening crossfire. Armour segments peeled away under the storm of firepower. Actuators and synth-muscles ruptured, spilling greasy fluids. The Chaos Space Marine fell, burying its axe in the deck at Finnar’s feet in a final, wild swing. Still firing at point-blank range, he slammed his boot into its helmeted head, exposing the vulnerable neck seals. A few more shots and the head dropped to the deck, flopping loose from a mass of charred tendons. Finnar looked up, grinning viciously.

			‘Not so hard to kill,’ he told the gathered troopers. There was no time for Taikon to reprimand the sharpshooter for that bravado. More of the Traitor Space Marines were barrelling down the cloister towards them, laughing and squealing in their excitement to close with the Imperials.

			‘Re-form!’

			On Taikon’s order, the Kasrkin adjusted their firing line, repeating the manoeuvre. Just in time. There were four Traitor Astartes, only four. Their armour streaked in whorls of gleaming black and livid purple, their antiquated helms decorated with elaborate horns of gold and whipping crests of brightly dyed hair. Bolt pistols thundered, and Kasrkin died. Vanluis fell a moment after Tabbet, men whom Taikon had known for barely a day, men who died following his orders.

			‘Hold formation!’ Taikon was roaring, his voice drowned by the explosions of bolt shells and the battle cries of his Tattershields. They held, punishing the charging renegades with a fusillade of hotshot las.

			Fire, step back. Fire, step back…

			One of the four staggered, blood gushing from a wound in its bare thigh. The heretic whooped in delight, digging its fingers into the ruptured flesh, prising it open in some kind of ecstatic fit. Exposed bone gleamed in the eerie warp light.

			Fire, step back.

			Another of the Heretic Astartes fell, its chest all but liquified by dozens of perfectly placed las bolts.

			Step back – and then the twisted Space Marines reached them. The Kasrkin formation collapsed, each trooper guided by training as much as instinct, spreading out to create distance from the foe’s slashing, whipping weapons. Taikon ducked beneath the wild sweep of a traitor’s lightning claw, barely avoiding the cutting edges of its energy-wreathed blades.

			Beside him, he saw Auber meet the attackers, her looted chainsword revving. She swung it in a tight arc, and her opponent simply caught the weapon in one gauntleted hand. The chainsword’s whirring teeth jarred and stuttered. Sparks flew and taloned fingers pattered to the deck. But the Space Marine was laughing, seemingly enjoying its own mutilation. It could have killed her, Taikon realised. The moment after it caught the sword. But it was too absorbed in the experience. Taikon put a las bolt into the crazed Heretic Astartes’ back, more to distract than to injure. Taking advantage of the momentary diversion, Auber dodged aside, reaching for her hotshot laspistol. The heretic lashed out, catching her wrist before she could reach the holster at her hip.

			‘No, no,’ it rasped. ‘We are far from finished with these games.’

			‘You… are… finished!’ The voice was Gunner’s, a dry croak as he levelled his melta at near-point-blank range. The Traitor Space Marine whirled, unholstering its bolt pistol in a fluid motion, firing as soon as the weapon was level. Gunner was already ducking aside, tracking with his melta, trying to keep Auber out of the burn zone.

			‘Do it! Do it now!’ Auber yelled, trusting to the Emperor and her blast padding to protect her from the searing heat. Gunner did not hesitate any longer. Head down, bolt shells exploding against the wall behind him, he tapped the trigger, sending a fast, focused burst of blazing pyrum directly into the traitor’s chest. The hit carried it from its feet, a sizzling hole widening in its ceramite chestplate as residual heat ate away at the dense armour.

			There was no time to celebrate. The remaining traitors were too close, too fast, too vicious. One darted past Taikon’s shoulder, impossibly nimble for something so massive, sprang aside, and drove a boot into the wall to abruptly change direction. Before the commander could shout a warning, it crashed into a knot of Kasrkin. Grovski was pinned to the wall, crushed to a bloody pulp by the impact. Argen tried to bring his hellgun to bear, but he was a fraction of an instant too slow, and too close to the target. A fast snick of its sword took his throat, and he fell back, helplessly trying to staunch the spray of arterial red with both hands.

			Taikon could not help them. A renegade Heretic Astartes loomed over him, its helmet smooth and almost featureless, smeared in ropes of gore and trailing saliva. It gibbered horribly as it closed the distance, taking wild swings with its lightning claw. As he fell back, ducking and weaving, Taikon could not help the sensation that he was being toyed with. His attacker forced him back against the armaglass viewportal, raising its taloned fist for the killing blow.

			That was when a sound like thunder rolled through the station and the deck shook violently beneath their feet. It took Taikon a moment to understand. The weapons systems. Vulfram’s done it! The hungry void stole any sound from the massive volley of torpedo launches and macrocannon shots. The deadly payload surged across the distance towards its target in deceptive, stately silence, tracing golden threads through the darkness. But within the sealed and pressurised hull of the station, the noise was deafening, loud as an artillery bombardment. The recoil of the gigantic weapons shook the orbital on its axis. For a moment, the deadly melee was forgotten. Kasrkin and Chaos Space Marines stared, riveted, at the viewport. Then, the dark expanse beyond the armaglass was obliterated by a blinding flash. The volley had struck home. A bloom of catastrophic explosions was spreading along the bows of the closest of the two escort frigates. What had been lost to shadow moments before was suddenly illuminated. Taikon instantly appreciated the vessel’s awesome size, its grandiose gothic architecture, the sheer scale and deadly purpose of the thing. And then it seemed to crumple and dissolve, torn apart by secondary explosions as ammo caches ignited and fuel lines ruptured, spilling the ship’s guts in plumes of fire. The frigate broke apart, its forward decks a ruin of twisted slag, smashed aside as the still-operable engines drove the rudderless rear portion of the vessel blindly onwards. One down.

			And then the blast wave reached the orbital, and everything was tossed aside. Taikon collided with the Heretic Space Marine. To the Kasrkin, it felt like running into a bulkhead, but the renegade did not seem to notice – it simply stared out through the armaglass, fascinated, bathed in the fiery light, captivated by the terrible grandeur of the frigate’s destruction.

			In the moment of confusion, Taikon drew his power sabre, dragging the curved blade in a tight, eviscerating arc across the traitor’s belly. The weapon’s flaring energy discharge threw the warriors apart. Taikon struck the armaglass. The Space Marine simply staggered away, intestines unspooling over spike-studded greaves. Hotshot rounds stabbed into the heretic from several directions, the surviving Kasrkin finally bringing the wounded giant down with carefully placed crossfire.

			‘Was that the last of them?’ Sanzhar asked, his voice full of contempt.

			‘They’re down,’ Auber confirmed from further along the cloister. She came striding back, gory chainsword slung over one armoured shoulder. ‘It’s done.’

			‘Casualties?’ Taikon asked, flicking blood from his sabre.

			Linnd did not answer. He was entirely focused on his work, kneeling over Grovski’s body, trying to staunch his bleeding. But Taikon could see from the trooper’s terrible wounds that the medic could not save his life. Sanzhar could see it too. He drove his fist into the wall in fury. Four of the elite Kasrkin lay dead, a heavy toll to their dwindling numbers, but – Taikon reminded himself coldly – an impressive attrition ratio against Heretic Astartes.

			Alarms were howling, but Taikon did not need them to know that the station was badly damaged. They had risked everything for that single volley. As he watched the frigate’s flaming wreckage break apart through the observation port, Taikon tried to tell himself that the gamble had been worth it.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWENTY-ONE. CAELINUS.

			In accordance with tradition, they held a feast before the battle, a celebration of the victory to come. Across the long centuries, most of the old Legion’s rituals had been forgotten or abandoned, or gradually corrupted beyond all recognition. But the Feast Triumphal had remained all but unchanged. It was a way to reaffirm camaraderie in a Legion defined by a philosophy of individual excellence, a culture that all but demanded ruthless competition between its adherents. A Legion of ambitious, prideful psychopaths, Caelinus had heard their radiant lord and master call them once. The Phoenician had meant it as a compliment. But had Fulgrim really been so blinded by his own dreams of perfection? Had he put too much faith in his sons? They had burned brightly and terribly, and those who had survived the fire of their Fall had not been tempered, had not been made stronger. They had crawled from the conflagration as broken things, clinging to a moronic myth of their own magnificence in the face of all evidence to the contrary. It had been the only way to drown out the shame of their utter, crushing defeat. How did one keep going when all that they once stood for was utterly, irrevocably lost? The simple answer was this: they did not. The defeated died a lingering death, as they deserved. And the truly mighty, the truly blessed, rose to replace them. So it was with the Six.

			Caelinus honoured his guests with a needle-toothed grin. Of all his followers, these five were his only true brothers, those he could trust beyond all doubt. They had been together since the beginning, since the last days of Horus’ doomed rebellion. They had been rounded up in the same intake of aspirants, survived the same brutal regimen of forced organ transplants and accelerated geno-alchemy. Together, the six Inductii had borne the callous disdain of their commanders. They had battled through the Legion’s darkest days, rising through the ranks as the old guard slid into madness or perished in pointless power struggles. He, and his brothers, had learned the lessons of the Long War. And now it was his duty to impart that sharp teaching to his own followers. Falgyr would be along shortly, he was certain of it.

			Until then, there would be delightful distractions. Creatures of obsession and addiction were, necessarily, creatures of habit, no matter how impulsive or erratic their particular drives made them. And so, the Six gathered for the feast, as they always did. 

			Caelinus cast a languid glance around the great table, admiring his brothers’ dark magnificence. True, only traces of the glorious beings they had been remained. But each of them had attained a new and terrible beauty during their long sojourn in the warp. Take the Apothecary. He still wore the pearl-white pauldron which identified him as a master of the apothecarion. The ruby helix carved there still gleamed, improbably unsoiled after so long. But apart from that, the Apothecary now wore little armour. His corporeal form had grown so distended and disproportionate over the centuries that he could no longer fit into his war plate. Mortal armour could not enclose the contours of his grotesquely high, hunched back and taut, swollen belly, its translucent flesh revealing whorls and blotches of purple fluid oozing just beneath the skin. A cluster of thick, hideously prehensile tentacles hung from his malformed chest. These slithered and probed across the table, reaching for his brothers, who awaited his blessing. One by one, the tentacles groped their way towards specialised valves and filters built into the heretics’ armour, connecting to hard points with a hideous squelching sound. 

			The Apothecary threw back his head and gurgled insanely as he fed a potent mix of daemon-derived stimulants and alchemical hallucinogens directly into their hyper-tuned nervous systems. The Heretic Astartes began to shudder and contort the moment the chems hit their systems, eyes rolling and tongues lolling as their senses were obliterated and remade. The sensations would not last. Their superhuman physiology, hardened by centuries of abuse, would quickly flush the vile brew from their bodies. But in the grip of the chemfeeder’s delirious haze, time meant nothing. It was almost like the oozing, distorted, amber-sap slowness of existence within the warp, a taste of the madness of the immaterium which the sensation-starved Emperor’s Children drank down eagerly. It would keep them going, for now, an appetiser to tide them over until the madness of battle began, with all its glut of extreme sensations.

			The chamber’s great hardwood doors flew open with a thrillingly violent bang, and a dark-armoured figure stormed in to interrupt the feast. Falgyr. Right on cue.

			‘We are attacked!’ Falgyr’s voice trembled with outrage. ‘Those impudent Imperial lapdogs have dared to fire upon us!’ 

			Caelinus looked up, smiling beatifically. ‘Calm yourself. We are quite unassailable here.’

			‘The frigate Afflictrix is destroyed!’ Falgyr roared, throwing his hands wide for the benefit of the assembled lords. ‘Will you let this insult stand?’ 

			Destroyed. That was an unexpected irritation, indeed. Caelinus controlled his anger, savouring the bitter taste, the hot sting of rage flooding through his nerves.

			‘We will punish their temerity soon enough. We are almost at strike positions.’

			‘And still you linger! Is it fear that makes you hesitate?’ The Six tittered and cooed at the challenge. Caelinus remained outwardly composed, though visions flashed through his mind, depicting the astounding tortures he could enact in answer to Falgyr’s insolence. Still, the overconfident pup raved on. ‘Though our numbers are few, the dregs of Gavaine cannot hope to stop us!’

			Caelinus rose to his feet, looming a head taller than even the imposing Falgyr. ‘Claiming a world is not the same as seizing a strongpoint, Falgyr. It is not only a matter of silencing their weapons or cracking their shields. To dominate a populace, you must trample their spirit. And that we will accomplish with a single, decisive blow. Not with a raid. Not with a skirmish. It must be an execution, dramatic and terrible, for all to see.’ He paused for emphasis, staring into his follower’s furious face, hoping for a flicker of comprehension to kindle. ‘Do you understand me?’

			It was clear that the younger Space Marine did not. How disappointing. Falgyr howled in frustration, sweeping plates and fine goblets from the table, kicking at the servants who scurried to pick up the spilled morsels. Swinging back towards his lord, he dragged his sharp nails across his face, drawing tears of welling blood which ran into his finely trimmed beard.

			‘If you will not give the order to strike, then I shall lead the assault myself!’

			An amused grin pulled at the corners of Caelinus’ unnaturally wide mouth. ‘You shall,’ the lord cooed. It took Falgyr a moment to recognise what he had said.

			‘I– What?’

			‘I said, you shall lead the assault. You may descend immediately. Consider this a gift.’ A gift and a lesson both, Caelinus added inwardly. 

			Falgyr bowed his head but kept his eyes up, on his lord, full of calculation and malice. ‘I thank you, my lord. I shall display my superiority for all to see.’

			‘Oh,’ Caelinus laughed, favouring his five brothers with a knowing, mocking look that was entirely lost on the carnage-hungry Falgyr. ‘I have no doubt of that…’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWENTY-TWO. TAIKON.

			When the bloodied Kasrkin returned to the command suite, the tech crews greeted them with a cheer. It was a brittle sound, cut through with fear and exhaustion, but there was hope in it, still. They had struck a blow. It was something. It was enough, for them. Taikon held on to that. The commander spoke loud enough to be heard over the din of warning klaxons, and the bellowing of the work team leaders still trying to staunch fires and repair damaged systems.

			Enginseer 74-Vulfram stood at the heart of it, directing the frantic work. He bowed his head respectfully as Taikon approached.

			‘That was a damned fine hit, enginseer. But they know we’re here now, and hostile. We won’t have long before they retaliate. Take your crews and evacuate the–’

			‘Refused,’ Vulfram stated flatly. ‘We will stay at our posts.’ Taikon began to object, but Vulfram continued, firmly. ‘These machines were forged to defend Gavaine – they must be allowed to fulfil their purpose. Likewise, my adepts.’ The enginseer locked his eyes on the Kasrkin’s, one glowing augmetic, one brown and shining with determination. ‘Both deserve to go to their destruction fighting.’ Taikon could not argue with that. It was all he expected for himself, for his Tattershields.

			‘You think you can hit them again?’

			‘We can but try.’

			Before Taikon could say more, a sudden shout from Milliss pulled his attention.

			‘There, look!’ She was standing by a narrow, arched viewport, staring out at the grey dome of Gavaine’s northern hemisphere. Several of the Tattershields had gathered around her, Cennovich amongst them. He waved for Taikon’s attention.

			‘You’d better take a look at this, sir.’

			The Kasrkin stepped aside to let their commander pass. He squinted through the armaglass. Beyond the arcing debris trail of the downed frigate, he could make out the remaining enemy vessels. The massive strike cruiser had drawn level with the remaining frigate, the larger voidship using its huge, heavily armoured mass and high-powered void shields to shelter its smaller escort. They held position, almost at zenith point above Gavaingard, though offset by a few degrees to avoid direct surface-to-orbit fire. At first, Taikon could not see what had drawn his trooper’s attention. But then he spotted it, caught in the shift of shadow and warp light. Brief sparks and flashes seemed to ripple along the Chaos vessel’s underside, appearing to Taikon’s eyes, in that first confused moment, to be a shower of sparkling gold dust, or the floating cinders of a thousand fires. 

			‘There!’ Milliss pointed again, gloved finger pressed to the armaglass.

			‘Emperor’s bloody broken teeth!’ Finnar swore viciously, drawing a sharp scowl from Auber. He had recognised those seemingly tiny lights for what they were. Taikon adjusted his sense of scale, and saw.

			‘Drop-ships,’ he growled. ‘They’ve begun the assault.’

			‘Must be hundreds,’ Cennovich said in an awestruck whisper. ‘They can’t all be Traitor Astartes. Can they?’ There was no hope in his voice, just a flat denial. After what they had just been through, they all knew that even half that many Chaos Space Marines would crush the defenders utterly.

			‘But… we still have the planetary defences…’ Boriz muttered. ‘Void shields, anti-orbitals… They’ll smash themselves apart before they ever touch Gavaine.’

			‘Arrogance,’ Linnd said, shaking his head in angry disbelief. ‘Or disdain for their own soldiers’ lives. They think they can punch right through.’

			‘We have to get down there. Right now,’ Sanzhar announced through gritted teeth. He had been silent up to now, staring, appalled, at the glittering swarm of assault craft. Taikon shook his head.

			‘We will not–’ the commander began, but Sanzhar gave him no time to finish. He wheeled towards Taikon, eyes bulging with fury.

			‘What, then? We sit this one out? Watch Gavaine burn from orbit? Good soldiers are going to die down there!’

			‘They will do their duty without our intervention,’ Taikon said, meeting the angry younger man’s gaze unflinchingly. Around them, an uneasy energy was spreading through the assembled Kasrkin, a subtle but menacing shift in posture. Hands gripped rifle stocks or drifted towards holstered weapons, and troopers adjusted their stances, ready in case the escalating tension boiled over. Individuals drew closer to their familiar comrades or put distance between themselves and less-trusted allies, unspoken lines of allegiance forming. Sanzhar was ranting, furious.

			‘I expected better!’ he spat, voice dripping disdain. ‘The hero Kostantin Taikon! But I see it’s all just barracks talk. They’ve beaten the spirit out of you. Well, I still have some fight in me, and I’m damn sure some of these righteous killers still do too.’ He turned, taking in the Kasrkin around him, meeting angry scowls and nods of agreement. Only Taikon’s face remained impassive, cold, composed as ever.

			‘Sanzhar,’ Milliss said softly. She held out a hand to him, palm up, trying to calm the situation. ‘You don’t–’

			‘We have to do something, Milliss! I won’t miss another fight. I can’t live with that again – can you?’ And with that, something fell into place, and Taikon understood the reason for the sergeant’s outburst.

			‘You never got to fight on Cadia.’ The words brought a total silence down on the conversation. Sanzhar’s cheeks darkened with shame, and he dropped his gaze, unable to meet the commander’s eyes. He ground his teeth, as though turning jagged words around in his mouth. Finally, he regained his composure and answered.

			‘We were on mission on Zee-Reticide, rooting feral orks out from the canopies. When the general muster was called, it took us two days to hike back to the extraction point.’

			‘No one could have done it faster,’ Finnar huffed, his bitterly wounded pride apparent in his voice.

			‘By the time we made translation to Cadia, it was already over. We arrived just in time to get rolled up in the retreat. The Emperor’s damned elite, standing useless on an observation deck on a retreating transport ship while Cadia burned.’

			‘We watched it burn. Home. Burn,’ Milliss said, the words hollow.

			‘We all did,’ Linnd reminded her. ‘Whether we fought or not.’

			‘I can’t watch another world die, commander. Understand?’ Sanzhar’s anger had been knocked out of him. Now, he seemed to be pleading.

			‘We won’t,’ Taikon said firmly. ‘We are Kasrkin, Sanzhar. We go where headquarters points us, and we bring death to whatever we find there. Today…’ He swept his gaze across the Kasrkin. Time to give them purpose. ‘Today our comrades on Gavaine will repel the assault. Priesik had other plans for us. We will not be returning planetside.’ Taikon pointed, pressing a fingertip to the thick armaglass. Beyond, the strike cruiser loomed, menacing and immense, still disgorging its seemingly endless swarm of assault craft.

			‘We are going to board that. And cut the heart out of the enemy. And if our comrades can’t stop the traitors at Gavaingard, we’ll damned well bottle them up so they can’t leave.’

			Shocked silence met the commander’s words, broken finally when Finnar barked a disbelieving laugh.

			‘Well,’ he chuckled mirthlessly, ‘it’s still better than the bloody tunnels.’ Other voices joined his, then, with laughter, and bravado, and muttered agreement.

			‘The Emperor brought us here,’ Auber said softly, never taking her gaze from the warship beyond the viewportal. ‘All the fights. All the… losses.’ Her voice caught for the briefest moment, but she carried on, letting her faith carry the words out. ‘For this. To make them pay.’ Even Gunner was nodding now, eyes fixed on the enemy command ship beyond the armaglass. 

			Taikon gave his Kasrkin just enough time to process what was being asked of them. They were brave and ready, trained harder and longer than just about any mortal soldier the Imperium had under arms. The Emperor’s elite, just like Sanzhar had named them. But they all knew as well as he did that this audacious boarding action was a suicide mission. He felt fiercely proud, then, to have these soldiers under his command, to have their trust.

			A hint of a cold smile quirked Taikon’s mouth as he levelled on Sanzhar. ‘That plan meet your approval, sergeant?’

			‘Yes, sir,’ Sanzhar growled, a fierce, eager light kindled in his dark violet eyes. ‘I’d say it does.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWENTY-THREE. ORRICH.

			It began to snow in the last hour before dawn. Sooty flakes dusted down from a dark sky, swirling like static interference in the powerful floodlights, leaving grey smudges on armour, streaking the barricades with inky stains.

			Orrich slapped his gloved hands together repeatedly, trying to generate some warmth. Like just about every combat-capable unit in Gavaingard, they had been stepped up to ready positions hours before. Rumours spread from squad to squad that, far overhead, the enemy voidships had drawn into position. It was only a matter of time before the first shot was fired. But the tense hours were crawling past with painful slowness, and soldiers who had gone to their posts full of adrenaline and belligerence were growing restless, exhausted, numb with cold.

			Orrich watched tech-adepts and sappers scurrying between barricades and earthworks, making their final preparations. They had been working tirelessly, bringing the great guns and defence systems online. Orrich could feel a thrumming static charge in the air, a comforting reminder that the city’s great void shields were up. At least they won’t be able to just glass us from orbit, he had told Lescoe when he returned from his encounter with Priesik. The corporal had not seen the humour in it. He was still processing the news that they were being redeployed. 

			In the aftermath of the mass-lifter hijack, Orrich’s squad had been one of dozens sent to plug gaps in the forward line, strung out along the raised firing platform they called the Martyr’s Wall. It was a place of honour, which probably meant it was where the fighting would be worst. Gavaingard’s chaotic-seeming sprawl was an intentional defensive feature, designed to deny an attacking force anywhere to land troop transports. The winding, densely built-up streets offered nowhere for drop-ships to touch down. Other than the Old Rally launchpads, the only place a pilot could realistically descend was within the series of wide, tempting squares which the Martyr’s Wall overlooked. Now, those squares were criss-crossed by thornwire fences and seeded with mines, hemmed in by ranks of tanks and heavy weapons. Any ground forces who survived that gauntlet would have to proceed through a labyrinth of winding streets, flanked on both sides by elevated walkways, where dug-in Guardsmen would punish them for every step. And still, Orrich understood that it would probably not be enough. 

			The sergeant swept his eye across the narrow section of street below. It was a strange thing, he thought, to feel his life narrowing down to a single moment, a bottleneck of circumstances. He had been born barely twenty blocks east from here, had proudly enlisted at a recruitment chapel just around the corner. He turned in a slow, full circle. To his back, the high buildings and dark, squat landing pads of the voidport. He could just about make out the planetary governor’s standard, snapping in the cold wind. There may be no one left living to claim that hereditary title, but Captain Priesik had ordered it hoisted high even so. She may not be Gavaini, Orrich thought, but she understood the symbolism of Old Rally right enough. It was fitting, somehow, that now, at the end, this same small stretch of rockcrete and iron would be his to defend.

			He made up his mind that he would not fall back. That his squad would hold this street against whatever tried to desecrate it. At least, that’s the idea. He wondered how long they could hold out once the enemy arrived.

			It was one of the Cadian artillery spotters who noticed first, standing up from behind a pyramid of sandbags, magnoculars gripped in one hand, other arm pointing to the dark sky. Excitement ran up and down the lines, Guardsmen craning to look, and Orrich was not above squinting right along with them. In the heavy lead-grey skies, he saw nothing except lazily roiling clouds and the ever-present flashes of purple warp light behind them. He kept staring, brow furrowed. And then the cloud banks shifted, and he saw a faint bloom of fiery red. Beside him, Lescoe had clearly seen it, too.

			‘Is that a kill?’ Few of the Guardsmen had a frame of reference for void war, though they had all seen ships burning in high orbit during the madness of the retreat and the first months of the mutiny.

			‘Can’t say,’ Orrich rumbled. ‘But something’s burning.’ It was a faint hope, but it seemed to cheer the troopers. The rest of the squad nodded and chattered, crowding up to the parapet of the Martyr’s Wall before Orrich had to order them back to ready positions. Even one damaged voidship was a worthy blow against the enemy, but in the long run, it did not change what was going to happen here. The sergeant would not be caught out of position when the attack came. He stiffened his back, rolled his shoulders, and planted his boots, ramrod straight, hoping to make himself an example to the troopers under his command, and trying not to show the aches in his cold, protesting muscles. He would not have to wait long.

			The first shots were fired barely twenty minutes later. The first Orrich knew of it was a distant thunder, followed by the lightning flash of surface-to-orbit las fire. The big cannons opened up, sending searing lances up through the cloud cover towards auspex-acquired targets too small and too distant to be picked out with the naked eye. Sirens warbled, whistles were blown, and squad sergeants began to bark orders. With a deep bass grinding, the anti-air cannons traversed, and the sky was suddenly filled with smoky black detonations. All along the Martyr’s Wall, behind barricades, dug into trenches, and secured within pillboxes, the Guardsmen could do nothing but grip their rifles and wait.

			Then the first wave swept into view, moving startlingly fast but holding a formation so perfect that they seemed almost to be controlled by a single intelligence. Tightly bunched, a wing of six drop-ships stabbed down through the atmosphere in a perfect arrowhead. Even without magnoculars, Orrich could see that these were huge machines of ancient design, swifter and more heavily armoured than anything he had ever seen the Aeronautica use. Their armoured hulls were decorated in gold leaf scrollwork, the garish patterns glowing with atmospheric friction, peeling away from the hull. Fragments fluttered in the air behind the speeding aircraft, catching the first light of dawn, leaving a trail of glimmering gold foil which filled the air with chaff, making auto-senses and cogitator-assisted targeting all but useless. 

			The defenders’ missiles spun by, detonating in air, while the plummeting ships suddenly peeled out of formation into evasive patterns so complex that no mortal pilot could possibly have attempted them. Lances of las skimmed by, within a hair’s breadth of the jinking flyers, but nothing touched them. Staring, Orrich found himself transfixed, momentarily awed by the sheer skill of the pilots, before he reminded himself that they were the enemy. That they were here to kill him. Then, he willed the artillery teams to close the net, to bring down these ships before…

			The flyers banked close overhead, and a sound began to eat away at the edges of Orrich’s perception, quickly becoming impossible to ignore, and then impossible to bear – a cacophony of jagged anti-harmonies blaring at staggering volume from vox-casters welded beneath the ships’ wings like clusters of parasitic mites. Lescoe was screaming, hands clamped to the sides of his helmet. The apocalyptic barrage of noise loosened Orrich’s teeth, filled his eyes with tears, his nervous system overwhelmed by the aural assault. Another of his soldiers, Pastellmenn, was vomiting over the parapet. Then the ships were past, speeding towards the towering mass of Old Rally.

			‘They’ll crash right into the voids!’ Lescoe sputtered, wiping blood from his nose on the back of his sleeve.

			‘Bloody let them!’ Pastellmenn groaned.

			Orrich said nothing, staring after the screaming drop-ships. He watched them pull up suddenly, what must have been only yards from the void shields, banking into steep angles that would have crushed a merely human pilot into unconsciousness. Fanning out, noses pointed to the sky, the drop-ships disgorged their cargo. One by one, in perfect rhythm, Orrich watched the Traitor Space Marines deploy from rear hatches, plummeting planetwards with all the momentum and deadly potential of a falling bomb. Their jump packs ignited just in time to slow their descent, allowing them to manoeuvre themselves with controlled bursts. They fell fast, and hard.

			‘Throne!’ Lescoe yelled. ‘There’s more!’ Orrich spun to follow the direction of Lescoe’s jabbing finger. Piercing the dark clouds, dozens more vessels were coming into view. Shuttles – slower, bulkier than the drop-ships of the first wave, approaching with stately, ominous inevitability. And for every one that was brought down by lance, or missile, or anti-aircraft fire, another drifted down behind it, its armoured prow marked with the symbol of a terrible winged talon.

			Orrich snapped back the breech on his autogun, flicked off the safety.

			‘Squad!’ the sergeant roared, loud enough to carry over the noise of the big guns. ‘Prepare to repel the enemy!’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWENTY-FOUR. PRIESIK.

			Captain Priesik oversaw the battle from Old Rally’s high ramparts. It was an exposed position, she knew, but it offered the best vantage point over the city’s defences. She faced into the whipping wind, standing within a ring of vox-equipment where comms-trained troopers relayed her orders and related tactical updates in an almost unbroken string of words. It’s enough to burn out a tech-priest’s head-ware, she thought, with bitter amusement.

			Beyond the circle of vox-sets, her honour guard stood ready. Four wounded Kasrkin, their battered carapace armour in stark contrast to the gleaming relic plasma guns she had managed to requisition for them. It was the best chance she could give them – but she fully expected all of them to lay down their lives in the coming hours. None of the troopers showed any fear now, though she knew they must dread the enemy as she did. From the elevated parapet, they could all see what was unfolding on the front lines. The enemy were picking the defenders apart, piece by piece. And even if there seemed to be no pattern to their reckless hit-and-run attacks… Priesik frowned, working over a troubling thought. She had fought Traitor Astartes before, and she understood that though many of their number were irrevocably lost to madness, they were not mindless. They may follow their warp-addled whims to crazed extremes, but the Black Legionnaires and Iron Warriors she had faced down before had been masterful strategists. If the same was true of these so-called Emperor’s Children… Something detonated off to the east, sending a rolling fireball into the grey sky, and a powerful shockwave through the ramparts.

			‘Identify that!’ Priesik demanded. A few seconds later, one of the vox-operators blurted the answer.

			‘They hit the ammo-drivers for the orbital guns at Eastpoint,’ she rattled out. ‘Gun’s dead.’ Priesik ordered a quick reassignment of troops, pulling back the gun’s defenders to bolster strongpoints elsewhere. Abandon what can’t be saved. Save the rest. And though she remained outwardly calm as ever, a new fear was beginning to build. Her war-honed instincts were telling her that the attacks were not random.

			Another explosion, this time from the north, and she could guess what it represented. Another of the orbital weapons was down. Before any of the vox-troopers could confirm the situation, a tremendous, dazzling flash rippled overhead, and then was gone. Priesik felt static prickle along the back of her neck, saw sparks fly from overloading vox-equipment.

			‘God-Emperor, they hit the shield generators…’ one of her command staff groaned. ‘Must have circled around our lines and–’

			Priesik understood. The Traitor Astartes’ jump assault would be considered reckless only if these blasphemous Emperor’s Children doubted their own ability. They fought not with careless savagery but with a total, terrifyingly justified arrogance. They were simply so certain of their victory that the possibility of being bogged down or driven back had simply not occurred to them. And, most frighteningly, Priesik realised that the enemy were absolutely correct in their assessment. Reacting quickly, she began to dictate new orders to the waiting vox-troopers, contracting her lines around the remaining defensive bastions. But she had barely begun when a voice – that of the Kasrkin Morsovisk – was raised in warning.

			‘Incoming!’

			With a shrill whine of jump engines, the enemy descended onto the command squad’s position. Their massive, heavily armoured forms hit with all the force of an artillery strike. The ground shook, and splinters of rockcrete flew from yards-wide impact craters. Priesik freed her laspistol from its holster, braced it across the armoured vambrace of the bulky power fist that enclosed her left forearm, and tried to aim through the swirling dust, but she dared not fire for fear of hitting her troopers. Bodies were scrambling through that churning smoke, and she saw muted ruby flashes of las fire, the blue flares of plasma. And someone was screaming, a terrible, sickening, endless-seeming scream. 

			Something spun towards Priesik out of the settling dust, and she dodged aside instinctively. It was most of a Guardsman, legs crushed to pulp, entrails flopping, still shrieking in agony. There was nothing that the captain could do for him.

			Another impact, just behind her, threw Priesik from her feet. She landed with controlled athleticism, turning the fall into a roll. The Chaos Raptor was moving before the dust cleared, surging up from his tight, shock-absorbing crouch to a full stride in half a heartbeat. As he moved, the widely spaced barrels of his jump pack swung back, folding behind his shoulders like the wings of some great carrion bird. He closed on the captain faster than she could react, driving his armoured boot into her ribs with enough force to lift her from the ground and crack her flak armour. This time, she landed badly, coughing blood. The Traitor Space Marine loomed above her, raising high a great, revving chainsword. 

			Blazing blue-white flashes pierced the veil of swirling stone dust, blasting apart the Traitor Astartes’ chest and head in a controlled yet intensely destructive volley. The Kasrkin. They formed a defensive cordon around the injured captain, firing whenever they had a clear shot at the swooping, fast-moving enemy. Priesik looked up to see the recon-trooper, Yarin, leaning over her, offering an arm. She took it gratefully, and though she made it onto her feet, she had to lean on the Kasrkin for support. She could barely breathe, and the hot, awful pain in her side told her that ribs were broken, her lung possibly collapsed.

			‘We have to move, now,’ the Kasrkin told her over the din. ‘Get you somewhere those damned prey birds can’t reach!’ Priesik pulled her arm free with a flash of anger. The movement sent dizzying pain through her side.

			‘I will not leave my command squad–’ The words died in her throat as she saw the look on the Kasrkin’s face. Already dead. Her thoughts spun, recalibrating to the reality of their situation. With her vox-node destroyed, she was cut off from her troops in the field. They had to re-establish contact. The Kasrkin were bunched in close around her now, almost back to back, firing searing plasma at the darting, airborne targets. ‘We link up with the rest of the Four-Hundred-and-Forty-Second,’ she said decisively. ‘Secondary command bastion. South, under the landing stacks.’

			Without dropping her rate of fire, Udovicci threw Yarin a glance over her shoulder. ‘You know the way?’

			‘I’ll find it,’ he answered. And so they went, Yarin limping ahead, the injured captain staggering behind.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWENTY-FIVE. ORRICH.

			The first of the drop-ships made planetfall amid the flaming wreckage of their less fortunate allies and disgorged their contents directly into the teeth of massed las fire and the punishing storm of anti-infantry cannons. What spilled out had once been human. Now they were a cavalcade of grotesques, a whirlwind of tattooed, scarred, mutated flesh, diaphanous teal-blue silks and brutal weapons of gleaming black steel. The mutant throng flooded into fortified squares and kill-boxes, charged heedlessly across fields of thornwire, giggling and gibbering, singing and squealing in delight as the wire snarled and tangled around their barely clothed forms. They surged into weapons range and died in their hundreds, shredded by the fire of the dug-in defenders, breaking against the Martyr’s Wall without discipline or strategy. But there was no stemming that flood of madness and depravity.

			Firing continually into the onrushing crowd, Orrich expended another belt of autogun ammo in a few terrifyingly brief moments. He dropped back behind the parapet, steady hands reloading with practised speed. A quick glance along the wall told him that they were already close to being overrun. Though Orrich’s squad still fought doggedly on, there were Guardsmen retreating from the north, firing back the way they had come in fast, desperate bursts. One scrambling trooper almost tripped over him, and the sergeant caught the panicked Guardsman by the arm, arresting his flight, shouting to be heard over the din.

			‘Report, soldier! Which damned fool gave the order to leave your post?’

			‘There’s no post left to hold, sir! North stretch is gone. They just keep coming!’

			‘Then we keep killing them, Guardsman!’ Orrich roared, releasing the man’s arm, raising his voice to carry as far as possible down the wavering line. ‘Stand and fight! Gavaine will not fall today!’ The Guards­man hesitated, glancing in the direction he had been running, then back into Orrich’s grim, belligerent face. He chose the less painful option, fell in against the wall, and began to fire.

			Orrich finished securing the new belt of ammunition into his rifle and joined him, firing down into the street below. It was strewn with corpses, hideous, half-naked traitors sprawling beside Imperial dead in an awful, blood-smeared tableau. Skittish figures were crawling amongst the bodies, knives flashing as they cut away bloody trophies or tormented the dying. Disgusted, Orrich cut the closest wretch down. The rest scattered away, but they were not fleeing the sergeant’s autogun. New arrivals were striding into view, driving their mad servants before them. Orrich felt his throat clench at the sight of them. He had never seen anything like the dread vision below, not in the flesh. Oh, he had seen the shrines and statuaries, the glassaic depictions of the Emperor’s Angels. There, they had been magnificent, avenging giants in armour of sapphire and emerald and gold. They were majesty personified, all flaming swords and haloes of darkness-destroying sunbeams. These things were a travesty, a walking atrocity. They advanced across the corpse-choked killing field, gathering speed with every stride. Their armour might have been regal purple once – now, it shone in a dark rainbow, like spilled promethium in firelight. The Chaos Space Marines were impossibly fast, but they did not move like anything human. There was a fluid efficiency to their every action that was at once as brutally direct as a machine and as graceful as a dancer. Primal dread flushed through Orrich’s system, but in the second that he hesitated, the first of the Heretic Astartes had already vaulted over the parapet, crashing into a nearby Guardsman with fatal, concussive force and trampling his corpse underfoot. The brute killed another with the butt of its boltgun, not even deigning to waste a shell as it punched the weapon grip through the infantryman’s face. Pastellmenn had become trapped between the attacker and the parapet. He swung his rifle butt, smashing the wooden stock to pieces against ceramite armour as he screamed a battle cry.

			‘For Gavaine and the Emperor!’

			The Chaos Space Marine decapitated the brave Guardsman with an effortless snip of the vicious, chitinous claw it had in place of a left hand. Orrich blinked, shook himself free of his terror. He had faced death so many times before that his body knew what to do, even while his brain reeled with panic response. He let instinct carry him, pivoting back when the armoured horror took a step forward, narrowly missing a sweep of that grisly claw. Orrich scrambled away, creating just enough distance. He opened fire at once, holding his finger down on the trigger until the rapid stutter of autogun shells became an unbroken roar. Spurred into action by his example, the petrified Guardsmen beside him did the same, focusing their fire upon the same target. Las bolts sizzled against ceramite until its helmet melted away into a bubbling slurry, reduced to slag by the combined fire of Orrich’s squadmates.

			All down the line, Heretic Astartes were leaping over the Martyr’s Wall, brutalising any Guardsman within reach. And in turn, the desperate defenders pushed them back, dropping them one by one with massed fire, at a terrible cost in Imperial lives. Orrich planted his feet wide, braced the stock of his rifle against his shoulder, and fired, and fired. And one by one the Traitor Space Marines fell. For a moment, Orrich honestly believed they might be able to hold the enemy back. And then a strange, warbling, keening note washed over the parapet, setting his teeth on edge. He sought the source of the sound, but when he found it, he could hardly believe what he was seeing.

			A full squad of Chaos Space Marines was approaching, unhurriedly crossing the killing field, singing a strange chorale as they came. After a moment, Orrich realised that what he had first taken for grotesque helmets were, in fact, bared heads. The traitors’ skulls were stretched far beyond human proportions, their craniums swollen into bulbous masses of riotously mutated flesh, mottled with sensory pits, twitching vibro-receptive hairs, and stretched membranes. Their lower faces were simply gone, replaced with a clamour of vox-casters and amplificators, pulsing organic sacs and clicking mandibles. Each of them carried with them an elaborate baroque weapon in underslung grips. Orrich thought of autocannons or heavy flamers, but the design was more elaborate and arcane than anything he had seen before. He could not guess at their purpose, even as the five renegades languidly fanned out across the street. 

			The defenders strafed them with las fire and autogun shells, ripping into them from all along the Martyr’s Wall. Cackling mutants interposed themselves, gladly taking shots meant for their terrible masters. The masters kept coming. Long, dexterous fingers with steely nails and far too many joints played across the controls of their strange weapons, rotating dials, hauling back on sliding bars whose function Orrich could not imagine. The air seemed to ripple about them, and a strange, grinding, juddering sensation ran through the ground under Orrich’s boots. He was not about to give them a chance to operate those bizarre devices.

			‘Grenades!’ he shouted. ‘Hit them with everything you have!’

			Explosives arced through the air. Unconcerned, the leader of the monstrous Astartes struck his palm against a glowing panel on his weapon’s side, and a reverberating sonic boom lashed out, an expanding dome of rippling energy rushing through the kill-zone. Grenades detonated mid-air, or exploded in the hands of loyal Guardsmen, or simply rebounded away as though striking solid matter. Explosions thrashed the Martyr’s Wall, forcing the Imperial survivors behind cover. Then, the Noise Marines resumed their advance, rhythmically tapping their weapons’ sensitive triggers, creating a chugging, low beat that ground rubble to dust and sent that dust whipping forward in a wave of flesh-shredding grit like a sandstorm. Guardsmen screamed, falling back, blood running from a thousand tiny wounds. 

			Orrich pulled his bandana up to the bridge of his nose, lined up a shot, and put an autogun round through the eye of one of the Heretic Space Marines. It staggered, grunting, falling out of sync with its squadmates. For a moment, the aural assault faltered, and the fleeing Guardsmen were able to regroup.

			‘Stand! Re-form!’ Orrich yelled, scrabbling through the confusion of smoke, snow, and dust. ‘Back to your posts! Don’t let them–’

			The lead Noise Marine sang out an order in a high, polyphonic squeal, amplified to bone-jarring volume by the network of speakers mounted on his armour. He ran a fingertip along the delicate web of razor-sharp wires strung along his baroque weapon’s side. Blood welled along the strings. Stones trembled, and the very air seemed to squirm and recoil as the immaterium probed and pushed at the veil of reality, roused by the dark, unholy music. He raised up his hand, swiped it down against the strings. The chord rang out, and devastation rushed out behind it. The heretic squad wheeled towards Orrich’s position – the source of a disharmony in their song – and as one, they struck fists to their weapons. 

			Unified, the sonic assault tore into the barricade, peeling back steel and reducing rockcrete to sand. The nearest defenders’ bodies simply popped like wet sacs, while others were hurled back by the force of the blast. The parapet disintegrated around Orrich, and he was thrown from his feet. The world spun. His eardrums burst. Then, there was only a terrible silence.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWENTY-SIX. TAIKON.

			The drop-ship had been in service to the Emperor’s Children for centuries, a sleek and predatory vessel that had brought terror to countless worlds and, most recently, ferried a squad of overconfident heretics to their deaths. Now the stolen transport was making its return journey, carrying a very different cargo. To control such a craft was work too delicate for any mass-lifter pilot. Seeing the necessity, 74-Vulfram had agreed to operate the drop-ship. Its spirit was proud, but the enginseer had placated it with honour-rites and blessed oils, and now the vessel responded swiftly and uncomplainingly to his commands. It yawed gracefully, weaving in an intricate flight path between the drifting clouds of scrap metal that had once been a traitor frigate. 

			Through the viewslits in the cavernous hold, Taikon had a brief glimpse of Gavaine. He was struck then by what a strange prize it was to fight for, a dark, rippling sphere of ash-grey cloud, tormented here and there by black streaks of soot and the angry orange flares of gigantic raging fires, raw wounds in the planet’s shattered biosphere. He wondered if, before the war, the world’s inhabitants had deemed it beautiful, the way he had always thought Cadia was beautiful. Bleak, and stern, and unforgiving, but pure. There was nothing beautiful now about Gavaine. Two years of conflict had burned its forests black and levelled its great fortress cities. But still they clung on, refusing to give ground or give in, even as the redoubt world burned and died. Redoubt world. The designation said all that needed to be said. Taikon would fight on, in the end, not to hold Gavaine in the Emperor’s name but simply because there was nowhere left to fall back to. He shook his head, blinking away the disquieting thought.

			They had been running quiet for some time, controlling their approach vector and checking momentum with directional jets only. Silence was essential here – the strike cruiser was a formidable warship, and its auspex banks and sensoria could well be powerful enough to detect even something as relatively tiny as a lone drop-ship threading the debris field. Imperceptibly, punishingly slowly, they crept towards the target. Up close, it was truly massive, filling the viewslit. Unlike the frigate, which had appeared relatively untouched by its time in the enemy’s hands, this vessel was a grotesquery. Every inch of its ancient hull was crusted with elaborate, outrageous decoration. White marble, glinting gold, and everywhere, a deep, livid purple. The ship’s spine was lined with great statues – each must have been the height of a hab-block – depicting divinely beautiful warriors and hideously mutated figures wrapped together in crude couplings and violent struggle. Massive cannons jutted from amongst the reliefs, their barrels carved into leering faces, fanged maws gaping, ready to spit fire. The sheer, needless spectacle of it made Taikon uneasy. It was so alien to the blunt, functional austerity of the Militarum facilities where he had spent his life.

			Maintaining vox-silence until the last possible second, Vulfram gave no warning when they reached go-position. There was only a sudden, crushing acceleration that flattened Taikon back against the worn leather padding of his seat. Around him came a chorus of grunted complaints from the other Kasrkin. Finnar swore luridly, Auber spat a prayer. There was no need to hold their silence now. With a violent shudder, the drop-ship’s powerful engines burst into flaming life, and the small craft rocketed out from the debris cloud and directly towards the strike cruiser. It was an audacious manoeuvre, floating in close enough to nudge beyond the huge ship’s void shields, then closing the distance as rapidly as possible before point-defence weapons could be brought to bear.

			‘Hold on, and hope the Emperor loves you!’ Milliss whooped. Even Auber snorted a laugh at that. Taikon simply clung to the bars of his harness with grim determination. It was worse than a Chimera deployment, worse than any combat drop he had experienced in his years of service. The acceleration was crushing, dizzying, driving the air from his lungs. Shrieks of tormented metal ran through the hold, and a jarring impact told him they were under fire. The point-defence batteries had acquired them – too soon! Their only chance was a desperate series of evasive swoops, which sent them into a sudden, spinning dive, down along the strike cruiser’s flank.

			‘Prepare for imminent deployment.’ Vulfram’s voice came through the vox, tight with concentration. ‘Landing conditions will be… suboptimal.’ Boriz pulled off his faceplate, just in time to empty the contents of his stomach against the wall. Taikon did not blame him – it took all his own formidable discipline to remain composed as the drop-ship hurtled towards its destination, flailed continually by las fire. ‘Brace!’ Vulfram ordered, and then the world flipped.

			The drop-ship struck the deck at an oblique angle, shedding one stabilising fin in a shower of sparks. It slid and spun, scraping the deck, before dragging to a stop. The hull smoked, glowing orange-hot with friction burns. Steam vented from tortured hydraulics, and the loading ramp crashed open. The Tattershields emerged, weaving on unsteady legs for the first few steps, before they regained their composure. Taikon led the deployment, guiding their dispersal with curt, choppy hand signals. Despite the violence of their arrival, he was satisfied to see that the squad recovered quickly. Vulfram’s voice sounded in his helmet vox.

			‘Do not wait for me. The drop-ship is damaged. I will tend to its wounds.’

			Taikon did not pretend to understand the Martian adept’s motivations, but he recognised Vulfram’s bravery and dedication to duty.

			‘Good luck, enginseer,’ he replied simply.

			‘Omnissiah guide you, Commander Taikon.’

			With that, the vox fell silent, and Taikon focused on his surroundings. Vulfram had somehow found them a viable access point, ditching the damaged shuttle into a secondary hangar along the strike cruiser’s underside. The vast chamber was barely lit, with only a few faint lumens hanging from dense, vinelike clusters of cabling, swaying in the soft currents of automated air-circulators, sending shadows dancing. The fitful light revealed patterns scrawled across the deck, wild whirls of blood, and oils, and bodily fluids smeared over every available surface.

			‘Sharp and wary,’ Taikon reminded his Tattershields in a low grumble. ‘This ship has been in the Archenemy’s hands a long time.’

			The Kasrkin advanced in a tight formation, weapons ready, senses straining for any sign of danger. They soon became aware of the scrawny figures scuttling about in the shadows. They were debased, malnourished-looking things, daubed in streaks of machine oil like the warpaint of some feral-world warrior. The wretches gave the Kasrkin a wide berth but loped and skittered along in their wake like prowling scavengers.

			‘We move fast, and don’t stop,’ Taikon told his squad as they crossed the echoing hangar. ‘Spread out and disrupt the enemy before they have time to respond.’ Pausing at the hangar’s great blast doors, he looked over his troopers and felt a cold stab of certainty that this was the last time he would see them alive. He swallowed and set his jaw, and spoke with his usual calm, letting no unnecessary emotion cloud his voice. ‘Tattershields. We are boots down in the enemy flagship. And we have time… just a little time, to twist the knife. Let’s show these damned heretics what nine Kasrkin are worth.’ The Tattershields acknowledged with a barked chorus of assent before the commander could continue.

			‘Tacticae One-One-Infernus. Three teams.’ He saw the impact his words had on his troopers, saw their understanding of what he was asking. The tactical engram he had called for would see the strike force split up and spread out, causing as much destruction as possible until they were finally, inevitably pinned down and overwhelmed by the ship’s defenders. The engram’s tactical parameters did not assume that any of the Kasrkin would survive.

			‘Rally point, sir?’ It was Gunner who asked the question, his blank face betraying no hint of doubt. Taikon had not felt it necessary to designate a rendezvous position. There was little hope that any of them would live long enough for that. But the faith that Gunner had in him – somehow, even after everything they had suffered together – touched him. Better to leave them with hope.

			‘We will loop back here,’ Taikon answered, ‘when the mission’s done.’

			‘So fight hard, and pray the enginseer is waiting for us with a working drop-ship,’ Linnd added, and the squad’s grim mood lifted, just a fraction.

			‘Fight can’t be worse than the flight in,’ Cennovich said, deadpan.

			‘We’ll be here,’ Sanzhar put in, with his usual bravado. ‘After we cut the heart from this nest of traitors.’

			‘Do your duty,’ Taikon said, ending the conversation. ‘That’s all that I, or the God-Emperor, expect of you. Make them bleed. Make it matter.’ With that, Taikon struck his fist against the door control, and the pressurised doors slid open.

			Beyond the bulkhead, the Tattershields parted ways. Auber led one team, Sanzhar another, and Taikon the third, taking Gunner and Linnd with him. They moved quickly and did not look back. Taikon had a specific objective in mind.

			Like all Kasrkin, the commander had been made to memorise the standard schematics of a number of common vessels. But he also knew that knowledge could not account for the infinite variety of alternate patterns and retrofits, or the more dramatic changes wrought by prolonged warp exposure. This vessel was ancient and twisted by darkness. They could encounter anything in its labyrinthine guts. He had expected it to be strange. He was unprepared for the sheer insanity of what he walked into. The lower decks and crew compartments had been little changed – defaced with profane paintings and disgusting carvings, yes, dotted with bloody fanes and shrines to dark powers wedged between industrial pipes and consoles. But these were places reserved for the mortal crew, cramped, foul, near-lightless tunnels where the human servants of the Traitor Astartes scrabbled for survival like sump-rats. When they entered the upper decks, where the masters could be found, it was a different world, shocking and overwhelming to every sense. It was blazingly bright, lit by multicoloured lumens and flaming torches. Crashing, cacophonic music blared through the shipwide vox, deafeningly loud. They passed through chamber after chamber, laid out with no guiding logic or principle, following only the feverish whims of their curators. Feasting halls led into torture chambers, armouries stood beside galleries of looted xenos curios. Linnd shook his head, taking it in.

			‘It’s like Sanguinalia in a planetary governor’s palace,’ he said, a mix of disgust and amazement in his voice. But his astonishment turned to anger as they proceeded along the carpeted halls. Grotesque statuary lined the corridor, angelic figures with arms outstretched, their slender golden limbs draped with bloody, freshly flayed skins. Between the statues, still-living captives twitched and sputtered, emaciated to near transparency, kept alive, somehow, by a web of feeding tubes and nutrient shunts which pierced their papery flesh in a thousand places. Taikon could see that the combat medic wanted to grant them all the Emperor’s mercy. But there were simply so many of the pitiable things. They could not spare the time.

			‘We’ll avenge them, Savos. All we can do.’

			The medic nodded in acceptance, jaw set and hatred burning in his eyes.

			They pressed on, weaving through the madness, until they found what Taikon was hunting for. The strike cruiser’s forward sensorium was one of the vessel’s most important nerve centres, where massive auspex banks and auger suites provided an endless stream of strategic data that was fed directly to the central strategium. To disable it would blind the enemy, even if only briefly. The three Kasrkin burst into the huge, domed chamber side by side. It had been grossly altered from its original pattern. Silk banners hung from the high dome, and luridly mutated crewmen wallowed in bubbling pools of conductive fluid, their skulls split open to expose pulsing, enlarged brains to a hundred thousand probes and data tethers. 

			Gene-bulked guards emerged from shadowed alcoves as soon as the Tattershields appeared. They were hulking, stimm-addicted brutes, all wild eyes, bulging muscle, and jutting blades of bone, their autoguns seemingly tiny in their massive fists. Taikon felled the closest in a rapid burst from his hellgun. He switched grips on his rifle, freeing a hand to ready a grenade. As the enemy charged in, frothing at the mouth, Taikon calmly issued an order to his heavy weapons specialist.

			‘Gunner. Lay this place to waste.’ Wordlessly hefting his melta, Gunner obeyed the order.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWENTY-SEVEN. YARIN.

			They retreated with the enemy in close pursuit, their amplified shrieks and laughter echoing through the shadows beneath the great landing pads.

			Yarin grunted in pain with each step, limping worse than ever. But there was no time to stop. ‘Keep moving,’ he yelled over his shoulder. ‘Don’t let them get in close!’ It was a maxim for those Kasrkin trained as recon-troopers. Use the environment. Hold the enemy at a distance as long as possible. Close behind him, he saw Udovicci, with the captain leaning on her shoulder, still keeping pace despite her injuries. Vannd and Morsovisk were just further back, fighting a rearguard action as they ran, laying down defensive plasma fire to keep the pursuing Raptors at bay.

			The recon-trooper turned back to his multi-scanner, holding the device out ahead of him, estimating the movements of the pursuers while avoiding running into density masses that suggested crowds. Their small squad could not hold off the Traitor Astartes for long. But they could give them the runaround, draw them into the dark, cramped shanty towns beneath Old Rally’s massive support pillars. The descent had been nightmarish. Even without a tactical overview, Yarin could see that the voidport was being overrun. Mobs of mutants raced down the narrow streets, looting and burning at will. Knots of Guardsmen ran past, some racing to reinforce the buckling defensive lines but others in full flight. And behind them, always close, came the Raptors. Through it all, the four Kasrkin ran, defending the captain as they dodged through crossfire, sparing seconds to call out orders or warnings to any loyal forces they passed.

			‘Heretics closing from the east! Circle round and hit their flank!’

			But little by little, the noose drew tighter. Yarin searched desperately for an open path, but everywhere seemed choked with bodies. He skimmed around behind a sandbagged heap where a damaged battle tank had been dug in as a defensive strongpoint. It was already ablaze, trailing black smoke. Beyond it, he saw Traitor Astartes leisurely mowing down Guardsmen while a pack of gibbering mutants prowled at their heels like fawning canids. Stray bolter shells impacted the tank’s hull, peeling back already damaged armour panels.

			‘No way around!’ Yarin gasped. Udovicci did not hesitate. She scrambled up onto the flaming tank.

			‘So we punch through!’ she said, wrestling with the pintle-mounted heavy stubber. With practised speed, she cleared the breech and swung the weapon to face the enemy. Mutants fell, shredded by a torrent of shells. But the closest of the Chaos Space Marines was already rounding on the Kasrkin, stubber rounds sparking harmlessly from its power armour. It lashed out with a barbed whip, caught Udovicci about the wrist, and hauled her face-first from the tank and down into the mud. Yarin saw the traitor stamp heavily on the downed Kasrkin’s head, cracking her helmet and skull underfoot. Vannd screamed in fury, emerging from around the tank to engage the murderous heretic. His sudden charge caught the traitor by surprise, and a well-placed blast of plasma put a flaming hole through its midsection. Vannd died a moment later, caught in an answering hurricane of bolter fire.

			Yarin was frozen in that moment. Not through fear but simple indecision. In his exhaustion, his pain, his racing thoughts… he could see no way out of the situation, no meaningful course of action. Captain Priesik was slumped against the tank hull, barely conscious. Morsovisk was struggling to hold off their pursuers, screaming out for Vannd’s support, not yet knowing it would never come. A deep despair gripped Yarin’s spirit, and he felt a terrible throb of pain through his wounded leg. He tried to stand, and the limb folded under him, dropping him to his knee. The bass thunder of bolter fire sounded, for the briefest moment, like chuckling, malicious laughter. And then a shadow fell over Yarin. Stalking around the tank’s hull came another of the Heretic Astartes. It bore great glass canisters full of sloshing liquid mounted on top of its armour’s power plant, and a web of clear tubes fed their contents into valves embedded in its arteries.

			Yarin tried to scramble away, but the sadistic monster sprang forward, delivering a crushing stamp onto his wounded leg. Yarin howled, his vision tunnelling with dizzying pain. He hurled his multi-scanner at the approaching Space Marine, saw the sophisticated machine break apart on a lazily raised vambrace. His leg was useless now, the pain blinding, all-consuming. Still, he tried to crawl away, fumbling in a thigh pocket for the syringe driver Linnd had given him. He pulled off the sheath, pushed out a steadying breath, and stuck the needle into the fast-pulsing vein in his throat. 

			Before he could push his thumb to the trigger, a huge armoured fist closed around his hand. The Traitor Space Marine yanked the instrument from the Kasrkin’s hand as easily as he might have disarmed a cadet in a training battalion. It towered over the downed recon-trooper, turning the needler around in its steel-taloned fingers before quite casually injecting its contents directly into its livid-blue gums. It gargled wetly and licked its filed teeth with a forked tongue, smacking its lips as though savouring a delicacy. Yarin could only look on in horror.

			He hardly believed it when a patter of lasrifle shots scored across the traitor’s armour. And then Guardsmen were charging in, jabbing with bayonets. It was staggeringly brave. Staggeringly hopeless. The Traitor Space Marine swung to meet them, cutting the closest soldier in half with a swipe of a cruelly curved scimitar.

			‘Get up, sir!’ one of the troopers was shouting, and it took Yarin a moment to realise they were calling out to him. In that instant of hesitation, the traitor pivoted, dropped another Guardsman with a point-blank pistol shot, and was already aiming for the next.

			‘For Gavaine and the Tattershields!’

			An infantryman screamed the battle cry a moment before the traitor’s scimitar opened his throat. Still, the survivors fought on, holding the towering renegade at bay through sheer, desperate determination. Yarin was speechless. He realised, all at once, that these soldiers had risked their lives to save him. Because of their faith in him, because of the hope he represented. To them he – and all the Tattershields – were something worth dying for.

			No more indecision. No more doubt. Push yourself, soldier! 

			Yarin lurched to his feet and threw himself at the Traitor Astartes. He clung to the heretic with all his strength, fingers digging in under the rim of its gorget. He tore the syringe driver from its gums, raised it high, and punched back down, driving the sturdy needle into the Space Marine’s eye socket again and again, until the iron-hard bone collapsed under the relentless blows. Veins were standing out thickly under its pale flesh, pulsing rapidly at the temples as the Space Marine’s superhuman, drug-inured metabolism tried to synthesise the potent stimms flooding directly into its brain. Yarin dropped into a crouch, leaving the bloodied injector jammed in the traitor’s skull. The Heretic Astartes sprang at him, but its legs folded underneath it, and it crashed to its knees.

			‘Overwhelming…’ it cooed, locking its one remaining eye on Yarin’s disgusted face, the pupil hugely dilated. ‘Thank you…’ And then, at last, its synapses overloaded, and it collapsed entirely, spasming, foaming at the mouth. By the time the Traitor Astartes finished twitching, Yarin was surrounded by a small, eager group of Guardsmen, their eyes bright with hope. All were looking to him to lead. He knew what he had to do.

			‘Someone help the captain,’ he began, forcing strength and confidence into his voice, ignoring the awful pain in his mangled leg. ‘Then form up, any heavy weapons to the fore. We’re pushing through to the secondary command bastion to the south.’ The troopers snapped into motion, unquestioningly obeying the Kasrkin’s orders. ‘What’s your name, Guardsman?’ Yarin asked of one, the last survivor of the bayonet charge.

			‘Vo Marden, Arleisi Nineteenth.’

			‘That was bravely done, Marden. Stay close at my side.’ He lowered his voice, hoping that the other infantrymen might not overhear what he had to say next. ‘Don’t think I can walk without–’

			‘They’re on us!’

			Morsovisk’s wild yell cut through Yarin’s words. The recon-trooper spun just in time to see a traitor’s chainsword remove Morsovisk’s head from his shoulders. The Raptors had found them.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWENTY-EIGHT. AUBER.

			At the same moment that Taikon launched his attack on the strike cruiser’s sensorium, Auber was guiding her own team through the cramped bowels of the ship. They were knee-deep in icy water, run-off coolant from the massive pipes which ran overhead. Condensation dripped steadily, running down the Kasrkin’s armour and forcing them to strain to hear any sound that might indicate an approaching enemy. Cennovich and the newcomer, Boriz, lagged behind her. The pale beams of their rifle-mounted torches pierced the darkness, providing the only light. The demo-trooper waded on into the blackness, remorseless. This is where the God-Emperor meant to lead us, she told herself, the place where we can make a difference. For Gavaine, and Cadia, for everyone they had lost… She would let nothing stand in her way of that revenge, not when they were so close.

			‘Keep up,’ she whispered hoarsely over her shoulder, and the two troopers picked up the pace, sending the chill waters sloshing. She turned back, squinting into the gloom between shafts of stark light and deep darkness.

			A lean, bestial face loomed before her, purple tongue lolling.

			‘Throne!’ The demo-trooper recoiled at the sight of the beastman. She staggered back a step, firing her laspistol reflexively. Inhuman shrieks and howls erupted from the darkness, ahead of and behind them. The last tribe the Kasrkin had encountered were scrofulous, flea-ridden brutes, twisted by gnawing diseases. But the animalistic monsters that came surging through the flooded tunnel towards them now were anything but. Their skin was smooth and alabaster white, almost transparent in the actinic light of the Kasrkin’s torches. Their manes rippled and flowed behind them, twisted in elaborate braids and decorated with beads and silver trinkets which tinkled musically with each step. And while the fellgors of Gavaingard had been wrapped in filthy bandages and soiled sackcloth, these were bedecked in rippling silks. 

			Auber took in these observations in a flurry of blurred impressions, discounted them as irrelevances, and opened fire. Overcharged las bolts ripped the lithe, bestial forms apart. They bleated with horribly human-like voices as they died. But they did not stop coming, crowding in close. One came barrelling towards them, its silken robes set aflame by las fire. Auber put a stopping shot through the centre of its slender chest, and it staggered. She kept firing up to the last second, then swung her looted chainsword as soon as a target came in range. The motor revved and the teeth began to whirr, carving through the chest of the first beastman to reach her. It yowled plaintively as its purple blood painted Auber’s armour. 

			Another of the creatures sprang acrobatically over its fallen packmate, reaching for the Kasrkin with a lacquered, chitinous claw. Cennovich intercepted the lunge, crashing into the leaping monstrosity shoulder-first, pinning it to the wall with all his strength.

			‘Put it down!’ he yelled, grunting with the effort of keeping the beast pinned as it kicked and thrashed. Auber did not need to be told. She slammed her chainsword down into the thing’s muzzle. Blood and broken dagger teeth sprayed in all directions as the creature died. Behind them, Boriz screamed. The beastmen were on him. Taloned hands and writhing, fleshy tendrils groped at his armour, pulling him down into the water, dragging him towards the churning herd. In well-drilled synchronicity, Auber and Cennovich spun, focused their fire. Beastmen shrieked and wept, falling back as las fire scorched their immaculate hides. In a few moments, the pack melted away, their chittering cries echoing down the dark tunnel.

			Boriz sat up, panting, knocking a severed length of slapping, greasy tentacle from his shoulder. He looked up to the demo-trooper in relief.

			‘Tha-thank you–’ he began.

			‘Up!’ Auber cut him off, already turning on her heel and striding on towards their objective.

			There were no more attacks as the Kasrkin crept forward, though the beastmen’s terrible cries haunted their steps, making the cramped, claustrophobic journey a nightmare. Auber did not falter. She could feel the Emperor’s guiding hand on her shoulder, His great shield before her… the spirits of her fallen comrades at her back, willing her on.

			Finally, they reached their target. It was an unassuming place, a small cylindrical chamber squashed in beneath a mass of intersecting pipes and knotted cable bundles. It looked, to an untrained eye, almost identical to any number of passageways they had passed through already.

			‘You’re sure this is the place?’ Cennovich asked doubtfully as he settled into overwatch.

			‘I’m sure,’ Auber said, not looking up from her work. Every Kasrkin was trained in sabotage techniques, but not all received the specialised instruction that the demo-trooper had mastered. She moved swiftly. Proceeding around the cramped chamber with a speed and assurance born of relentless training, she rapped knuckles on fuel-filled pipes, judged the output of heat from micro-reactors, assessed the density of the supporting stanchions and blast doors surrounding the fuel uplink. And then she began to set her charges, mag-locking melta mines into place amongst the web of pipes. 

			‘It’s a tertiary fuel exchange, one of three or four along this stretch. We’ll hit them all…’ She spoke in a hurried whisper as she worked, talking more to herself than either of her squadmates. It was a way of solidifying her observations in her mind. ‘Alone, they’re low output, but if we breach… right here’ – she punched a seam in the deck plating with her fist, nodded in satisfaction at the hollow echo which followed – ‘we can blast right out to vacuum.’ She fixed Cennovich with a vicious smile. ‘Had the idea from those traitor saboteurs on the orbital.’

			The vox-trooper took her word for it, returning his gaze to the dark corridor before him. They could all hear the beastmen cavorting through the tunnels, occasionally glimpse their long, distorted shadows cast upon the walls. They sang and bleated, gathering courage to launch their next attack. It would come soon enough. But by then the charges would be set and the strike team would be moving on to their next target.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			TWENTY-NINE. ORRICH.

			He woke in a daze of pain to a crushing weight on his chest and the feel of a blade tip under his skin. Orrich lurched up, coughing dust and blood. The sudden movement took the scavenger kneeling on his chest by surprise, and it scrambled back, slashing at him with its bloody flensing knife. Orrich swore at it, but he could not hear his own voice, only a faint whistling. He had lost his autogun somewhere in the rubble, so he kicked at the wretched thing. It snarled and lunged, knife raised. Lescoe came from nowhere, tackled it to the ground, and caved its face in on a jutting edge of rebar.

			‘Thank you,’ Orrich panted. Lescoe said something in answer, but Orrich only heard white noise. He could see that the corporal was shivering, less from the cold than from battle shock. The two soldiers helped each other to their feet.

			‘Where…?’ Orrich groaned, glancing around for signs of the rest of the squad, of anyone. Everything was rubble and smoke. The Martyr’s Wall, the heavy weapons emplacements, the streets he had known all his life. Everything, gone. Though he had sworn to himself, barely an hour ago, that he would never abandon his post, he realised now that there was nothing left to defend. Lescoe tried to lead him away along the ragged, burning remains of the wall, tugging him by the arm, but Orrich stopped him. He had glimpsed something through the haze, a bright point amid the pluming black smoke now wreathing Old Rally. The governor’s banner was still flying. 

			‘That way,’ he ordered, and Lescoe dutifully steered them towards the voidport. ‘Anyone else?’ Orrich asked, as though he could hear the answer. Lescoe shook his head. The rest of the squad, it seemed, were dead or fled before the implacable wave of the attacking enemy. The corporal could not say which.

			Together, they limped through desolate streets. Here and there, they passed shell-shocked survivors, wandering in a daze. Some followed numbly along, and soon, Orrich found himself leading a tattered column of soldiers. Few even seemed to know where they were headed, and to be truthful, Orrich was not sure himself. But with the walls breached and the chain of command collapsed, most reasoned that they might as well follow the sergeant. The most coherent troopers stuck close to him, at the head of that bleak march.

			Nervy and alert to danger, they crept into the shadowed streets beneath the great landing pads. The shanties were burning, any landmarks all but levelled, and the survivors were forced to take a weaving, circuitous route. Some streets were blocked by the rubble of fallen walls, or the carcasses of burning tanks, or sometimes a line of twitching, crucified Guardsmen. More than once, Orrich had to double back, or pause to get his bearings, chasing the occasional flashes of the barely glimpsed banner. He could see his own creeping doubts reflected in Lescoe’s pinched face.

			‘Either we’re lost or that bloody standard is moving.’ The corporal’s sour voice came as a relief to Orrich, despite his cynical words. It meant his hearing was gradually recovering, though sounds still came to him as though through a deep expanse of water. Slowly, the noise of battle bled back into the sergeant’s perceptions, sometimes distant, sometimes close but terrifyingly brief.

			Still disoriented, Orrich almost walked right into the killing field. Scrambling up a steep rampway, the veteran emerged abruptly into an open concourse, before Lescoe’s hands grasped his arm and pulled him back into cover.

			More cautious now, Orrich peered over the lip of a half-ruined wall, and his heart leapt into his throat. The lord governor’s standard stood at the centre of the concourse. The flag was stained red where it had been dragged through gore. Its banner pole was bent and misshapen, and it was set atop a vast heap of mutilated corpses and unidentifiable body parts. It was no longer a symbol of Gavaini pride. It flew now only as a mockery, a trophy taken by the triumphant invaders.

			Eight Traitor Astartes stood in a loose circle around the captured banner. Two of the jump pack-equipped heretics seemed to be on guard, studying the battlefield from perches upon the high parapet above. The rest were entirely occupied in taking turns pulling the limbs off the still-shuddering body of an unfortunate Guardsman. Orrich tried not to look at their victim’s face, his terror-glossed eyes, his open mouth silently screaming. Instead, the sergeant fixed his attention on the eighth Space Marine. This was clearly the squad leader. If his gaudy, trophy-cluttered armour did not make that fact clear, then his swaggering, preening manner certainly did. He had removed his helmet, revealing a scarred face and flowing, white-bleached hair. He spoke into his war plate vox, growling his words with a triumphant smirk on his lips. Orrich strained to hear, catching only fragments.

			‘This is Falgyr,’ the triumphant renegade boomed. ‘I have thrown down the enemy’s unworthy leaders. Their great guns are silenced, their void shields dead…’ He paused, as though for dramatic emphasis, turning in a half-circle with his blood-soaked hands splayed out by his sides, exulting in his victory. Orrich had to duck back behind the wall to avoid being seen, but he heard the next words clearly enough, could recognise their spite even through the ringing in his ears. ‘Have I passed your little test, Lord Caelinus?’ There was a tense pause. The other traitors briefly halted in their torture to listen in, intrigued. The crackling response through the vox-net was deep, sibilant, and full of ancient authority.

			‘Adequately,’ the voice hissed. ‘Acceptably. Now hold that ground and await the magnificence of our coming.’

			‘Don’t like the sound of that,’ Lescoe whispered, and Orrich nodded in agreement. They had to act. He glanced back over the ragged line of survivors huddled behind him. Barely thirty. Not enough. Orrich knew that they would not last long against the Traitor Astartes. But he saw there was still some fight left in these soldiers, some of the rage that he shared at the callous murder of his fellow Guardsmen, at the defilement of his home world’s banner. He felt naked without his trusty rifle, but he drew his sidearm autopistol in one hand, his old combat blade in the other. These would serve. It would be a short fight, anyway. He nodded to Lescoe, who returned the gesture, resettling his grip on his lasgun. Ready–

			A shrill sound rang out, interrupting Orrich an instant before he could begin his charge towards the enemy. It took the sergeant a moment to separate the noise from the ringing in his ears, to identify the source. Oh, Throne! Amongst the survivors were two Guardsmen equipped with vox-units. Both devices were trilling, signalling an incoming transmission. Orrich sprang towards them, trying to silence them before they were overheard.

			‘Priority orders, all units…’ the message began, and Orrich immediately recognised the voice. Priesik. Somehow, the captain was still alive! ‘Regroup at secondary command bastion, south–’

			The closest vox-trooper did not have time to scream. One moment she was alive, fumbling with the loudly broadcasting vox-unit. The next instant, her skull simply shattered under the impact of a bolter round.

			Orrich swung around to meet them, opening fire at once. The Chaos Space Marines were already upon them, closing the distance with impossible speed, a wall of bladed, gleaming, riotously painted armour. Moments earlier, Orrich had been prepared to die, ready for one last, defiant strike against the hated enemy. But now, he had new orders, and a new reason to cling to hope.

			‘Fall back,’ the sergeant bellowed. ‘Back to the bastion!’

			The survivors scattered, some simply fleeing in panic but most managing to cling to discipline, firing back towards the oncoming heretics. Orrich saw his own shots strike home, doing little more than chipping flecks of ceramite from the nearest traitor’s armour. There was no stopping them, no escaping them, and the sergeant began to believe that the only reason he was still alive was that his enemy was drawing out the kill, taking pleasure in hunting the survivors down. Despite their lust for carnage, the Heretic Astartes fought with terrifying coordination, some spreading out to flank the retreating Guardsmen, cutting off avenues of escape while Raptors harried them from above. They tore into the Imperials with shocking suddenness and terrible finality, ripping those they caught to shreds in bloody melee, cutting down others with unnaturally precise shots. Blood hazed in the air as bolter shells detonated, wrenching bodies apart. Orrich ran through the slaughter, plunging into the disorienting maze of ruined, smoke-choked streets, praying to the Emperor that he was indeed heading south.

			The sergeant ran until his muscles burned, until every breath felt like swallowing fire. Ahead of him, through the shadows and the haze of smoke, he could make out the blocky outline of a squat defensive structure, armoured gates and gun slits spaced along its shell-riddled rockcrete walls. Orrich glanced over his shoulder, calling out to encourage the rest of his men. There were few enough left alive, and the enemy was right behind them. Too close. The heretics had chosen this moment to strike, had allowed the fleeing Guardsmen to feel a last moment of hope before their lives were snatched away.

			A stray shot passed within inches of Orrich’s cheek, close enough that the intense heat set the old scar tissue on his face tingling. He watched the plasma bolt punch into a heretic’s throat, dissolving its horned helm in a welter of liquified ceramite and superheated gore. What–?

			A salvo of heavy weapons fire lashed out from the bastion’s walls – blinding blue bolts of plasma, the searing blasts of meltaguns. The great iron gates were grinding open, and in the courtyard beyond, Orrich saw a score of shock troopers, disciplined veterans and weapons specialists with command squad insignia proudly displayed on their armour. Rising above them was a banner, the ragged colours of a Cadian regiment Orrich was too frantic to recognise. It did not matter – only the symbol mattered, the twin-headed eagle. Courage and defiance. Orrich realised he was screaming as he ran, a roar from the pit of his soul. Pride in his comrades. Contempt for the enemy.

			‘We’re still in this fight!’ he blurted out. And then, louder still, so his voice would carry, ‘Rally! To the banner!’

			The Guardsmen ran for the gate, the defenders covering their retreat with devastating heavy weapons fire. But the Traitor Space Marines were undaunted. They surged on, eager to engage this new, more worthy threat. For all their firepower, the Cadians were still outmatched. With tremendous discipline, they stood their ground in precise, serried firing lines and met the traitors’ devastating charge.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			THIRTY. SANZHAR.

			Jai Sanzhar knew where his troopers’ skills lay. Let Taikon and Auber lead their teams in precision strikes at the voidship’s vital systems. He would sow carnage. After the long weeks they had spent together in the claustrophobic tunnels beneath Gavaingard, they had perfected and refined their hit-and-run techniques, and now they fought a wild, relentless running battle through the ship’s dark service corridors, weapons blazing, slaughtering the hideously debased crewmen and the gene-bulked horrors that had once been voidsmen-at-arms. It was only right that it had come to this. His moment of glorious and terrible revenge, with Finnar and Milliss at his side. Sanzhar could not keep the smile from his face. 

			It seemed, in those first violent minutes, like nothing could stand in his way, and the sheer, bloody power he felt spurred him on. When a bulkhead snapped shut to trap them, they blasted it apart. When organised resistance arrived, they withdrew and repositioned, drawing in as many of the Chaos-tainted crew as they could. Despite the impetuousness of the assault, Sanzhar’s tactics were sound, grounded in the maxims he had absorbed through relentless training. Draw in the defenders. Strike and relocate. Kill, and advance. The young sergeant knew that every voidsman sent to stop him was one less that the other Kasrkin teams would have to face. But it helped that he enjoyed killing them so much. 

			Sanzhar’s heart was pounding as they rounded another bend, and he drove his rifle butt into the face of a startled traitor crewman, dropping him in a spurt of blood. Milliss was at his side, sweeping her flamer left and right, turning the corridor into an inferno. Traitors screamed and scrambled, bodies ablaze. Sanzhar cut them down with a burst of hotshot las, then plunged through the flames.

			‘They’re closing in!’ Finnar snapped, tossing a grenade back the way they had come, driving off a clutch of shrieking cultists who had been pursuing them.

			‘Let them!’ Sanzhar yelled back over the sound of gunfire and squealing alarms. He did not need to say any more. He knew Finnar shared his hatred of the enemy, his pride in every kill. Milliss was less bloodthirsty, perhaps, but she fought with a cold practicality which complemented her two comrades’ aggression. He heard her shout out:

			‘Clear!’

			And he threw himself against the wall as she cleared a doorway with another sustained jet of fire. The moment she ceased firing, Sanzhar was on the move again, storming through the still-burning doorway and emerging into a vast processional roadway, wide and tall as a cathedral, and even more lavishly decorated. The space felt cavernous, shockingly open after the narrow service-ways.

			It took Sanzhar a moment to get his bearings, to align this grandiose architecture with what he expected from memorised schematics. Built on a gradual incline, the path descended along the ship’s centre line, from what the sergeant assumed were arming stations deep within the vessel, down to the debarkation decks near the prow. And the Kasrkin were not alone in that vast space. As soon as he spotted movement further down the great passageway, Sanzhar ducked back behind a statue of a fanged, golden-scaled beast, one of a thousand such monuments lining the walls. From there, he watched the procession.

			Cultists and mortal servants in their hundreds were moving decorously along the path ahead of them. They wore white silk which revealed more of their pierced and scarred flesh than it concealed. Groups of them had come together to carry huge weapons between them, bearing scabbarded swords fully the length of a man, or hauling massive, master-crafted combi-bolters that must have been thousands of years old. Any who faltered or fell under those weights were instantly pulled down and trampled by the jealous crowd of their fellows, with new fanatics fighting and scratching for the place of honour. Others were content to heft huge banner poles, bloodstained spears topped with stacks of gilded skulls, from which long, sinuous purple banners billowed and fluttered, rippling over the heads of the congregation. And at the forefront of this crowd of fanatics strode the Traitor Astartes. 

			There were only six of them, but each radiated such an aura of terrible, ancient madness that Sanzhar could barely bring himself to look at them directly. These were no mere renegades, like those the Kasrkin had defeated on the orbital. He could see at once that this was the enemy’s command cadre – hulking horrors swollen with the raw power of the warp like barracks ticks gorged on blood, lurid mutations bursting from beneath gleaming Terminator armour. 

			For a moment, even Sanzhar’s fierce anger deserted him. What could Kasrkin do against monstrosities like these? But the strategic awareness drilled into him long ago asserted itself, assembling his observations into understanding. The procession was heading for the debarkation deck. That meant that either they were preparing to bring their most dangerous forces decisively to bear or that the defenders had already failed, Gavaine had fallen, and the enemy general was going to oversee the sack of Gavaingard personally. Whichever scenario was true, Sanzhar knew that this would be his only chance to strike at them.

			Despite the danger of their signal being intercepted, Sanzhar opened a vox-link to Commander Taikon. ‘I have eyes on the enemy high command. Ventral passageway, near the debarkation decks.’ There was a pause, a long hiss of open channel, before Taikon replied.

			‘Acknowledged. We’re two decks above you. Moving to intercept.’

			‘No time to wait,’ Sanzhar answered. ‘If they slip through our fingers–’

			‘Use your judgement, sergeant,’ came the reply. That took Sanzhar aback. He had expected a non-engagement order, instructions to shadow the enemy, to wait for reinforcements. But now, it seemed, the commander was trusting him, at last. Or maybe the old man simply thought the situation was hopeless, that attacking now or later would yield the same result. No. He would show Taikon what he was worth. He cut the vox, turned to Finnar.

			‘Firing position, now.’ The sharpshooter nodded his understanding. ‘Milliss. Stay close.’

			Sanzhar dialled up the power output on his hellgun to maximal. Such punishing overcharging would burn out the insulated cables in short order, but it did not seem to matter now. The fight might be brief, but it would be a mighty conflagration. He looked over the severe armoured visors of the troopers at his side, tried to picture the human faces beneath them, one last time. He had never been one for giving speeches.

			‘Kasrkin,’ he said simply. ‘On me.’ With that, he stepped from cover and raced towards the enemy.

			The din of the chanting, ecstatic crowd was enough to mask the Kasrkin’s approach, at least for a time. The first the cultists knew of their impending deaths was when a flight of frag grenades dropped amongst them, detonating with savage, flesh-shredding force. At once, they began to whine and squeal, some in obvious agony, others in what seemed disturbingly like pleasure. The crowd scattered, contracted, re-formed into a human wave which rushed to meet the approaching Kasrkin, bare feet skidding on the blood of their fellows. 

			Milliss washed them with flamer fire, Sanzhar with precise, deadly hotshot rounds. Still they rushed on, burning, screaming. Sanzhar did not break stride – he couldn’t – he knew that to slow would be to become bogged down, and to be pinned would be death. Their only hope was to punch straight through. He fired from the hip, dropping cultists who leapt and scurried towards him. He put a las bolt through the eye of a lanky wretch with a gilded speaker where his mouth should have been. He pivoted aside as a hunched figure ran at him on all fours, filed teeth gnashing. It glanced harmlessly off the muscular Kasrkin’s armoured shoulder, fell aside.

			All this while, the six Traitor Astartes had barely moved. Simply pausing in their stately procession, they observed the attack as though judging a gladiatorial contest. Finally, one of the six gestured, a contemptuous flick of a long-fingered hand. And the hulking traitor at his side stepped forward obediently. It strolled – there was no other word for that unhurried, insouciant approach – to meet the Kasrkin, stooping briefly to pick up one of the relic weapons dropped by the cultists. It hefted the gleaming paragon blade, disdainfully tossing away a priceless scabbard of pure, jewelled wraithbone. 

			Sanzhar made straight for him, wheeling around a lunging cultist then levelling his hellgun and firing, putting round after round after round into the Heretic Astartes’ huge, barrel chest. It laughed, the hideous sound bubbling up through a dense cluster of vents in its barbarous helm. It drew back its arm, swishing the greatsword in fast, dazzling swings, daring Sanzhar to close.

			With a loud crack of a discharging long las, the traitor’s head snapped back, its helm visibly dented. Sanzhar grinned. Finnar – the sharpshooter had struck at the perfect moment. As the giant tottered, Sanzhar leapt in close, trying to jam his rifle barrel under the bulky helmet to reach the vulnerable seals at the heretic’s throat. He got off a single shot, putting a burning hole in the traitor’s grox-like neck. But it did not die. The Terminator only staggered, swinging a vicious backhand which sent Sanzhar reeling, crashing into milling, squealing cultists. Relentless, the Heretic Astartes pursued the Kasrkin, bright blood sheeting down its chestplate, head held at an unnatural angle. 

			Another loud crack as Finnar cracked the helm with another shot. A rush of heat as Milliss closed, scouring the giant with flame. The Terminator paused only long enough to remove the compromised helmet before it rounded on Milliss. It endured a full blast from her flamer as it reached through the fire and plucked the weapon effortlessly from her grasp. She backtracked, freeing a grenade, but the Terminator’s sword snicked out, impossibly fast. And Milliss fell, cut in half from hip to shoulder.

			Screaming furiously, Sanzhar shrugged off the cultists trying to wrestle him down and opened fire, hotshot stabbing into the great slab of the Traitor Astartes’ back. It wheeled on him, snarling in irritation, and drove its fist straight through the Kasrkin’s chest. Sanzhar struggled, legs kicking air as the Terminator lifted him from his feet, watching his death spasms with total fascination. The Kasrkin swung a clumsy punch, missing the heretic’s smiling face, his fist disappearing into the deep, protective hood of its Terminator armour. 

			The heretic leant in, utterly absorbed in watching the life leave the Kasrkin’s body. In return, Sanzhar only smiled, and counted the seconds until the grenade he clutched in his extended fist detonated. The last thing he saw was the Heretic Astartes’ cruel face dissolving in a blooming cloud of flame.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			THIRTY-ONE. TAIKON.

			The moment that Sanzhar’s vox-line went dead, Taikon began to run. There was little chance that the younger sergeant’s team could hold the enemy for long, but they might just give him time. Linnd and Gunner ran at his heels, unhesitating. Taikon knew that they would follow him anywhere, and he was grateful that here, at the end, they were with him. In a fluid flow of headlong movement, the commander ducked around a corner, threw open a deck hatch, and scrambled down a ladder into the darkness below.

			‘Are we not heading to the ventral passage?’ Linnd asked from a few rungs above, noticing the route they were taking.

			‘No time,’ Taikon answered, dropping the last few yards to the deck. ‘But we might still reach the debarkation decks before them.’

			Together, the three veteran Kasrkin stormed through the narrow service corridors, pausing only to cut down any enemy crewmen who stood in their way. Taikon feared they would get lost, or bogged down, but the schematics that had been drilled into him so long ago held true. At last, they emerged into the debarkation deck.

			It was an ornate, vaulted space, filled with blazing candles and hideous, tower-like fanes topped with graven Chaos runes – bladed, curving forms that Taikon struggled to look away from, despite their hideousness. Dominating the space was a gilded drop-ship, its engines idling, filling the chamber with a hot, whipping wind. It was far more ornate than the one which had brought the Kasrkin aboard. By the wildly flickering candlelight, every inch of the elaborate gold scrollwork and engraved tableaux crowding its hull seemed to glow. Like a gift from the Emperor, Taikon thought as he made towards the ship, hardly daring to believe their luck.

			The loading ramp was steep, and the commander felt his lungs burning as he pushed himself hard, legs pumping and boots clanging against the iron rampart. Inside, the sound of his footfalls softened, muffled by a thick carpet of woven hair, so fine and luxurious that it must have been plucked from aeldari scalps. The hold was gigantic, scaled for transhuman bodies, and somehow even more opulent inside than out – less like the innards of a functional, combat-ready vehicle than some kind of pleasure barge. Huge couches of supple purple leather lined the hold, and elaborate bladed weapons hung upon the walls like trophies. 

			Taikon discounted it all with a contemptuous glance as he thundered towards the adjoining door to the cockpit. Given what he had seen of the enemy’s gross overconfidence, the Kasrkin was unsurprised to find the door unsealed. It whispered open at the touch of a rune key, and Taikon was struck by a clammy, humid cloud of incense. Shouldering forward into the pink-hued cloud, the commander squinted. Four crewmen sat at their terminals – though sat, he realised, was clearly the wrong term. Each of them was grafted into place, vital organs punctured by feeding shunts, flesh melted and mutated to interface directly with the ship’s systems. Taikon was revolted, as much by the oily cloud of perfumed incense which surrounded them as by their grotesque appearance. He pressed the barrel of his laspistol to the temple of the wretched thing at the pilot-primus station. The pilot turned its head slowly, blinking up with wide, glassy eyes. Taikon scowled down and began to issue his demands.

			‘Targets sighted!’ Linnd’s voice reached him a moment later. The medic had taken up an overwatch position on the loading ramp, with Gunner beside him. Through the cockpit’s armaglass canopy, Taikon saw a pair of towering, gilded doors swing ominously open. Through them came a procession of cultists and honour guards, of flying banners and gleaming relics, and five warp-twisted Terminators. This is the moment. 

			He gestured with the laspistol, jabbing it at the pilot’s mottled, mutilated skull. He quickly realised the threat was unnecessary. This damned crewman was too far gone to do anything other than meekly accept orders. The pilot bobbed its head in servile acquiescence as its long mechanical fingers began to fly across the switches and readouts before it.

			‘Yes, master, of course, master.’

			It began with a low whine, which rose in a moment to a shrill whirring. As the procession of heretics approached, the autocannons mounted beneath the drop-ship’s aquiline prow spun up. The Terminators reacted at once to the danger, scattering in all directions, trampling their insane followers underfoot in their haste. The next moment, the debarkation deck became a slaughterhouse. Thousands of shells tore the crowd of cultists apart, reducing them to a fine fog of aerosolised gore and floating fragments of silk. Taikon saw two of the Terminators caught in the firestorm, ancient armour rupturing under the relentless stream of shells. But three were still alive, and moving with impossible speed, racing out of the stationary guns’ firing arcs. They answered with combi-bolters, firing on the move with unerring accuracy. Detonations rocked the drop-ship as the Heretic Astartes’ fusillade blasted apart the autocannons and shattered the canopy. Taikon spun away, dropping low as the armaglass panels exploded inwards, showering him with razor-sharp shards. The mutated crew groaned in relief as bolt shells slammed into them, finally ending their centuries-long misery.

			Lying flat, Taikon quickly scrambled from the wrecked cockpit, to find Linnd and Gunner sheltering within the hold.

			‘I counted three still standing,’ Linnd hissed as the commander crawled into view. ‘If we use the ramp as a choke point, take them one by one…’ There was desperation in the medic’s voice, but he kept speaking aloud, searching for a tactical solution. Outside, the firing stopped abruptly, and a rasping, amplified voice shuddered through the suddenly silent hangar.

			‘The rats come crawling out of every corner,’ it hissed, full of contempt. ‘Ambushes and sabotage. The work of cowards!’ The last word boomed, the voice breaking from hissing menace to raving fury all at once. ‘Come out! Come out and face your betters! Or have you no honour left, you vermin?’

			Taikon held up his hand, palm out, silently signalling his comrades to hold in the face of the provocation. His thoughts were racing, searching for a useable angle, a viable manoeuvre, but he knew, with absolute certainty, that they were cornered. And then he knew what he would have to do.

			‘Savos,’ he whispered. ‘Stay in cover ’til you have an opportunity. Then make sure Gunner gets in close.’ The commander was grateful that his old friend did not question that order, or ask what part Taikon would play. They were both too experienced to need to say such things aloud. Taikon simply stood and strode down the ramp, to face the enemy alone.

			His heart was thumping, adrenaline flooding his system, threatening to overwhelm his cold self-control. He had to force himself to take each step. But he did not slow or falter. Across the blasted expanse of the debarkation deck, he saw his enemy clearly for the first time.

			They were a trio of nightmares, one a hulking brute in armour so densely covered in blades, barbs, and hooks that its every surface was a weapon. Another was a hunchbacked horror, malformed beyond all recognition. Its tentacles thrashed and shivered in excitement when the Kasrkin came into view. But there was no mistaking the enemy commander. The Chaos lord was immense, fully a head taller than the nearest of his comrades. His ancient Terminator armour was a vulgar confusion of golden ornamentation and swaying fetishes, the chestplate crossed by wet, freshly donated intestines knotted up like scarlet braiding. A pair of spiked trophy racks curved up from his back like a pair of bloody wings, festooned with gory relics. Taikon took it all in, and understood the nature of his enemy. This thing cared nothing for honour. All that lived within that massive husk was pride. Taikon could use that.

			Wordlessly, he slid his sabre from its sheath. A gleam of cruel amusement kindled in the Chaos lord’s many eyes. The heretic in bladed armour raised its combi-bolter.

			‘Allow me, Lord Caelinus.’ But the Chaos lord withheld his permission, lightly pushing the weapon barrel aside with a single outstretched talon. He seemed interested enough to give the Kasrkin at least a moment of his attention. The three Traitor Space Marines watched the lone warrior take his stand upon the open deck.

			He planted his feet in a ready stance – one foot forward, shoulders squared – totally focused on projecting confidence, threat, challenge. When he had crossed half the distance to the assembled traitors, Taikon swung the sabre up, stiffly, hilt at the level of his throat, tip skyward, then swept the blade into a ready guard. Formal, controlled. Just like they teach at the academy. The movements were archaic, stylised, an invocation of an ancient ritual which he hoped the traitor would recognise. And if it is as proud as it seems, maybe it won’t be able to resist.

			Taikon waited. For a long and terrible moment, nothing happened. He became painfully aware of the ticking seconds, the almost imperceptible vibrations running through the deck, the micro-fluctuations of artificial gravity… and then the Chaos lord threw back his head and laughed. It was a musical sound, deceptively pure, horribly wrong in his disfigured mouth. His retinue joined in with the laughter. Sycophants, Taikon thought. He was sure he had their measure now. For all their ancient power, they were nothing but hollow mockeries. His queasy dread of the mighty transhumans slowly clotted into disgust. He waited. Calm, focused.

			Caelinus cast a long, theatrical look about him, favouring his followers with a wide, inhuman smirk. Then, at last, he took a step towards the lone Kasrkin.

			‘Who is it who challenges me? What blademaster?’ His words were mocking, and his retinue chuckled and tittered amongst themselves. ‘Surely none but a master of the Clade Adamus would dare cross swords with one such as I?’ He unsheathed his blade as he approached. It was curved and serrated, as much sawing tool as elegantly weighted sabre. Taikon said nothing in response, just held his stance. You have his attention.

			The Chaos lord towered over the Kasrkin, and there was a flicker of anger in his black eyes now, though he kept his voice sibilant and agreeable, for his followers’ benefit.

			‘Is it fear that holds your tongue? Is it…?’ He paused to savour his next words. ‘Is it pride?’ Taikon met his gaze, unflinching. ‘Speak!’

			The Kasrkin answered not with empty words but with action. All at once, he uncoiled every tensed, poised muscle, shifting his waist, twisting his body. He let the sabre dip, swung up his left hand instead, bringing his plasma pistol to bear. His finger was tight on the trigger, and the silent chamber filled with the hiss-whine of heating plasma coils. No time to overcharge. He had only as long as it took for his aim to draw level with his target. Taikon released the trigger and shot, point-blank, for the Chaos lord’s hateful, smirking face.

			Less than a heartbeat, less than a blink.

			Plasma fire flared, dazzling in the dim chamber.

			Caelinus shifted his weight, effortless. The shot splashed against his massive pauldron, charring the ancient ceramite. Gilding peeled away from the ferocious heat, running in streams of gold that spattered to the deck. Caelinus whirled, an impossibly smooth movement in his bulky armour. One massive, hooflike boot dragged across the deck, striking up sparks. And he flicked his sword, ever so lightly. As though it weighed nothing, as though it cost him no effort. The ancient blade passed through Taikon’s extended arm, just above the elbow, shearing through carapace armour. Caelinus never took his eyes from his target’s face, not even as the blade split the bone. The pistol bounced on the deck. Taikon’s forearm followed it a moment later.

			The pain had barely registered, the horrifying sight of his arm stump pumping blood not yet settled into his brain. He could not scream. He could not think. He tried to bring his power sabre up – and Caelinus drove his boot into Taikon’s chest and disdainfully kicked him away. The commander skidded along the deck, leaving his arm behind. Then the Chaos lord turned back to his retinue, beaming beatifically from his horribly distended mouth, and bowed at the waist. 

			Taikon skidded to a halt, felt consciousness slipping, pulled down by the undertow of agony. The last thing he heard was sycophantic applause.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			THIRTY-TWO. ORRICH.

			The surviving infantrymen fell back towards the bastion, firing as they went. Orrich had already emptied his pistol clip and thrown the depleted weapon at the enemy for good measure. Now, he simply ran, passing through the gates with bolter shells bursting all around him. The disciplined shock troopers within stepped aside to make way for the oncoming infantry troopers without ever dropping their rate of fire. 

			Almost as soon as he cleared the gateway, Orrich felt a lasgun pressed into his hands. He took it gratefully, reflexively thanking the soldier who had handed it to him – then realised, in a strange moment of recognition, that he knew the man. The Kasrkin flashed a grin, showing his missing front teeth.

			‘Yarin!’ The recon-trooper was badly wounded, his leg a twisted ruin, and he leant heavily on the banner pole like a crutch. Orrich saw a white flash of bone beneath his torn fatigues. But the Kasrkin had gone back to firing his plasma gun almost as soon as he had rearmed his old comrade.

			‘Talk later, shoot now!’ he yelled, and Orrich did as the recon-trooper bid him.

			The enemy were everywhere. Drawn by the sounds of battle, throngs of mutants were scurrying out from the adjoining streets, dying in droves before they ever reached the bastion’s gates. Raptors swooped overhead, striking without warning. And marching in lockstep, striding out from the deep shadows beneath the great landing platforms, Orrich saw the Noise Marines at the centre of a rippling storm of torturous, almost visible music.

			‘There!’ the veteran shouted, pointing to the approaching squad. ‘Bring them down!’ 

			The Guardsmen on either side of the sergeant focused their fire on his orders, strafing the Heretic Astartes with las and melta fire. Lescoe freed a grenade, hurled it overarm. The Noise Marines raised their sonic weapons, intercepting the explosive with a blast of excruciating sound. It detonated harmlessly in mid-air. But in the moment of distraction, Yarin brought down one of the heretics with a precise bolt of plasma, and another fell to massed las fire. Their shrieking song faltered, its rhythm broken. 

			The remaining traitors swung to face their attackers. Orrich was buffeted by waves of pressure, but he kept firing even as the cacophony built. It was the only way to hold the enemy back, even for a moment. Beside him, Yarin’s leg buckled under the relentless sonic assault. The Kasrkin dropped to one knee, but he, too, continued to fire shot after shot, his plasma gun growing dangerously overheated before the last of the Noise Marines fell. As the Kasrkin slid lower, the banner braced at his side swayed, unsupported. Unthinkingly, Orrich put his shoulder to the heavy pole and brought it upright once more. Armoured bodies pressed in at all sides, the Imperial line contracting under the relentless assault. There, side by side, they made their final stand. 

			For all their heroism, the Guardsmen were fighting a hopeless battle. The enemy had breached the bastion’s gate, had taken the walls, had broken the defenders’ lines apart with chainsword and bolter and winnowing talons. Orrich’s voice was hoarse as he yelled – no orders, now, it was too late for that – but he could scream his defiance into the face of the enemy.

			‘For Gavaine and the Emperor! For the Tattershields! For Cadia!’ The words ran together, a blur of slogans, their meanings crumbling in the crucible of killing. All that mattered now was the spirit behind them, his sheer, bloody refusal to give ground. And somehow, astonishingly, the nearby Guardsmen began to join him, echoing his war cries. 

			Voices called out from the smoke and fire all around. Their scattered ranks came together once again. Resolute troopers locked into firing positions, stepping forward to fill empty spaces in the shattered gunline. Orrich saw Captain Priesik emerge from the roiling smoke, swaying, unsteady, but still standing. She limped forward, shouting instructions that Orrich could not hear but whose effects he saw at once. The Guardsmen about her re-formed their ranks, two parallel lines which met on Priesik, Orrich, and the banner, opening a long enfilade which the traitors had no choice but to approach along. Orrich saw one shrieking Adeptus Astartes charge along that gauntlet, holding up a massive chainsword in two hands. Melta fire breached its armour in a dozen places, and massed lasgun blasts peeled that shell open, cooking the marble-white flesh beneath. It toppled, falling hard. Another of its mad brothers sprang forward, clearing its body in a single bound. It fired its pistol, and Orrich felt hot blood splash his cheek. A shock trooper slumped beside him, half his skull destroyed.

			And then, plummeting into their ranks like an angel of death, the traitor leader who had called himself Falgyr was upon them. He landed heavily, taloned boots crushing one unfortunate shock trooper to death. Orrich wheeled, pumping las bolts into the Chaos Space Marine’s armoured chest. Yarin fired his plasma gun point-blank, blasting a flaming wound in the traitor’s armoured side. Still, he came on, seemingly spurred on by the pain, scything down Guardsmen with great swipes of his crackling lightning claw. 

			Orrich braced himself as he saw the talon rise overhead. In that stretching, terrible instant, Captain Priesik pushed past Orrich, interposing herself. She jabbed with all her remaining strength, driving her power fist into the looming traitor’s chestplate. Pistons fired, synthetic muscle bundles tensed to absorb the shock of impact, and the gauntlet’s integral disruption field flared brilliant blue for half a heartbeat. Properly applied, a power fist could put a hole in the side of a main battle tank. It cracked the renegade’s power-armoured shell, splintered the fused ribcage beneath, and threw the Traitor Astartes back, hard. Falgyr struck the ground, steam gouting from the ruin of his chest cavity. Somehow, the heretic still lived. Razor talons dug into the ground as he tried to push himself upright. But the crushing blow had ruptured the fuel lines feeding the traitor’s jump pack, and flames were already spreading across his armour. 

			Orrich allowed himself the briefest moment to watch the blaze take hold, burning the thrashing Heretic Astartes alive. Priesik wiped blood from her fatigues with her free hand, said something with a look of cold satisfaction on her face. Orrich could not quite make out the words, but he understood the defiant tone. He straightened his back, resettling the banner pole. And shoulder by shoulder, they fought on.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			THIRTY-THREE. AUBER.

			When her strike team reached a minimum safe distance and the pressurised doors had slammed shut behind them, Auber wasted no time. She thumbed the trigger rune on her remote detonator at once, and waited. It was only a few seconds before she felt the rumble run through the deck, felt the vessel lurch, its artificial gravity momentarily faltering.

			‘Did we do it?’ Cennovich asked. She nodded grimly, summoning up a picture of the destruction in her mind’s eye – the carefully placed charges destroying vital safety mechanisms, igniting fuel lines which would carry flaming ruin all along the ship’s ventral structure, piercing the hull in a hundred places – then a tremendous explosion shook them, and Auber caught herself with a hand against the bulkhead. Heat radiated behind it.

			‘Throne! What was–?’ Boriz began. Auber’s eyes sparkled with malicious glee as she answered.

			‘Secondary detonations. Fuel store, by the feel. That fire will keep them busy awhile.’ She pocketed the detonator, freed her pistol and chainsword in its place. ‘Come on. Maybe we can still link up with the others.’

			‘Then… we aren’t going back to the rally point?’ Cennovich groaned.

			‘There’s no going back, not now,’ she told them as she strode ahead. They all knew it was true, and even the dour Cennovich knew better than to argue. He simply checked the power levels on his hellgun and fell in line behind the demo-trooper.

			They stalked through shaking corridors and flaming guard posts, past fire-fighting servitor teams and the heaped bodies of traitor crewmen. A trail of blast marks and blood splatter told the Kasrkin which way their comrades had gone. In short order, Auber found herself emerging into the great processional passageway. She almost walked past Finnar. The sharpshooter was slumped in the shadow of a golden statue. His carapace armour was cracked, the chestplate slashed and rent apart as though by great claws.

			‘Get him on his feet, we’ll–’

			He cut her off with a bitter, blood-garbled laugh. ‘Don’t be foolish, I’m dead weight.’

			Auber hated the idea of leaving a comrade behind, but she could see the truth in his words. That wound was too terrible to heal. She leant over him.

			‘Where did they go?’

			‘Down,’ Finnar groaned, eyes glazed and unfocused. ‘Debarkation.’ It was the last word he ever managed, but it was enough to give Auber direction. She said a silent prayer for the sharpshooter’s sacrilegious soul, and then she was on the move.

			The great doors that led into the debarkation deck yawned wide, and the shredded corpses of cultists lay scattered in heaps and spattered up the walls in bloody chunks. Auber slowed her pace, approaching the kill-zone with caution despite her overwhelming need to engage the enemy. Cennovich and Boriz flanked her, weapons ready, covering every angle. As her eyes adjusted to the candlelight, she jolted in shock. On the far side of the hangar, a lone Kasrkin stood, facing down three hulking Traitor Astartes in Terminator armour. Taikon! Before she could react, the demo-trooper saw a sabre flash, a blast of plasma streak out, missing its target. She saw the Chaos lord cut down her old commander.

			To Auber’s surprise, she felt no rage. Only a cold, dislocating horror at the sight she had witnessed. She was numb, moving on combat instinct alone. It took her a moment to realise that she was charging, gunning her chainsword. Bolts of hotshot las streaked past her – Cennovich and Boriz, following in her wake. She saw the traitors turn to meet her, their ancient weapons raised. She whirled, putting all her weight behind the blow. 

			The brutal weapon ripped through whipping tentacles, embedded itself in a bloated, distended stomach. Purple guts spilled to the deck, and still she hacked and tore. More weapons fire, from across the chamber. She could not focus on its source, not until she recognised Gunner, striding purposefully across the deck, punishing the Heretic Astartes with his meltagun. The barrel was glowing white-hot as he pushed the weapon to its limits. 

			A glancing blow took her in the side of the head, and she staggered, her chainsword slipping from suddenly numb fingers. The hunchbacked mutant she had been methodically hacking apart was still struggling, lashing out at her despite its appalling injuries. She stumbled back, barely out of its range. Then she set her feet. In one motion, she snatched a grenade from her belt, shortened the fuse, and threw it with all her might into the heretic’s chest. The detonation hurled her to the deck, but her reinforced armour saved her life. By the time she was back on her feet, another of the heretics had fallen, its blade-encrusted armour melted to slag by Gunner’s relentless fire. 

			Now, only the Chaos lord remained. It moved like a great tide, fluid yet overwhelming. She saw it slash Boriz’s belly open with a sweep of its curved sword and send Cennovich leaping for cover with a tight, controlled burst of bolter fire. She retrieved her chainsword.

			‘Emperor,’ she whispered. ‘If ever, then now. Guide my aim.’

			And she charged.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			THIRTY-FOUR. TAIKON.

			On your feet, soldier!

			At first, Taikon thought it was the voice of his old drill instructor. But through the haze of pain, he realised it was Linnd. The combat medic was crouched over him, staunching the stump of his arm with a hasty tourniquet.

			‘Stand up, damn it!’ 

			Taikon sat up, and the pain almost stole away his consciousness again. But there were stimms running through his system now. He saw an empty syringe driver beside him on the deck, could feel their crackling alchemical heat in his veins.

			With a grunt, Taikon hauled himself to his knees.

			‘Sitrep?’ he groaned, struggling to take in the details of the carnage all around him.

			‘Priority target engaged,’ Linnd reported automatically, still focused on tying the tourniquet in place. Swiftly, assisted by the stimms, situational awareness was returning. Taikon heard the thunder of weapons fire, the chugging of a chainsword, the distinctive whoosh of a meltagun. It all snapped into place. His vision clarified. He was in the heart of the enemy flagship. His Tattershields stood around him. Taikon realised he was still clutching his power sabre in his remaining hand. He dug the tip into the deck, used it as a crutch to get himself to his feet. His drill sergeant would have personally flogged him if he had seen a weapon treated that way. Linnd rose with him.

			‘Orders?’

			‘Execution strike,’ Taikon growled. ‘We fight. Until it’s done.’

			‘Until it is done,’ Linnd echoed, a hand on his old comrade’s shoulder. Then they were moving, closing the distance across the hangar. The deck was blazing. Gunner’s melta blasts had ignited the refuelling lines which snaked, unsecured, across the bay. Deck plates had liquified, dumping molten metal into power feeds, triggering secondary fires that now spread uncontained. The debarkation deck was rapidly turning into an inferno. Taikon saw his remaining Kasrkin spread out about the hangar, skirmishing with the hulking Chaos lord, putting their greater manoeuvrability to use. Only Gunner stood stationary, blasting the Terminator with an almost unbroken torrent of melta fire. Caelinus bore down on him. Gunner did not flinch, did not cease firing even for a moment. The Kasrkin had fought the bloody-handed creatures of Chaos before. He had stood his ground in the cataclysm of a dying world. He had been prepared for this moment, in all its sanity-blasting terror, for a long time. Now, at the end, he refused to yield.

			Taikon bellowed as loudly as he could.

			‘Gunner, get back!’ He heard the croaked reply, though Gunner never took his eyes from the Terminator closing on him.

			‘Can’t do that, sir. This bastard… has to… die!’

			A volley of bolter shells thumped into Gunner’s chest, detonating with terrible force. Somehow the Kasrkin held his weapon steady, pouring fire into the traitor who now towered over him. Five-second burn, six, seven. The melta overloaded with a brief, fiery flash, and Gunner fell.

			Head lowered, shoulder down, Taikon charged towards the Chaos lord. As he drew closer, he could see the terrible toll Gunner’s melta had taken. Caelinus’ baroque armour had peeled open. A sizzling mass of half-liquified organs and blackened bone stumps pulsed within. His sword arm hung by threads of tendon and a gleaming hydraulic strut, which pumped up and down spasmodically, trying to retract. His knuckles dragged the floor for a moment, before the weight of the armoured limb pulled it free from his mangled shoulder socket and it thumped to the deck. His many eyes had been boiled away by the devastating fusion heat, and the elegant, aquiline bone structure of his face was exposed in a dozen places beneath his peeled, cooked face. 

			Still, the Chaos lord sensed Taikon coming – whether through auto-senses or superb combat awareness. He brought his combi-bolter up in his remaining hand. Auber struck at the Terminator from the rear, raking her chainsword across the joints behind his knees. As Caelinus staggered, trying to turn, Taikon crashed into him from the front. Blood spurted from the stump of his left arm, driven out by the force of the impact. But the commander’s right arm was tucked tight across his chest, gripping the haft of his sabre, the pommel couched into a groove in his chestplate, so he could put all his considerable weight and momentum behind the blade. It dug deep into raw, exposed flesh beneath ruptured armour. 

			There was a momentary flash as the weapon’s disruption field kicked in, then a welter of blood and spurting machine fluids. Caelinus squealed in pain. Taikon said nothing, only focused on the task at hand, wrenching the sabre free. Linnd was beside him, combat blade drawn, using a surgeon’s skill to slash at every exposed joint, every vital artery. The three Kasrkin struck and struck again as Caelinus flailed. All their discipline, all their precision, was focused into this terrible moment of applied brutality. They took the Chaos lord apart, piece by piece, until he lay in a bloody heap at their feet, still and dead.

			Between blood loss, flowing adrenaline, and the combat stimms burning through his overloaded system, Taikon felt the next few minutes slip by in a blur. He had only the vaguest impressions of events. Linnd, taking command, giving curt, efficient orders. Auber, lifting the still-breathing Gunner over her shoulder. Cennovich, back on his feet, wrestling with his vox-set, struggling to find a clean channel, shouting for emergency evacuation.

			‘Get that bird in the air, now, Vulfram!’

			Dizzying pain, and flames all around, and the deck lurching under his feet.

			The dark interior of a drop-ship, and the pressure of acceleration, the queasy flipping of gravity as the transport raced free of the crippled strike cruiser.

			When Taikon came to, it was to see the Tattershields gathered around, looking on grim and helpless. Gunner was strapped into the seat beside him, while Linnd leant over the patient. Taikon saw the terrible burns, the gaping rents in Gunner’s armour, the blood pooling on the deck beneath him. The medic put down a bloody surgical tool and reached instead for a vial of morphia, locked it into a driver, and administered it. Gunner’s voice was soft, barely a whisper, almost lost amongst the rumble of the shuttle’s engines.

			‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he murmured. ‘Disobeyed orders.’ He struggled for a moment, brow furrowed.

			‘No,’ Taikon offered, laying a reassuring hand on Gunner’s shoulder. ‘You did your duty.’ The Tattershields nodded around him, adding their voices. ‘Did your duty to the end.’ 

			Taikon did not know if it was from his words or from the effects of morphia, but Gunner seemed to calm, eyes locked on a distance only he could see into.

			He was gone.

			No one spoke after that, not until the drop-ship was cutting its way, swift and true, through Gavaine’s grey clouds.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			EPILOGUE.

			At the top of a steep mountain ridge, high in the passes of the Gaingarval Peaks, Sergeant Lanse Orrich raised his magnoculars to survey the snowfield ahead. It had been years since he had ventured through this harsh terrain, but his training had come back quickly. It took him little time to pick up his quarry’s trail, and when he saw the signs – deep footprints here, a fleck of blood there, maybe a lone bolter shell lying half buried in a snowdrift – he voxed the coordinates back to mobile command and continued his pursuit. 

			He took pride in the mission that Priesik had entrusted him with, and he took care to instil that pride into every member of his squad – Lescoe, Marden, and the rest. They were an ad hoc unit, assembled from the survivors of depleted companies, but the war had forged them into a cohesive force. They were the defenders of Gavaine, veterans all. It might take years to hunt down every last mutant and heretic who had dared to set foot upon their world. But they would never relent. They were doing something that mattered, here, building a future on a planet that had, until so recently, been entirely without hope. Orrich was truly honoured to be a part of that. He slung the magnoculars on his belt and pulled up his bandana to protect his scarred face from the biting wind. Silently, the sergeant signalled to his squad with a few sharp sweeps of his hand – command gestures he had learned from Linnd and Taikon, field tactics practised at Yarin’s side. Orrich had always been brave, but fighting with the Kasrkin had taught him a colder, more deadly control. Use every advantage. Strike without mercy.

			He led his squad over the crest. With autoguns roaring in the chill air, they fell upon the unsuspecting pack of mutants like the wrath of the God-Emperor Himself.

			Of the three voidships that had come to bring ruin to Gavaine, only one remained fully functional. The crippled strike cruiser Salter of Wounds listed in the planet’s orbit, a diseased carcass too tainted by warp exposure to ever be redeemed. The first of its escorts, the Afflictrix, had been blasted apart, reduced to a miles-long trail of wreckage slowly but irretrievably arcing down into the atmosphere. But there was still hope for the second frigate. That vessel had only been in the Archenemy’s hands since Cadia, and although the immaterium had already left its terrible marks, 74-Vulfram declared it was his sacred duty to save the voidship’s embattled spirit.

			The enginseer could not accurately estimate how long it would take to strip out the corrupted parts and purge systems cluttered with virulent scrapcode. Certainly, it was a task beyond his expertise, one which the Inquisition and even the magi of his holy order would in all probability condemn as heresy. But they were far from Gavaine, and so long as he had a task to accomplish, Vulfram was content. The same, he had concluded, could be said for the people of Gavaine. They would have to endure many hardships in the years to come, but for now the tech-adept observed that they were working with a newfound drive and determination. Like him, they had a goal, a purpose. For the first time in years, they were not at war with themselves, or with an implacable enemy, only with time. Together, they would endure. They would rebuild. And eventually, they may again have functional voidships, perhaps even – if the Omnissiah willed it – the power to pierce the fluctuating warp storms and re-establish contact with the wider Imperium. 

			Vulfram clasped his metal hands together and uttered a brief binharic prayer over his tools. Then, with an artificer’s care, he selected a sharpened blade and set about the laborious, bloody task of cutting a twitching, gurgling crewman free from the control console he was fused to.

			Three banners stood grouped together in Gavaingard’s central plaza. The first, and grandest, was the standard of the lord governor of 04-Gavaine, an antique of heavy slate-grey cloth and thick gold brocade, stained red along one edge. It was flanked to the right by the regimental banner of Priesik’s Cadian 442nd. To the left, less ornate than the others, a tattered scrap of cloth bearing the Caducadian sea eagle of Cadia, emblem of the Kasrkin. Between them, the banners told the story of the dogged defence of Gavaingard, of the loyal soldiers who had died to hold this desolate redoubt in the Emperor’s name. 

			While the banners flew, scaffolds were erected around the ruin of the old cathedral, and the carved aquila which had once adorned its central spire was raised back up by servitor-operated cranes. Work teams cleared processional highways of rubble, and funerary details stalked the streets, marking bodies for honoured burial or ignominious incineration. And the Tattershields gathered to honour their fallen.

			Commander Kostantin Taikon held tightly to the bundle in his hand – or, more accurately, to the bionic appendage he was still getting used to thinking of as his hand. It was a crude thing, a stiff and unfeeling skeleton of steel. Linnd had told him it would take several weeks for the artificial nerves to mesh, for sensation and fine motor control to return. It was less than ideal, but he would make do, just as he always did. The commander stood beneath the flapping banners in the dawn light, fist raised, casting a glance over his assembled soldiers. After all they had been through, after all they had given, they still stood crisply to attention, shoulder to shoulder in freshly polished carapace armour, a wall as hard and unbending as iron. Hard, and sharp, and disciplined. As they damned well should be. He knew they expected him to speak some words.

			‘Tattershields,’ he began, and the Kasrkin stiffened still further, chins high. All of them were proud to bear that name now. ‘Gavaine stands. We still stand.’ Simple words, but their truth hit him hard. He clenched his jaw, absently ran his organic right hand over the faded sea eagle tattoo on the back of his neck before he continued. ‘We stand against the Emperor’s enemies. We stand for our comrades who fell. We will go on standing, whatever comes.’

			In unison, the Tattershields saluted, fists striking carapace with a crash like a single drumbeat. Taikon opened his metal hand, letting the five kasr tags he held slip through his iron fingers, dangling from their chains. The rest – those belonging to their fallen squadmates – had been buried beneath one of the plaza’s great flagstones. But these five…

			Taikon walked, stiff-backed and dignified, along the line and hung each tag around its owner’s neck, his own last of all. Linnd, Auber, Cennovich, the lines of deep exhaustion clear in their faces. Yarin standing only with the aid of an augmetic frame around his ruined leg. But even after all they had suffered, a new fire was burning in them all, in Taikon more than any of them. Five Kasrkin, and five sets of tags. Five names, reclaimed. It meant more than any medal, any gaudy battle honours, ever could. Taikon knew that there were many more tags, many more names, that were lost. Gunner. Sanzhar… Vigen and old Sojuk…

			The names went on, marching through his recollections. Now those names would live on only in his actions, in his squad’s actions. In the wounds they would inflict upon the Archenemy. In the war that they would never, ever stop fighting.
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			An extract from The Fall of Cadia.
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			Blood and iron.

			Iron and blood.

			One lay on the other, and within the other. The slick shine of the iron-rich blood – still warm – on the cold surface of the bell. Two related elements, joined in accidental symbolism.

			If records were to be believed, the bell had been forged from blood.

			It was said that when Saint Gerstahl – the sacred soldier, favoured patron of the Cadian trooper – fell defending the Gate in the centuries after the Great Heresy, acolytes collected his vitae in a crystal reliquary. There it stayed for centuries, a venerated and lucrative relic on the shrine world christened with his name.

			Until, one night, Blessed Gerstahl appeared to the cardinal with a message: he must extract the iron from the tarry, coagulated remnants and forge it into a bell.

			A bell that would toll when Cadia was in mortal danger.

			The cardinal forged the relic as instructed, then took the bell on a tour of the Cadian Gate, purifying world after world with the vibration of its holy resonance. A fortunate choice, since it escaped destruction when the Despoiler immolated the shrine world – and Gerstahl’s incorruptible remains – during the Third Black Crusade.

			On Solar Mariatus, two million welcomed the bell. Sobbing crowds parted to make a path for the fifty Battle Sisters of the Order of Our Martyred Lady who formed its vanguard. In the Derades Subsector, it was said that its chime healed the deaf and straightened crooked limbs. And on Laurentix, in the Belis Corona System, the populace wailed in ecstasy when it tolled a dozen times without being touched by human hands. 

			That was when the Black Legion descended upon it, in the opening raids of the Twelfth Black Crusade.

			The vanguard had sworn to die rather than surrender their relic. And they fulfilled that oath. Their bodies now lay beneath the cold iron of the bell, some resting in its shadow. Chest cavities blown open, limbs severed from the impact of traitor bolt-shells, their own vitae splashed onto the blood-forged iron. It ran in frozen rivulets down the engraved surface, turning the scrollwork and decorative psalms into channels of gore.

			They had saved it, in a sense. 

			Their stoic defence had given Trazyn time to lock the bell and its entourage in stasis, then spirit it to the archival vaults of Solemnace. 

			Now it hung, unmoving and fastened in time, among the relics of Cadia past. Gazed upon by the unseeing eyes of general officers snatched from the battlefield, zigzag trench-lines full of Shock Troops and a rank of Chimera variants bisected to show internal detail.

			Overhead, a squad of Night Lords Raptors arced through the vaults above a lit display of human eyes.

			All of them, artefacts of the Cadian Gate. The ephemera of Abaddon the Despoiler’s twelve Black Crusades.

			Darkened exhibits stretched across twenty-five square miles, a private gallery of humans, exquisitely arranged to please the historical and aesthetic tastes of the alien curator who’d imprisoned them.

			Nothing in the gallery apart from maintenance scarabs had moved in over a millennium.

			Which is why the soft pat-pat-pat of fluid echoed as far as it did.

			It fell from the iron surface of the bell like the first drops of icicles melting on the eaves of a hab. Drip. Drip-drip.

			Jewelled drops met the upturned forehead of a slain Battle Sister and stained her pale skin with splashes of crimson.

			Pat. Pat-pat.

			More drops. Coalescing on her brow, trickling into her open eyes.

			Blood moved on the bell’s skin, collecting in beads like rain on a window and falling in defiance of the stasis field.

			And the bell, without propulsion or force, began to swing.

			A hand’s breadth at first. A sway. Its clapper moving in a soft pendulum arc too weak to do more than scrape the sides.

			Then, the arc widened, the violent motion of the bell flinging droplets of blood to either side, spattering the faces of stasis-locked Shock Troopers. Sizzling on the protective fields of lasgun displays. Swaying wider until the bell went fully perpendicular and the clapper inside dropped, its hammer striking the iron of the bell.

			Clang.

			One.

			The blackstone floor vibrated. A rank of medals swayed, its stasis field shorting out. An organic clatter filled the chamber, the sound of ten thousand jaws – held shut by hard-light holograms – shaken so hard that the teeth rattled.

			Overhead, the flight of Night Lords Raptors tumbled from the vaults and into a trench display, snapping bones and crushing lasgun barrels. Neither Traitor Space Marines nor Guardsmen reacted.

			Clang.

			Two.

			Trazyn, Overlord of Solemnace, Archaeovist of the Prismatic Galleries and He-Who-Is-Called-Infinite, screamed in rage.

			‘Sannet! What is happening?’

			‘Unclear,’ answered his chief cryptek, his multijointed fingers dancing across phos-glyph panels. ‘Unknown resonance. Macro-seismic. Cracking the vaults, releasing coolant. We’ve lost the Ooliac sand sculptures.’

			‘Call the restoration scarabs.’

			‘Not responding,’ Sannet answered, data-chains flashing across his ocular. ‘Our nodal program misinterpreted the vibration as a re-interment signal. The legion has entered radical shutdown. I cannot rouse them.’

			Trazyn cursed the very wheel of the cosmos. The interval between shocks had been only seconds apart, and while mental speech between he and Sannet was near instant, they were running out of time before the next tectonic shudder would hit.

			‘It’s not tectonic, lord,’ said Sannet. ‘It’s coming from the gallery.’

			‘Where?’

			‘The Black Crusades wing.’

			‘That’s only two levels do–’

			Clang.

			Three.

			The shockwave shook Trazyn apart, his joint servos spasming and dislocating with the intensity of it.

			He evacuated the dying body and rushed his spirit-algorithm into the network of data-channels in the walls. Found a waiting lychguard he could use as a surrogate. Melted and reshaped the borrowed body into his accustomed form as he ran towards the gates of the Cadian gallery. Waved a hand at the enormous gates in a gesture of opening.

			Clang.

			Four.

			The doors ahead, twice the size of a monolith, blew off their hinges and toppled down at him. He felt them crumple the necrodermis of his cranium like parchment and burst his central reactor before he transferred to another body, sheltered in the lee of a Baneblade.

			He sprinted. Waving hands at display plinths, throwing code-signals from his palm emitters. Trying to restart shielding and repulsors, to protect his delicate artefacts.

			‘No, no, no, no, no, no–’

			Trazyn saw the bell. 

			Trazyn saw the blood.

			He slowed his chronosense to take in the swinging relic and its sheets of ruby spray. It was far more human vitae than had been splashed on its surface.

			Almost as if the relic itself were bleeding from the pockmarks and scratches where bolt-shells had marked it.

			‘Sannet,’ Trazyn said, casting his visual senses into the data-stream of Solemnace so his cryptek could run analysis. ‘The stasis field has failed. Hard restart.’

			‘The field is active,’ Sannet responded. ‘Movement should be impossible.’

			‘Not impossible, warpcraft.’

			Trazyn watched in fascinated horror as the bell completed its arc, the blood-forged metal swinging high as the hammer inside dropped like the great mace of a warmaster.

			Clang.

			Five.

			Across the galaxy, past burning stars, teeming worlds and cold expanses of nothing, lay the blasted world of Eriad VI. The Ark Mechanicus vessel Iron Revenant hung in its orbit, casting a cruciform shadow on the surface.

			Down, down, through the nuclear-blighted atmosphere and crust overrun with ork ravagers. Down in black tunnels of alien scale and curve, stood Archmagos Dominus Belisarius Cawl.

			‘Nearly,’ he said, stretching the word. His eyes squeezed tight, optic nerves rerouted through the visual lenses of the skull probe he’d guided into the bore-hole. The on-off strobe of its ultraviolet lamp – used to map the worming tunnels within the blackstone – was the only illumination. He sensed a data-stream connection. ‘Careful, little one. Rise two skull-lengths. Pivot thirty-five degrees right. Ahead four lengths – now, now, now! All ahead steady and open connection! Op–’

			The data flooded in, pasting across his vision, unfamiliar glyphs that slid cold into his mind, chill as the nothing of space.

			The servo-skull’s vision blasted to static, its auditory ports howling in Cawl’s augmented brain.

			‘Damn it!’ he cursed, yanking the skull-jack free from his temple. ‘Qvo, another probe!’

			No response. His programmable servant – cloned from a long-dead companion – was either not listening, or perhaps had reset due to the flood of data.

			‘Qvo?’ He turned. ‘Qvo, are you lis–’

			He stopped.

			The aeldari standing behind his right shoulder had not triggered a single alert in his sensorium net.

			She crouched on a cogitator bank, toes together, knees spread wide – an inverted-triangle pose inhuman in its gravity-defying grace.

			‘The skeins of fate wind tight about the gate,’ Veilwalker said, her egg-like mask nothing but a swirl of smoke. The hues of her motley seemed to blaze in the dark cavern. ‘Again, I plea – does thy mind now see?’

			‘Your rhymes are impenetrable nonsense,’ he growled. ‘It is a necron world, bombarded by the Despoiler during the Fourth Black Crusade. But why would he bombard an empty planet? I cannot fathom why you insisted I come here.’

			‘More excavation,’ the xenos answered, cocking her head, ‘will dispel frustration.’

			‘To hells with your childish rhymes. Just tell me what you want me to know!’

			She shook her head, mask gleaming blue in apology. ‘You must play your role – the bell does toll.’

			‘And what, by the blessed reactor, is that supposed to mean?’

			Clang.

			Six.

			‘It started an hour ago, canoness,’ said Sister Navarette. Even with her daily training regimen, Genevieve could hear that her Seraphim Superior was out of breath climbing the bell-tower stairs.

			They should have taken their jump packs.

			The Shrine of St Morrican was a large edifice, and the bell-tower one of the tallest buildings in the Kraf Sector – securing the gateway between Cadia Primus and Cadia Secundus.

			For nigh a hundred days it had served as a linchpin of the defence, ensuring that the Archenemy forces of the Thirteenth Black Crusade – which had overrun Kasr Myrak to the north – did not break loose into the Kraf Plain.

			‘It’s ringing?’ Genevieve asked. ‘Are you certain?’

			‘Without being touched.’

			Genevieve bolted up the last flight, emerging into the vault of the bell-tower. And saw her own face, tight-lipped, looking back at her. 

			‘Canoness Genevieve,’ said her twin sister, Eleanor, with a formal bend of her head.

			It was every bit like looking in a mirror. Ironic, given how different they were. Twin canonesses in twin suits of armour. Only differing in every other way – and the simple fact that Genevieve’s recent ocular augmetic replaced her left eye rather than the right.

			But when they faced each other, that only enhanced the feeling of looking in a glass.

			‘I see you are late,’ sneered Arch-Deacon Mendazus. ‘As was ever the case.’

			‘If you wanted me here, perhaps either of you could have sent word a miracle was occurring.’

			Eleanor opened her mouth to respond.

			Then the Bell of St Morrican sounded.

			Eleanor crouched under the bell, staring up into the dark interior, and reached out a hand to help the frail Mendazus duck underneath.

			The bell moved not, its clapper hung dead at its centre. And yet the great throat reverberated with the thrum of a note struck far away.

			Genevieve joined them, the two canonesses and their overseeing priest standing inside the massive enclosure, flesh shaking from the aural assault.

			Genevieve touched the curving interior surface. ‘It resonates. It trembles.’

			‘Signs and wonders,’ whispered Eleanor, genuflecting. ‘It rings without human hand, like its sister, the Bell of Gerstahl. The one that rang in warning of the Twelfth Black Crusade, then ascended to avoid capture.’

			‘A bit late for a warning, isn’t it? We’ve been fighting the Despoiler’s Thirteenth Crusade for nigh three months.’

			‘It rings in celebration,’ said Arch-Deacon Mendazus.

			‘Celebration of what?’ she asked.

			He looked at her, scorn on his features. ‘Victory, of course.’

			Clang.

			Seven.

			‘Cruxis! Cut them down! Do not let the cowards flee!’

			On a mound of dead stood Marshal Amalrich of the Black Templars, sword extended in challenge at the traitor drop-ship. The power field of his blade crackled as it cooked off heretic blood.

			Castellan Mordlied climbed to the Marshal’s side, hoisting the banner of the Cruxis Crusade. Ahead of him, the engines of the traitor transport ignited, washing his armour with a rolling wall of flash-heated air. The engine discharge immolated two hundred Traitor Guardsmen, who had only a moment before been clawing with desperation towards the craft in hopes of evacuating off Cadia. They disappeared into feathery ash clouds that billowed towards the line of black-armoured Astartes converging on the ship.

			Mordlied’s hearts lifted along with the pennant as the artificial wind caught it, the twin-forked banner lashing in the gust like a dragon’s tail. With a two-handed heave, he drove the point of the banner-pole into the top of a wrecked rockcrete bunker and drew his chainsword.

			A Traitor Guardsman, his face scarified with a heathen rune, came at him with a meltagun. Mordlied keyed his chainsword and took him at the shoulder, sectioning the heretic like a side of meat.

			‘Bring it down!’ Amalrich shouted, pointing at the rising drop-ship. His shaven skull was bare, so the pitiful heretics could see the Templar cross branded on his forehead. A las-bolt flickered off his conversion field. ‘Let none escape!’

			A host of missiles rushed towards the lander, crashing into armour panels and clipping off landing struts. Crimson lascannon beams lanced the bottom of the rising craft, leaving orange trails of superheated metal and exploding an external fuel tank.

			For a moment it appeared to be rising skyward like a sun, slow and drifting on the burn of the lift-nozzles.

			Then the engines stuttered, and the ship – wide as two hab-blocks – dropped back to the surface of Cadia.

			The explosion washed over Mordlied like the Emperor’s grace.

			He took the snapping cloth banner in his armoured fist, raised it to his lips, and kissed it.

			Clang.

			Eight.

			Visibility: Six miles, minimal cloud cover.

			Altitude: 3,500 feet.

			Speed: 1,100 miles per hour.

			And diving.

			1,613 feet per second.

			Captain Hanna Keztral swallowed the Gs. Clenched her teeth against the discomfort. Watched her altimeter spiral like a chrono gone mad. Cut the engines.

			‘One second,’ warned her armament-operator, Darvus.

			Keztral tried not to look at the green-brown of the Cadian moors rising up in her Avenger’s canopy. The grey skyline disappearing above her helmet lip. She angled the ram-thrust engine upward, ready.

			‘Two seconds,’ Darvus said, alarm rising faster than the ground. ‘Kez, it’s too…’

			Keztral hauled back on the stick, slammed her foot on the ignition. Felt the ram-thruster jackknife their nose to almost horizon level, forward momentum ripping air past their aerofoils in a glorious sensation of lift.

			Below, a traitor armoured column streaked towards them like a las-bolt. Just a rust-streak on the blurred green of the passing landscape.

			‘Fire! Fire! Fire!’ she ordered, but it was unnecessary, just the drunk head-rush of circulation returning after the dive.

			Under her feet, she could already feel the armament spinning, each black eye of the cylinder firing one after the other.

			‘Good approach!’ Darvus yelled behind her, eye in his telescopic sight. ‘Keep steady.’

			Enemy fire drilled past. Amber whip-tails of tracer rounds. Red las-beams. Something hard, a heavy bolter round, sparked harmlessly off the armour of the tail assembly.

			Avenger strike fighters were fast craft, and a kite like Keztral’s Deadeye – stripped for speed – was hard to hit without advanced warning.

			Warning that Keztral, diving in steep from fifteen thousand feet, didn’t give them.

			‘Spools empty!’ yelled Darvus.

			Keztral stamped the right pedal and hauled the stick back, rolling them over into a sunward climb. Leaving the enemy column behind – utterly untouched by fire.

			‘Good captures!’ crowed Darvus. ‘Analysts back at Kraf Air Command will be thrilled with this film. Rotary picter especially. You hit the approach perfect, Kez.’

			‘Can you tell where they’re headed?’

			‘That’s the best part,’ Darvus answered, voice tinny in her helmet vox. ‘They’re retreating.’

			Clang.

			Nine.

			Major Marda Hellsker swallowed and squeezed the grip of her laspistol.

			She had to set an example for her troopers. Show stoicism in the face of the enemy. Not betray her feelings.

			She failed, and the smile spread across her features.

			Her company sergeant, Ravura, caught the look and grinned. Leaned forward so she could hear him over the roar of the Chimera engine.

			‘We’re going, sir!’ he said. ‘The front, at long last.’

			She looked down the bay at the troopers, swaying in their jump seats with each jostle. Lasguns between their knees. Packs swinging in the overhead netting.

			Despite the shadow of their helmet lips, she could see the sparkle of teeth in every trooper down the bay.

			‘Let’s hear you roar, Twenty-Four!’ she shouted.

			‘Twenty-Four, in the war!’ they barked as one, then dissolved into a chorus of hoots, howls and cheers.

			‘Frekkin’ finally!’ added Corporal Lek.

			‘Belay that,’ bellowed Ravura, without much force. ‘Someone needed to keep Kasr Kraf secure. And they gave it to us – because they knew the Despoiler wouldn’t dare hit Kraf with the Twenty-Fourth on the gates.’

			More cheers, louder this time. Drowning out a message crackling in Hellsker’s micro-bead. Good on Ravura, flipping the script on Lek’s undermining bullshit.

			Spending the war at Kraf had been hard. Not a shot fired in anger. More killed by commissars than enemy rounds. Discipline fraying with the inability to prove themselves.

			And the 24th Interior Guard wanted, so badly, to prove themselves. To be able to look the other Cadians – those who had deployed to warfronts across the galaxy – in the eye. Show that even though they’d drawn the unlucky lot of remaining on-world as a garrison force, they were still soldiers of Cadia.

			The buzzing in her ear continued, escalated. Hellsker frowned and pushed it deeper with a finger, waving for quiet.

			‘What’s wrong?’ asked Ravura.

			‘We’ve stopped,’ said Hellsker. ‘The engine’s cut.’

			She banged on the communication hatch until the driver slid it open. Told her what was coming over the vox.

			Hellsker bit her lips. Took a moment to compose her face before turning to deliver the news. Keep it short, she told herself. Be stoic.

			They were looking at her, expectant, when she turned. Smiles still gleaming under their helmets.

			‘Message from the front. Enemy is in full retreat. Pulling back to landing fields. The Thirteenth Black Crusade is over. We are victorious. Our orders are to pull back to Kraf. Eject your powercells, make weapons safe.’

			They slumped back into their seats, popped cells and stowed them. Pulled helmets down to cover their eyes and crossed arms over lasrifle barrels. Trooper Keska’s shoulders trembled, and Hellsker knew he was weeping. Corporal Lek dropped his head back against the bulkhead and snorted an ironic laugh. Udza, her vox-operator, dropped any façade of toughness and leaned forward, burying her eyes in the palms of her hands.

			Even Ravura had nothing to say.

			Marda Hellsker focused on her breathing, maintaining her neutral expression. Sat down, buckled herself back in her safety harness, and stared at the rear hatch of the Chimera.

			For a moment, just a moment, she had thought she’d become a real Shock Trooper.

			Through the armour of the hull, she could hear a reverberation.

			She realised it was cheering, and slammed a fist on the armoured bulkhead beside her.

			Clang.

			Ten.

			Trazyn could hear the bell’s echo even within the hyperspace oubliette.

			A thing that should not be possible, but impossibilities seemed to be getting increasingly common.

			‘I am obliged for the rescue, Huntmaster. But was it quite necessary to drag your planetary overlord?’

			‘My apologies, lord.’ The Huntmaster released his grip on Trazyn’s clavicle collar. The deathmark’s single ocular gleamed. ‘The bellow of the beast was approaching. It cannot find us in here.’

			‘Yes, well.’ Trazyn brushed his necrodermis off with his metal hands. The Huntmaster had once been the greatest game warden in the dynasties, but like most necrons, the deathmark was now quite mad. ‘I see you picked up Sannet as well. What is the gallery’s status?’

			‘Major damage, lord, cascade failures.’

			‘When the ringing stops, I want that relic out of here – cast it through the webway portal, let it bedevil the aeldari. But before that, prepare the Lord of Antiquity for sail.’

			‘You,’ stuttered Sannet, ‘you are leaving Solemnace, lord archaeovist? In such a state?’

			‘If that bell foretells what I think it does, it means a cataclysm of historic proportions – one that would be most fascinating to observe up close.’ He paused, reading damage glyphs. ‘The legions are inactivated, I see. What about the galleries?’

			‘Only the closed collection remains untouched,’ answered Sannet. ‘Its enfolded dimension seems less affected. The Horus Heresy exhibit, the Terran artefacts, and of course the special acquisition.’

			‘It will have to do. Get me a complement of mindshackle scarabs. Come, Huntmaster. I daresay there will be game big enough for even you.’

			Clang.

			Eleven.

			‘That price,’ the captain said, ‘is murder.’

			‘That price,’ Salvar Ghent responded, mirroring his pause, ‘is final.’

			The captain was a Mordian. Off-worlder. Slab-like features with a sharp little moustache. Ghent didn’t like him, but Ghent didn’t like people in general.

			‘We have defended this world. You could show some appreciation.’

			‘I could, I suppose.’ Ghent leaned back in his chair, looking at the equipment of the bomb-shattered manufactorum. The building had no roof, casting the desk he’d ordered dragged onto the factory floor in gauzy sunlight. A flight of Lightning fighters darted by overhead, rattling the autopistol he’d laid on the desk. ‘How about I show my appreciation by selling you the last ten cases of leolac in Kasr Kraf, so your troopers can celebrate?’

			‘But the price…’

			‘If you don’t pay it, Cadians will. Leolac is the local favourite. A premium liquor. And a premium liquor demands a premium price.’

			The adjunct standing behind the captain sneered. ‘Don’t play with us, gutter-trash. You’re talking to soldiers, not some grubby ganger boss.’

			‘Sergeant Jollan, let’s be civil.’

			Ghent, back when he was low enough in the underworld to have such a disrespectful nickname, had occasionally been known as Slide-Eye for the way his gaze seemed to wander like a searchlight, never looking at who he was speaking to. Now, the purple eyes settled on the subaltern.

			‘So much for Mordian discipline.’

			‘Keep pushing and I’ll show you Mordian discipline.’ Jollan laid a white-gloved hand on her glossy leather holster.

			‘Lass, I know the commissars tell you your life’s worth nothing, but don’t throw it away over catering expenses.’

			‘My apologies, sir,’ continued the captain. ‘Sergeant Jollan is a proud daughter of Mordian. But she is correct – you are trying to cheat us. And I do not appreciate the implicit threat of the pistol in front of you.’

			‘I see,’ said Ghent, raising two fingers.

			Four gangers stepped out from the rusting equipment, drum-fed autoguns held at waist height as they advanced.

			‘Then let’s make the threat explicit. Just so you can appreciate it.’

			‘Don’t,’ warned the captain, as Jollan’s hand curled around her laspistol.

			‘Listen to the captain, lass, you won’t win this one,’ said Ghent. ‘See, we might not wear the skull-and-wings, but we’re still Cadians. By the time an intake sergeant spat in your face and told you to stand up straight, we’d been doing live-fire drills from age nine.’

			Ghent reached down under the desk, pulled up a blue ceramic bottle of leolac and pulled the cork.

			‘Now,’ said Ghent. ‘Shall we toast your victory, and return to the question of price?’

			Clang.

			Twelve.

			Corks popped, bouncing off the ceiling and landing on the long table. A group of artillery staff officers were trying to hit the chandelier. They cheered as one missile lodged in the hanging strands of crystal, and the lieutenant who’d fired it celebrated by pulling directly off the bottle.

			To Colour Sergeant Jarran Kell, it sounded like the hollow pop of mortar tubes.

			He walked down the table, passing a group of Vostroyans snare-drumming the wooden surface with their fists. In their centre, a lieutenant worked her way along a line of blue-glowing shot glasses. The Vostroyans burst into a cheer as she finished the last, triumphantly crushing the glass in her bionic fist.

			A captain of the Eighth approached Kell singing ‘Flower of Cadia’, and pushed a flute of sparkling vin into his hand. Kell took it and raised it in a toast, then discreetly ditched it on a sideboard. He picked a cap off the table and deposited it on the head of an intelligence corporal – someone’s aide – who lay face down on the table with his arm wrapped around a leolac bottle. His fellows had kindly decorated him with a collection of flatware.

			Kell took a right turn and put a hand on the double door-knob, but stopped when he heard the call of, ‘Creed! Where’s Creed?’

			He turned and waved them off.

			‘We want the Lord Castellan!’ shouted another. ‘Speech!’

			It became a chant then: ‘Speech! Speech! Speech!’

			‘Soon,’ he shouted back, knowing that in an hour, most would be so drunk they wouldn’t remember to ask again. ‘After the night’s work is done – someone has to manage the victory.’

			As the cheer rose, he disappeared through the blast-proof doors before it became quiet enough for more demands.

			‘Those idiots are still at it, I see,’ said Ursarkar Creed.

			The commander of the Cadian Eighth, saviour of Tyrok Fields, and Lord Castellan of Cadia bent over a desk collaged with documents and maps. Empty sacra tumblers served as paperweights, and an ashtray fashioned from an Earthshaker shell smouldered with half a dozen cigar-butts. The room – so pristine when Creed had moved into it – reeked of tobacco.

			‘The Archenemy is in retreat, pulling off-world,’ Kell answered. ‘You told them to enjoy themselves.’

			‘I said to enjoy it while it lasts, there’s a difference.’ Creed turned red-rimmed eyes back to the charts. ‘I know Shock Troopers can’t do anything in moderation, but I didn’t mean for them to undermine readiness. This isn’t over.’

			‘So a night of venting heat will be good for morale, especially if this isn’t over.’

			Creed grunted. ‘Still, move reveille up an hour tomorrow morning. They can have their fun tonight, but I want them to feel it.’

			Kell smirked, the closest he got to a smile, and handed over the data-slate tucked under his arm. ‘Report from South Primus. The Volscani are holding on. They don’t seem to be running with the mutants and irregular cultist militias.’

			‘Under all the spikes and blood runes, they’re still Guardsmen,’ mused Creed. ‘That’s what makes them dangerous. Any word from Admiral Quarren and the picket fleet?’

			‘No, sir. But he should have established his blockade at the Eye of Terror by now.’

			‘Let’s hope that I’m being paranoid.’ Creed leaned backwards with his hands on the small of his back.

			‘It’s true what the war council says, you know. The forces that hit us were commensurate with previous Black Crusades. Larger, even.’

			‘Not you too, Jarran.’ Creed shook his head.

			‘It is possible he was killed in the Eye, fighting some other warlord.’ He saw Creed’s look and added: ‘It’s happened before.’

			‘You can’t believe that.’

			‘We picked up signals saying so. Good quality intercepts. Hard decryptions, definitely look authentic.’

			‘Tell me this, if this was the main Archenemy attack, where are the Terminators? Where’re the waves of Black Legion, the warp engines? We’ve had cultists and mutants, Traitor Astartes in tactical roles, but you’re telling me the Archenemy leadership spent centuries building this force then never landed here in person?’

			Through the door, a drunken chorus was singing ‘Flower of Cadia’ again, and Creed had to shout to make himself heard over the din.

			‘No one can explain that to me. Not any of them. Not the Navy, not the Aeronautica, not Militarum intelligence or the Scholastica Psykana or the demigods of the Adeptus Astartes. None of them can tell me the one Throne-damned thing I want to know.’

			He threw his cigar-butt on the desk in frustration, smearing a debris field of ash across a chart of the Rossvar Mountains. Then he slammed both fists onto the desktop and shouted the last three words:

			‘Where is Abaddon?’

			Clang.

			Thirteen.

			The ship emerged from the immaterium with a noise like a child being torn from the womb. A moment of blood, a primal experience of a creature first feeling the cold air and pull of gravity – sucking atmosphere into its lungs before screaming it out in pain and confusion.

			Except in this case it was not the ship that screamed, it was the material world around it. The very atoms rent apart, bleeding indescribable colours.

			Dravura Morkath watched through the crystal windows as the vessel she had tamed for her master spilled forth into realspace.

			The sudden shock of translation hit the bridge crew, already overtaxed in serving the ancient vessel. Beastmen vomited. One opened its mouth and bit down on its own arm hard enough to fracture it.

			A Mechanicum adept at a fire-control station suffered a compounding error in his synthetic brain. His logic chains – rerouted so drastically to make sense of the pandemonium of the Eye – jammed as it encountered the silent order of realspace.

			He collapsed to the deck, the smoke of frying neural circuits wafting from his tear-ducts.

			Morkath saw his thoughts as he died, his stream of consciousness surrounding his augmented cranium like the halo on the fresco of an Imperial saint.

			All beings thought differently. Some of the beastmen on the bridge projected impressionistic swirls of ink around their heads, full of despair. Others expressed their conscious with jagged-edged panic.

			This adept, in his death throes, still thought in the blinking typeface of a cathode screen as his brain ticked down like a dying chrono.

			Back to station. I can get back to station, lord. I can…

			Pain, so much…

			Do I live?

			I can…

			…still…

			…serve…

			‘Children of the Eye,’ growled a voice behind her. ‘Not meant for realspace.’

			Morkath turned to look upon her Warmaster, ensuring her mind did not search the cloud of thoughts swirling around him like an aura of flame. Her master did not always want her to see what resided there, and neither did she.

			Morkath bowed to her lord.

			Abaddon. The Warmaster of Chaos, right hand of Horus, Master of the Black Legion and the being fated to kill the False Emperor. The man who had pulled Morkath out of the dark as a child, and made her what she was – though what that was, exactly, remained a subject of whispers. 

			The Warmaster sat in an ebony throne too large for his enormous frame. What manner of creature required such a seat – one large enough to dwarf the Warmaster, even in his battle plate – was, like so much aboard the Blackstone Fortress Will of Eternity, beyond Morkath’s understanding.

			Yet the space around the Warmaster was not empty. Daemon-things flitted there, darting and howling. Folding in upon themselves in geometric shapes or bursting into flames that devoured their essence as some stray emotion set them ablaze.

			Morkath closed her eyes and willed herself not to see the motes of warp-things. To screen them out, and see only the revered face of the being she was lucky to call father.

			‘The stars are different this time,’ he said.

			‘Different, my lord?’ Morkath asked, opening her eyes to see the Warmaster without his shroud of parasitic spirits.

			‘I remember.’ Abaddon’s head, twice as large as that of a mortal, did not regard her as he spoke, yet even so, the low rumble of his voice rattled through her. ‘I recall how the stars looked when we exited the Eye last time.’

			‘During the Gothic War,’ Morkath said.

			‘Yes, before we took you in, foundling. I remember where every star was fixed, then. It was the same. The same constellations, unchanging from the first time we exited the Eye to the last. Twelve times, the same starscape.’

			‘But now they have changed?’

			‘New stars,’ growled Abaddon. ‘Different stars. Moving… a fleet.’

			‘Contacts! Contacts!’ bleated a Mechanicum sensory officer. She stood permanently wired into a pit, slick organic cables – bunching and relaxing like the tentacles of an undersea octopod – connecting her exposed cranium with eight psykers floating in fluid sacs. ‘Imperial fleet! Bearing eight-two-six. Two thousand five hundred miles distance. Emperor class! Mars class! Vengeance class!’

			‘Reading ship silhouettes,’ intoned Cacadius Siron. He was a former Alpha Legionnaire – now Abaddon’s intelligence chief. Before him, projection lasers danced in the air, sketching wire-frame outlines of Imperial vessels. ‘Tentative identifications: Might of the Faithful, Emperor class. Final Blow, Mars class. Duke Lurstophan, Dauntless class. Abridal’s Glory, Gothic class. They are from multiple battlefleets – Scarus, Agrippina, Corona.’

			‘A combined fleet,’ said Abaddon. ‘Consolidated due to casualties.’

			‘Our opening moves must have damaged their fleet assets even more heavily than we estimated,’ Morkath said.

			‘With the remnants split chasing the Vengeful Spirit away from Cadia,’ added Siron. He seemed ready to speak again, but the Warmaster cut him off.

			‘Meaning, the Gate is open.’

			‘To Cadia!’ roared a beastman, raising its clenched fists. Across the command deck, crew howled, crowed, bellowed, gurgled, ululated. A thousand mutant throats screaming the elation that came with an achievement millennia in the making. Feet and hooves stamped the decking. ‘To Cadia! To Cadia!’

			Under the noise, only Morkath heard the Warmaster growl.

			‘A step,’ he said. ‘It is only a step. The Crimson Path awaits.’
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