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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.

		

	
	
		
			[image: Warhammer 40,000. Voice of Command. An Astra Militarum Novel. By Richard Swan.]
		

	
	
		
			DRAMATIS PERSONAE

			CADIAN FORMATIONS

			Ninth Cadian Mechanised Division

			Headquarters

			General Teodara Hansen – Commanding officer

			Regimental Commanders

			Colonel Augustina Milic – Commanding officer, 2027th Cadian Mechanised Regiment

			Colonel Gudrun Demeter – Commanding officer, 2019th Cadian Mechanised Regiment

			Colonel Gabriel ‘Venom’ Velterson – Commanding officer, 2002nd Cadian Mechanised Regiment

			Divisional Reconnaissance 

			Corporal Greenbuck – Ratling

			Private Maus – Ratling sniper

			Cadian 2002nd Mechanised Regiment 

			Regimental Headquarters 

			Colour Sergeant Maldyn Ainsley

			Commissar Viktoria Massen 

			Senior Vox-Officer Yago Pelletier 

			Regimental Standard Bearer Evelina Vissier 

			Father Sebastian Gustavus 

			Zyma – Sanctioned psyker

			Terho – Regimental enginseer

			Shepherd Barber – Chief medicae

			First Mechanised Infantry Company

			Captain Karwyn Thorne – Commanding officer

			Vox-Officer Tani

			First Platoon

			Lieutenant Arbeid – Commanding officer

			Trooper Mondo – First Squad

			Sergeant Easom – Third Squad

			Trooper Danchev – Plasma gunner, Third Squad

			Second Platoon

			Lieutenant Johanna Marsden – Commanding officer

			Sergeant Nemes – First Squad

			Third Platoon

			Lieutenant Beaumont – Commanding officer

			Sergeant Coulter – First Squad

			Sergeant Kelly – Second Squad

			Trooper Chung – Second Squad

			Trooper Lange – Second Squad

			Trooper Vardanyan – Second Squad

			Trooper Alto – Second Squad

			Fourth Platoon 

			Lieutenant Sýkora – Commanding officer

			Chechova – Medicae

			Sergeant Tash – Second Squad

			Trooper Marten – Second Squad vox

			Heavy Weapons Platoon

			Lieutenant Waterman – Commanding officer 

			Trooper Korhonen 

			Other Mechanised Company Commanders

			Captain Keara Glass – Seventh Mechanised Infantry, ‘RED’ Company

			Captain Josslyn Kulkani – Eighth Mechanised Infantry, ‘WOLF’ Company

			Captain Taavi Arissien – Tenth Mechanised Infantry, ‘CERES’ Company

			Captain Eljas Rakes – 19th Mechanised Infantry, ‘STEEL’ Company

			Captain Adelmar Horvat – 21st Armoured Company

			Captain Pearce Nordskov – 28th Armoured Company

			Reconnaissance Company 

			A Troop 

			Trooper Manz – Scout Sentinel pilot

			C Troop

			Sergeant Garver 

			Trooper Raskopf

			Brutax Cardinal

			Kasrkin 

			Sergeant Major Tal Bayer

			Trooper Vliert – Squad Primus

			Sergeant Hyland – Squad Secundus

			Sergeant Vitis – Squad Tertius

			Sergeant Kech – Squad Quarternus

			Trooper Mas – Plasma gunner, Squad Quarternus 

			Trooper Jandova – Squad Quarternus

			Aeronautica Imperialis 

			Merlin Calder – Vendetta pilot

			Bullgryn

			Thumper

			NON-CADIAN FORMATIONS

			Nymean Second Army 

			Lord General Ambrosius Fabre – Commanding officer

			First Nymean Armoured Division

			General Vesely – Commanding officer

			Nymean Sixth Infantry Division

			Colonel Burkhardt de Page – Commanding officer, First Nymean Motorised Regiment

			Ordo Malleus

			Inquisitor Mozes Raith 

			Leonara – Sanctioned psyker

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			PART ONE

			DESECRATION 

			The First Precept of Devotion mandates that we as humans not undertake the liturgy merely as a pre-emptive shield from harm justificatio sola fide. Faith is an action, its vigorous exercise a duty to which each member of our human race must turn his every effort. The Emperor may protect, but above all else, He expects.

			– The Nine Precepts of Devotion, Father Matheus Longstaff
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			I

			LAST IN, FIRST OUT

			‘They are going to hang him, Teodara.’

			‘If he didn’t want to be hanged, he shouldn’t have committed a capital offence.’

			‘This is a distraction for the regiment.’

			‘It is a distraction for you. And now me.’

			‘He is well liked. And capable. Highly capable.’ 

			‘I have absolutely no doubt, Gabriel, but I do not have the time, the inclination, nor, dare I say, the political capital, to spend on this.’ 

			Velterson reclined in his chair. In front of him sat Teodara Hansen, inconspicuous in urban combat fatigues – rockcrete grey, tigered with white and black. 

			‘You will not help me, then?’

			Hansen made an exasperated noise, and finally abandoned the dataslate she had been trying so very hard to concentrate on. ‘Colonel Velterson–’

			‘Gabriel is fine–’

			‘Colonel. Do you know how many matters I have to attend to ahead of this assault?’

			Velterson’s expression curdled. He had heard this tone of voice before.

			‘A great many.’

			She pointed at him. ‘And do you think, as the commanding officer of the Ninth Cadian Mechanised Division, I have time to spend springing flighty young colour sergeants from prison?’

			‘Maldyn Ainsley is hardly a young man, Teodara–’

			‘Good evening, colonel. And you will address me as general or madam.’

			Velterson stood slowly. ‘He’s Cadian, Teodara. That should mean something. Especially to you.’

			He knew the barb had struck, straight and true – knew that his exit would be arrested before he’d taken two steps.

			‘Wait,’ Hansen said, and sighed mightily. 

			He stopped, and turned. ‘Yes, general?’

			‘You know, Gabriel, that if there was something I could do about it, I would.’

			‘I do, ma’am.’

			There was a pause as she picked up the dataslate, examined it for several seconds, and then returned it to the desk. When she spoke, it was in a low voice. ‘You know there are a great many sector-level… sensitivities being managed at the moment.’

			‘I am keenly aware, ma’am.’

			There was another, longer pause. ‘Notwithstanding. If you can find a way to solve this matter discreetly and without making an enemy–’

			Velterson snorted.

			Hansen blinked slowly, and Velterson knew he was pushing his luck. But he also knew that there were very few commanders in the division whom Hansen indulged in this way. He would wring out of it everything he could.

			‘More of an enemy of the Nymeans.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘Then you have my tacit’ – the second ‘t’ of ‘tacit’ was practically explosive – ‘approval.’

			‘I’m grateful, ma’am–’

			‘But! I want neither hair nor hide of this to cross my desk again. Am I clear?’

			‘Crystal, general,’ Velterson said, and then winced at his poor choice of words.

			Crystal.

			He cleared his throat. ‘Was there anything from Division about fixing the Archenemy’s hijacking of our vox-network?’

			Hansen shook her head. ‘They are still working on it. I believe the Inquisition are assisting.’

			He nodded. ‘Well. Let us hope they find a solution soon.’

			‘I shouldn’t count on it,’ she called after him as he exited the command tent.

			He stepped out into the fading light of the late evening, blinking, before replacing his cap. Immediately he was confronted with the flotsam of an advancing army: strewn across the countryside, itself churned to a muddy quagmire by thousands of supply trucks, tanks and armoured vehicles, lay uncountable ordnance crates, promethium drums, ration boxes, tyre chains, latrine pits, spent magazines, and the general refuse of a million soldiers on the move. The atmosphere was so thick with fuel smoke that it was like a grey fog, its rank particulate matter held in place by the damp, unmoving air.

			The pollution from the vast crematoria complex to the west hardly helped. 

			‘What did she say?’ his voxman, Yago Pelletier, asked, flicking his lho-stick into the mud, where it fizzled out. He was a short, thin man with sallow skin, profoundly cowardly but the most talented vox-operator in the sector.

			Velterson looked towards where a gaggle of Nymeans stood warming their hands over a flaming promethium barrel. They eyed him, saluting unhappily. 

			‘Come on, Pell,’ Velterson said, returning it. ‘I’ve a job for you.’

			They set off, trudging through the corpse-soft mud. This was the staging area for the Second Nymean Army, of which the Ninth Cadian Mechanised Division unfortunately found itself a part. This was the fate of hundreds of Cadian regiments now, cut loose after the Fall, unable to muster in formations greater than a division – and often a regiment – reduced to galactic journeymen. 

			Velterson and Pelletier cut down a walkway between vast motor pools segregated by razor wire, a thoroughfare that had fortunately been laid with thick plastek netting to prevent it from becoming an impassable bog. To the south were several thousand Chimeras and Tauroxes, as well as uncountable unarmoured troop trucks, and the cargo-8s, wagons and halftracks of a host of logistical support groups. To the north, huge sandbagged Basilisk emplacements, tended to by sweating soldiers stripped to the waist, sent a thousand tons of ordnance into Saint Stanislava’s Adoration every day. 

			Five miles beyond, the enormous spires and towers of that benighted city rose into the low ceiling of cloud.

			Velterson led Pelletier back to where his regiment, the 2002nd Cadian Mechanised, was bivouacked. Here, the several thousand men and women under his command languished, waiting for the order to advance. They sat in foxholes, or in circles embanked with kit and sandbags, sleeping where they could, gambling where they could not. Viktoria Massen, the regimental commissar, had been keeping an eye on the latter to ensure the stakes remained tolerable. But the longer they waited, the longer they listened to the heresy being rapaciously broadcast over their hijacked vox-networks, the more their morale and combat effectiveness were whittled away. 

			‘Johanna,’ Velterson grunted, spotting Lieutenant Marsden in and amongst the troopers of First Company’s Second Platoon.

			‘Yes, sir?’ she called back, leaping to her feet despite the standing order that the members of the regiment did not stand to attention on operations.

			‘Have Captain Thorne sent to me, please. I’ll see him in my tent.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Where’s Massen?’

			Marsden looked around. ‘I’m not sure, sir. Doing the rounds.’

			‘She’s with the regimental support group,’ one of the dozing troopers, indistinguishable from the mud, called out. 

			‘Pell,’ Velterson said, turning to his voxman. ‘Fetch Massen and bring her to me.’

			‘Anyone else, sir?’

			‘Is there anyone else you’d like to bring?’

			Pelletier thought for a moment, until he realised Velterson was joking. ‘No. Sir,’ he added.

			‘Get on with it then. It’ll be dark soon.’

			‘Heads up. Careful of those new bars, captain. They catch the light something fierce.’

			Captain Karwyn Thorne, barely a week into the rank, smiled. He gamely pretended to polish the new brass rank tabs pinned to his lapels. 

			‘What are we playing?’ he asked, taking a seat at the table. It had once been the door of a farmhouse a thousand miles south down the Genkovan continent, cut in half for portability, the corners sanded off for comfort. Scores – and debts – were carved directly into its surface. Balanced on a few bricks, and more often laid on the mud, it had become First Company’s talismanic gaming table. 

			‘Not sure we should tell you,’ the trooper, Mondo, continued. He was joking, but not really. Mondo had been one of Captain Lane’s acolytes – the same Captain Lane whose rank Thorne now occupied, on account of his being shot dead in Kohort. What Mondo and the others didn’t know was that the rank tabs were Lane’s, too, plucked from his corpse before it was even cold in the ground. Supplies were short across the army, but they were even shorter for the Cadians.

			‘Shut up, Mondo,’ another trooper, Chung, muttered. ‘We’re playing five hundred, but…’ She shrugged. ‘No new buy-ins.’ 

			Thorne tried to catch her eye, but she didn’t look up from the table. She’d been avoiding him since his elevation. Sergeant to lieutenant to brevet captain in the span of a week. It had cost him a lot of friends, as he’d known it would, but he hadn’t expected Chung to be one of them.

			He glanced over the table. It looked very much like they were still taking new buy-ins, but he was not so obstinate as to press the point. 

			He would have pressed the point a week ago.

			‘Shame,’ he said. He pulled out several paper packs from his breast pocket. ‘I had forty shilhos to play with.’

			There was a brief silence in the smoky, incense-laden air of the tent. It was only then that Thorne realised there was music playing, too – a lazy beat emanating from an old, jury-rigged vox-set. 

			‘Don’t let Terho see that,’ he said, smiling and pointing at the makeshift speaker. Terho was the regimental enginseer, and was notoriously prickly about perceived slights to machine spirits.

			‘Why? You going to tell him?’ Mondo asked. 

			‘Mondo, shut up,’ Chung said, louder this time. ‘Let us finish this round, captain. Then we’d be happy to take your shilhos off you.’

			Thorne smiled a little more genuinely now. These were First Platoon troopers, and he didn’t know them that well – he’d been a sergeant in Third – but he’d decided that, as the captain of the whole company now, it was his duty to familiarise himself with each and every soldier under his command. Especially since they were about to head into combat. 

			He sat back and let the troopers play out the round, secretly pleased when Mondo lost a stack of tin bits and flounced angrily out of the tent. 

			‘Easy come, easy go,’ he muttered, tossing the packs of lho-sticks onto the table. The troopers sitting around it, six in all, eyed them hungrily. ‘What’s the buy-in?’

			‘It’s–’ Chung began, in what was doubtless going to be an outrageous rip-off. But before she could continue, the entrance flap was thrown open, and everyone was groaning and complaining as the tent flooded with light.

			‘Captain Thorne?’ 

			Thorne gritted his teeth. ‘Yes?’

			‘Colonel Velterson wants to see you, sir.’

			He gritted his teeth harder, sensing the nascent rapport evaporating. 

			‘Right now?’

			‘So I understand, sir.’

			Thorne turned back to the collection of absolutely ambivalent faces around the table. What could he do, take the lho-sticks back? 

			‘Keep them,’ he said, forcing a smile, though internally he was raging. It had cost him a fortune to lay hands on those shilhos. The Imperial Navy ran an extremely effective black market on Nymea – effective and lucrative. 

			Chung’s eyes widened, before she winced in pity. ‘Are you sure, sir? This is… what? Ten times the buy-in?’

			‘It’s fine. Think of it as a gift. Something to calm those nerves when we’re in the Holy City.’

			It was a spectacularly ill-judged piece of repartee, for it did nothing except focus everyone’s minds on the upcoming assault. But he had said it now. 

			‘God-Emperor,’ he muttered under his breath as he exited the tent and stepped into the relatively clear, fresh air of the staging area. 

			‘In his tent?’ he asked the runner. 

			‘That’s right, sir,’ the boy – some regimental camp follower’s sprog – said.

			Thorne looked up at the sky. The evening was fading to night. 

			‘It’ll be dark soon,’ he said. ‘Do you have somewhere safe to be?’

			‘Oh yes, sir, don’t worry about me,’ the boy said, and disappeared off.

			Thorne took a deep breath, filled with a sense of unspent energy and general, spiritual malaise. Then he let the air out of his lungs, and trudged through the mud towards the regimental headquarters.

			‘Father, please. It’s going to be dark soon.’

			The priest sighed. ‘What is it you are looking for, Viktoria?’ 

			Commissar Viktoria Massen wrung her hands and examined them. Their skin, a rich umber inherited from generations who had lived and laboured under Cadia’s equatorial sun, was old, cracked, and callused. 

			She sighed. The drier weather to the south of the Genkovan continent had played merry hell with her skin, and she had put in an order with the Imperial Navy’s chief racketeer – a Vendetta pilot by the name of Merlin Calder – for some balm for an unnamed ‘favour’. Partaking in the black market was supposed to be an executable offence, but it had become such a useful back channel for supplies, especially in circumstances where their Nymean allies had taken to hoarding everything good for themselves, that the regiment – and thus Massen – had long turned a blind eye to it.

			‘Inspiration. Divine inspiration.’

			She looked at him. He was the opposite of her: corpulent, short, pale.

			‘Such things cannot be forced,’ Father Gustavus rumbled. He was, for the first time in a long time, sitting upright. He had spent most of the past month sleeping off a near-fatal hangover in a corpsman’s wagon in the regimental support group. Even now Massen could smell the sacramental wine on his breath, in spite of the best efforts of the perfumed votive candles. They were poor quality things, and they filled the tent with heavy, smoky heat.

			‘Not forced. But triggered, perhaps.’

			Gustavus sighed, struggling visibly to contain his exasperation. ‘Faith is its own reward, Viktoria.’ 

			Her heart sank. ‘Have you anything I might read?’ she asked. She was growing weary of these tired platitudes.

			‘Anything else, you mean? You have been through almost everything I own.’

			‘Anything else,’ Massen confirmed. 

			Gustavus sighed again. He reached into a green canvas haversack and rummaged around. 

			‘What’s that one?’ Massen asked, pointing to a small, pocket-sized volume with a red leather cover. It looked to be very well-worn. 

			‘That’s nothing,’ Gustavus said quickly. ‘Just… an old copy of the Creed. A personal gift. It’s very precious to me.’

			‘That’s quite all right, father, I’m not about to demand you hand it over.’ She had meant it as a joke, but he seemed flustered. 

			‘Here,’ he said, handing her a sheaf of folded paper. Before she could take it, he snatched it back, and quickly examined it. ‘Yes. This is fine.’

			‘What is it?’ Massen asked. 

			‘It’s an annotated map of the Pilgrimage of Saint Charis.’ 

			‘This is from Yonah?’

			‘My home world, yes. You can see the seminary marked there.’

			Her fingers traced the illuminated map, the words written in Gothic. ‘Thank you, father. I shall keep this very safe.’ 

			He waved her off. ‘That’s–’

			‘Flaks on! Lids on! Stand-to in one hour!’ someone shouted outside. ‘Flaks on! Lids on! Stand-to in one hour!’ 

			‘Throne,’ Massen said, checking her chronometer. ‘I didn’t realise we were that close.’ 

			Gustavus looked drawn in the wan candlelight. ‘Expecting another night of trouble?’ he asked, chuckling nervously.

			Massen affixed her cap, tucked the map behind her cuirass, and pulled on her black leather gloves. They were as cracked and worn as her hands.

			‘Yes,’ she said simply, patting the holster of her bolt pistol out of habit. ‘Keep away from the vox.’

			She exited the tent. The light was fading fast. Somewhere in the distance, klaxons yammered discordantly. 

			‘Commissar Massen?’

			‘Hm? Yes?’

			She turned to see Yago Pelletier, Velterson’s greasy, weaselly little voxman, standing in front of her. 

			‘Chief wants to see you in his tent, ma’am.’

			‘Wants to?’

			Pelletier grumbled something inaudible. ‘Would be most grateful for your presence, ma’am, as representative of the Officio Prefec–’

			‘Oh, shut up,’ Massen muttered, looking across the muddy staging area, where thousands of Cadians were donning their flak jackets and helmets in preparation for the stand-to. If the past week had been anything to go by, it was going to be a long night.

			‘Come on then,’ she said, and made her way to the regimental HQ. 

			‘Flaks on! Lids on! Stand-to in one hour!’ shouted the regimental runners dashing up and down the bivouac. ‘Flaks on! Lids on! Stand-to in one hour!’

			Velterson checked his chronometer. ‘God-Emperor, where has the day gone,’ he muttered.

			‘You wanted to see me, sir?’

			He looked up to see Captain Thorne standing in the tent’s entrance. Outside, the infernal shouting continued: ‘Flaks on! Lids on! Stand-to in one hour!’

			‘Yes, Karwyn, come in,’ he said, gesturing at the man to enter. He turned back to the hololithic display of Saint Stanislava’s Adoration emanating from the projector on his desk. It filled the tent with a flickering turquoise glow. ‘How are you getting on?’

			‘Good,’ Thorne said. ‘Sir.’

			‘Gabriel is fine,’ Velterson muttered. He looked up when Thorne said nothing. ‘You’re a captain now, Karwyn. Of First Company. That puts us on first-name terms – in private.’

			‘It’ll take a little while to get used to, sir.’

			‘It always does,’ Velterson replied, turning back to the hololith. ‘Combat is an effective catalyst, though.’

			‘What did you want to speak to me about, sir?’

			‘Let’s wait for Massen.’

			Thorne approached the hololith. ‘What’s the latest?’

			‘Oh, lots of thinking. Lots of seeking out the largest slice of victory pie. It is as it has ever been,’ he added. ‘Here,’ he said, tracing the line of a broad six-lane road running through the environs of Adoration and connecting to the boulevard encircling the Holy City itself. ‘This is the current thinking. This eastern distributor. Either that or the old Pilgrim Highway alongside the river.’

			‘For us?’

			‘Yes. We’ll be the first in.’ He glanced up at Thorne, but the man took this news admirably impassively. ‘It’s going to be a bloody business.’

			‘When is it not?’ Massen said as she entered.

			‘Ah. Viktoria.’

			‘Venom. Karwyn.’

			‘Commissar,’ Thorne said. 

			She slapped him roughly on the shoulder. ‘You get to call me Viktoria, now. Perks of your captaincy.’

			‘Right. We’re about to lose the light, so let’s get on with it. General Hansen has authorised me to take measures to get Colour Sergeant Ainsley out of the hands of the Nymeans.’

			Massen looked sceptical at that. ‘Has she now?’

			‘She has,’ Velterson insisted. 

			‘I’m still not certain I know what happened,’ Thorne said.

			Velterson’s expression turned sour. ‘You recall Kohort?’

			‘Of course,’ Thorne said. Kohort had been a small, ancient coastal fortification a few dozen miles south. The 2002nd, along with a motorised regiment of Nymeans under the command of Colonel Burkhardt de Page, had been tasked with clearing it out of Archenemy forces. They had done so, but thanks to the Nymeans’ recklessness and ineptitude, a not insignificant number of Cadians – including Captain Lane, whose boots Thorne had stepped into – had perished. It had stirred a fresh serving of bitterness into the pot of inter-regimental relations. After two years of such stirrings, the mixture had become really quite rancid. 

			‘Ainsley struck Colonel de Page. In the face.’

			‘Yes. I had heard that.’

			‘So you do know what happened?’ Velterson said, exasperated.

			‘Apologies, sir, I just thought there might have been more to it than that.’

			There was more to it than that; Velterson had been about to kill de Page. Ainsley’s punch had been a pre-emptive, non-lethal strike, a piece of quick thinking that had saved Velterson’s life and career. And Velterson would be rotting in some warp-infested hell dimension before he let his oldest friend in the regiment take the fall for him.

			‘It matters not. We are going to get him out,’ Velterson said.

			‘You have spoken with the Nymeans?’ Massen asked.

			‘Obviously! I’ve taken it all the way up the chain of command. No one gives a shit. No one who is in a position to put an end to this nonsense, anyway.’

			The three of them stood in silence for a moment.

			‘What is it you plan to do?’

			‘I don’t have a plan yet. But de Page loathes me. I am poison to this cause. So I need you two to come up with something, and quickly. The man will dangle in two days.’

			Neither Thorne nor Massen looked particularly happy with this.

			‘Venom, with respect, I have a lot on my plate,’ the commissar said.

			‘You are tasked with maintaining morale in the regiment,’ Velterson growled. ‘What could be better than seeing Mal returned to us? If they hang him two days before we go into this cursed city, what do you think that’s going to do to morale?’ 

			Massen inclined her head. ‘A point well made,’ she conceded. ‘But the Nymeans can make our lives very difficult. They are already hoarding supplies. And our successes are frequently omitted from the daily reports.’

			Velterson opened his mouth to reply, but the main alarum was sounding now, an ominous, repetitive blaring. He checked his chronometer again, and swore quietly.

			‘You’d better get back to your positions. According to Division it’s going to be a rough night.’

			‘Where will you be, sir?’ Thorne asked. 

			‘I’ll make the rounds later,’ Velterson said. 

			‘The Emperor protects,’ Massen said. 

			‘Let’s hope so,’ Velterson said.

			Back on the other side of the encampment, the alarum bell pulsed in Father Gustavus’ ears like a monstrous heartbeat. 

			He took a swig from his flask, and bustled about the tent. He had his own, like most of the regiment’s senior officers, and he was grateful for the solitude. He relit votive candles that had burned themselves out, and set another incense stick smoking. 

			He inhaled the scent deeply, his eyes closed. This was a slow match from Yonah, the shavings taken from a myrwood tree. They had grown them in an arboretum next to the seminary for specifically this purpose, and there was nothing else in the galaxy that reminded him quite so intensely of his home.

			His home. Not Cadia. Not the Cadian System. Hell, not even Segmentum Obscurus. In fact, astrographically speaking, Yonah was a stone’s throw from Nymea, all the way out here in the Maelstrom Zone of the Ultima Segmentum. In spite of the vicious and increasingly toxic rivalry between the Cadian division and the Nymeans who made up the bulk of the army, he shared more cultural common ground with their hosts than he did with the men and women of his adoptive regiment. 

			He sat on the edge of his cot, pinching the bridge of his nose where a familiar headache was beginning to make itself known. It started between his eyes, but it would spread to envelop his skull, to the point where it would feel like someone trying to squeeze his brain between two fists. He was certain it was the pressure of Nymea itself. Another world, another planetary climate to adjust to – gravity, air pressure, pathogens. Some people could cope easily. Others were left incapacitated. 

			He plucked the red chapbook from his satchel, the one Massen had nearly tried to take from him. It was entitled The Nine Precepts of Devotion, and within was a collection of selected teachings curated by Father Matheus Longstaff, the Divine Master of the Yonahn seminary. Gustavus kept it secret not because it was heretical – far from it! It was a wonderful, devotional collection of hymnals and verses – but because Father Longstaff had come here to Saint Stanislava’s Adoration, to the Sanctuary of the Novem Vias itself, to take holy orders. No one in the regiment knew, except Gustavus, but it wasn’t a problem – it had never been a problem. Father Longstaff had been a devoted and diligent adherent to the Imperial Creed, and there was no question whatsoever of his having abandoned his faith. In fact, his story was one of profound tragedy, because it was likely the man had been killed during the Archenemy’s first purge of Nymea. 

			No, it wasn’t a problem. It was just that some things did not need to be divulged. What good could come of it? At best they would have him flogged. At worst, executed. 

			No. At worst, they would hand him over to the Inquisition.

			He tried to read some of the text, but the headache was advancing rapidly, and with the onset of darkness, he could barely concentrate. 

			He set the chapbook to one side. Next to the bed was a small strongbox containing his war cassock, chainsword and shotgun, as well as his emergency purity seal kit – a small wax block, lighter, and pre-inscribed parch­ments. He wondered whether he should don it all and head to the perimeter.

			He quickly decided against it. 

			The headache was really rather bad.
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			II

			A LONG NIGHT

			Noise discipline smothered the staging area like a great wet blanket smother­ing a fire, but the thunder of the artillery continued to rumble a mile to the west. In some ways it was a comfort – a reminder of their human presence on this quieted world.

			Velterson sat at his desk in the headquarters tent, eyes fixed on his chronometer. It was one minute to nine post the Genkovan meridian, and he was counting down the seconds.

			‘Five, four, three, two…’

			‘Shit the f–’ Pelletier shouted suddenly, and yanked his vox-headset off as though it had caught fire.

			‘Right on time,’ Velterson said. 

			‘I’ll say,’ Pelletier grumbled, and flicked through the channels. Velterson watched him from across the tent, squinting through the intervening hololith. 

			‘What are they saying?’ he asked. 

			Pelletier looked deeply unhappy. ‘Rather not repeat it, if it’s all the same to you, colonel.’

			‘Hm. No, that’s fine. Just switch it off, before it switches you off.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’

			‘You’d better get ready with the signal torch outside.’

			Pelletier paused. ‘Outside, sir?’

			Velterson snorted. ‘What, you think this tent is going to stop a bullet?’

			‘Not the bullets I’m worried about.’

			‘You and me both,’ Velterson agreed quietly.

			The westernmost section of the perimeter lay in the lee of an embanked accessway, one that would eventually turn into the city’s enormous six-lane distributor. Captain Thorne stood up to his shins in mud in a foxhole with his vox-operator, Tani – a woman he’d elevated from Third Platoon, to the incurable displeasure of the old company voxman. 

			‘Here we go,’ Tani whispered, voice trembling in her throat. She quietly replaced the vox-handset, but not before Thorne heard the heretical ravings of the Archenemy echoing tinnily through the receiver. It sent a thrill of dismay through him, as though someone had connected him to an electrical circuit. 

			‘Turn it off,’ he said quietly. He peered into the gloom ahead. There was nothing to see yet, except four lanes of metalled accessway, a half-mile stretch of grassy wasteland, and then an overpass – or rather, its enormous splintered rockcrete supports. The bridge sections had been demolished by Nymean and Cadian armour four days before. 

			‘You have the torch?’

			Tani brandished the signal torch. 

			‘Let’s hope we don’t need it,’ he said, but he knew that they would.

			At a sudden sound, they both gasped and turned sharply, Thorne with a hand on his laspistol. But it was just Sergeant Nemes from Second Platoon. 

			‘Everyone standing-to, sir,’ she said, breathing heavily. 

			‘Are the voxes off?’

			‘The order’s been given.’

			‘All right. Thank you, sergeant.’

			‘Thank you, sir,’ she replied, and scurried off back to her position.

			Thorne’s heart thumped. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and examined the sky above. The day had been largely overcast, but now it was almost completely clear. He examined the foreign constellations of stars, the great swirling violet banks of astral cloud of the Maelstrom. 

			‘There it is,’ he murmured with dismay.

			‘Where?’ Tani asked.

			He pointed, and she followed the line of his finger. 

			‘Oh,’ she said, her own voice freighted with disappointment. 

			Both of them looked at the strange blue light, the distant, flickering star-that-was-not-a-star. No one knew what it was – at least, no one outside of the Inquisition’s on-world subsector legation – but whenever it appeared in the sky, Archenemy trouble always followed. 

			‘Do you know any good prayers, Tani?’ Thorne tried, and had to repeat it. His throat was so very dry. 

			‘A few, sir.’

			‘Now would be a good time.’

			A quarter of a mile away, Massen sat behind a heavy bolter, lining up the iron sights with her good right eye. There were few places in the Emperor’s holy Imperium that Massen preferred than couched behind a heavy bolter. Her gloved fingers ran across its hard metal casing, tracing its edges, touching – ever so gently – the rime of old wax holding various ripped and scorched seals to the housing. Some beseeched for lethality, others accuracy. Massen’s favourite, hastily affixed by Gustavus during the darkest hours of the Tember campaign five years before, begged for glorious death. 

			Back when Father Gustavus had been a brave man. A fighting man.

			‘First the vox, now this shite,’ a trooper from the heavy weapons platoon muttered disgustedly, and then spat a gob of chewing lho-cud into the dirt. 

			Massen, too, looked at the mysterious and unwelcome blue star. It filled her, and all of the men and women around her, with a profoundly unwelcome sense of foreboding. 

			‘Where is that bloody priest when you need him?’ someone else muttered in the darkness.

			‘Been at the sacramental wine again, ain’t he.’

			‘Quiet,’ Massen said firmly. Her left hand idly fingered the illuminated map Gustavus had given her. ‘I feel nothing for the Archenemy of Mankind except contempt,’ she said, speaking the Catechism of Contempt loud enough for those around to hear and join in, quiet enough so as not to attract enemy attention. ‘Contempt in thought, word and deed. I think the Archenemy repugnant. I condemn his heresy aloud. I slay his mortal forms with wrath. I pray for the eternal–’

			‘Look sharp, ma’am,’ Lieutenant Waterman said from a few yards away. She turned to find the man peering into the darkness through his magnoculars.

			‘What do you see?’ Massen asked. Her voice was calm, but her heart was thumping powerfully. 

			‘There’s something out there.’

			Massen’s trigger finger twitched. She reached forward and pulled the heavy bolter’s cocking handle.

			She lined up the iron sights. 

			‘…extinguishment of his spirit’s essence,’ she continued, now whispering. ‘In the name of the Emperor, so I swear it. I feel nothing for the Archenemy of Mankind except contempt, in thought, word and deed…’

			Velterson strapped on his flak cuirass, buckled his chainsword about his hips, and donned his helmet. There was a time for ostentation; a time for putting on the dress uniform, the peaked cap, fine white gloves and polished boots, taking down his beloved Voidsplinter – a Naval power cutlass older than the regiment – and standing, foot on rock, one leg cocked, leading from the front. 

			That time was not now. This was going to be a grubby, scrappy business in the dark and mud. 

			He stepped out into the brisk darkness. Immediately, his attention was drawn to the unwelcome presence of the blue star hovering in the night sky. He suffered a spell of vertigo looking at it. It made him feel wired up and anxious, as though he’d had too much recaff.

			‘Bloody thing,’ he muttered. He turned to Pelletier, who had done his level best to hide round the side of the tent. ‘How’s the vox?’

			‘How do you think?’ Pelletier replied.

			‘Sir!’ Velterson barked.

			‘Sir,’ Pelletier mumbled. Velterson often let the man’s insubordination slide, on account of his talent with signals and the incredible strain everyone in the regiment was under. But these accursed nights in the shadow of Adoration were slowly, insidiously cutting through the threads of his sanity. These indulgences were deserting him as surely as Nymean conscripts.

			‘We need to get into that city and get this done,’ he muttered to himself, squinting at the dark towers of the capital in the distance. 

			There is a rash of ambition in this army.

			‘Hm?’

			‘I didn’t say anything, sir,’ Pelletier replied.

			Velterson examined him. ‘Where is your lasgun?’

			‘I have the signal torch, sir,’ Pelletier said unhappily.

			‘You’re not going to kill anything with that, are you?’ Velterson snapped. ‘Fetch your weapon and–’

			He looked sharply to the west. The chopping boom-boom-boom of a heavy bolter, reduced by the distance to a pop-pop-pop, cut through the night air. 

			‘Here we go,’ he said grimly. 

			Massen still couldn’t quite make out what it was. That was a blessing in many ways. Her faith was as unyielding as steel, but that didn’t mean she enjoyed looking at the despicable horrors the Archenemy vomited forth from the warp.

			She had embedded herself a long way up the line, at the extremity of the staging area closest to the eastern approach to the city. It was here, so she reasoned, in view of distant Adoration, that the enemy was likely to fall on them.

			Sometimes she hated being right.

			‘There! There!’ Waterman shouted, pointing from his part of the redoubt. 

			Massen followed the line of his finger, seeing distant, pale shapes move through the gloomy darkness. It was impossible to tell what they were. Sometimes they looked like feral humans, pale and naked, but they moved too quickly, loping on four long limbs, with long serpentine tails rippling behind them. 

			Everyone was shooting now, everyone from Fourth Platoon. The cold air filled with the crackling, snapping, popping sounds of las beams, as well as the deep thunk of autocannons and heavy bolters from the embedded heavy weapons platoons and the clattering rattle of sergeants’ drum-fed autoguns. Not only this insane weight of fire, but the sounds of shouting too – bellowed orders, screams of fear and rage, the desperate cries of the wounded. 

			Massen was sure they were hitting nothing. She took her thumbs off the heavy bolter’s firing studs. They did not have an infinite amount of ammunition, especially with the Nymeans creaming off everything they could from the Munitorum supply chains.

			She peered at the broken, smoking supports of the overpass, her eyes dancing with kaleidoscopic after-images from the muzzle flash of the heavy bolter. 

			‘I can’t…’ she murmured. She turned to Waterman. ‘There’s a–’

			She yelled, a loud, incoherent, reflexive sound utterly at odds with her role as commissar. 

			Something was on Waterman. Something unspeakable. She unsnapped her bolt pistol and shot it in the side of the head, and it dropped dead on top of the lieutenant. 

			‘Emperor,’ she muttered, steeling herself as she walked towards the corpse. Even as she dropped down into the trench, it was impossible to discern what she was looking at. Some bizarre illusion overlaid the creature, breaking up its form as though she were viewing it through the geometric patterns of a crystal tumbler. 

			Beneath, Waterman was dead, his face gone, his skull excavated to the very back by two large, efficient claw-scoops.

			Massen looked up. In the trench crouched several soldiers, rigid with shock. 

			‘Get up! Come on! Get on with it!’ she shouted, finding her voice. ‘I feel nothing for the Archenemy of Mankind except contempt. Say it with me as you fire! Contempt in thought, word and deed!’

			They had spent two years fighting the Archenemy all up the Genkovan coast, and yet there was something about being attacked at night that none of them could acclimate to. Their enemy on this world had long ago won the morale war. These night-time assaults achieved little in the way of casualties – though plenty of Cadians and Nymeans paid for them with their lives – but as a way of destroying their will to fight, they were without peer. 

			Thorne had embedded himself with First Platoon. Ostensibly this was because they were understrength, since Second Squad had been wiped out when their Chimera was hit by a lascannon in Kohort, but it was also to ingratiate himself with them. These had been the people Captain Lane had fought alongside on operations the most, and it was these people to whom he needed to demonstrate his leadership credentials. 

			Fourth Platoon was busy hitting nothing at all with a tremendous amount of high-energy firepower when First’s own line was hit. They were half a mile further east, sitting in front of Red Company’s motor pool. Thorne felt much safer next to the ranks of silent steel behemoths. Their machine spirits exuded tangible auras of comfort and calm, whilst their steel hulls and tracks were like his soul’s fortress. Their guns, spikes of dark steel against the deep purple astral cloud of the night sky, looked quietly lethal even when unmanned. 

			‘Here we go!’ someone shouted with a mixture of excitement and terror – one of the troopers manning an embedded autocannon from the heavy weapons platoon. No one waited for any orders at all. In one second, everyone had opened up with everything they had, filling the air with such a ferocious volume of fire that they threatened to cut open the materium itself.

			Thorne gritted his teeth, his own fear overridden by petulance at having not given the order. But there was nothing for it now. He hoisted himself out of his foxhole and began to pace up and down the line, affecting courage, his laspistol in hand.

			‘That’s it!’ he roared above the din. ‘Give ’em hell!’ 

			No one could hear him, but that didn’t matter. The most important thing was to be seen. 

			The wasteland ahead was burning now. The massed lasguns of the platoon heated up the wet grass until all of the moisture had been steamed off, and great clouds of hot fog reduced visibility to thirty yards. Then the scrub and grass caught fire, washing away the night’s darkness with its billowing orange incandescence. 

			‘Cease firing!’ Thorne shouted, and his order was taken up by the lieutenants and sergeants. ‘Cease firing!’

			The fire died away. The forty remaining troopers of First Platoon watched, mesmerised, as every scrap of vegetation for a quarter of a mile went up in a brief conflagration. But the thick wet loam underpinning this entire section of the countryside could not be overcome so easily, and the fire did not catch. Soon it was dark again, the road draped with ghostly streamers of smoke.

			‘Everybody, look sharp,’ Thorne called out, though his encouragements seemed as unwelcome as the enemy. Intermittent fire from other platoons rippled up and down the long Cadian perimeter. Every so often, someone screamed. The night was filled with exclamation marks of death.

			‘Come on,’ a trooper in a foxhole near him muttered through clenched teeth. ‘Just let it be done with.’

			Thorne entirely shared the man’s desire, but they were barely fifteen minutes into the engagement. Bitter experience over the course of the past week told them that these probing attacks would continue until dawn – or until the horrible blue star disappeared. 

			Whichever came first.

			Thorne continued to stride up and down the network of trenches in foxholes which guarded this section of perimeter, intermittently calling out words of encouragement. If nothing else it preoccupied him.

			And then he stopped.

			‘Sir?’ the trooper at his feet called up nervously. It was Third Squad’s plasma gunner, Danchev. Next to him were two other troopers, including the squad’s voxman, who had cast the set aside as though it were red hot.

			But Thorne’s attention was fixed on the darkness ahead. ‘What is that?’ he murmured. 

			And then he saw.

			‘Oh, shit.’

			Velterson was walking down the thoroughfare between First and Red Company’s motor pools when the firing started up again.

			‘Where is that?’ he demanded. Since he had left the headquarters tent, two troopers had joined him as a close-protection detail, as well as Evelina Vissier, the regimental standard bearer. The latter clutched the flagstaff for dear life, her knuckles so white they were practically luminous in the darkness. She had good reason to be fearful. Their last standard bearer had been decapitated by the Archenemy in Krell. 

			‘That’s the Seventh’s motor pool,’ Pelletier said unhappily.

			‘Cut along now,’ Velterson said, increasing his pace to a fast walk. He ran only when absolutely necessary. Officers were to project an aura of calm wherever they went, and running was a symptom of panic. Besides, it was hell on his knees. 

			They left the plastek mesh walkway and cut through the motor pool itself. A pair of troopers saluted them where they were standing to either side of a gap in the concertinaed razor wire.

			‘What are you doing here? Get to the perimeter!’ Velterson barked at them, and they grabbed their lasguns and disappeared into the night. 

			They squelched between a long line of Red Company’s Chimeras. About half of the twenty armoured vehicles had had their hulls repainted to urban blue-grey; the rest were still covered in the rich red-brown, green and black of the Genkovan countryside. Terho, the regimental enginseer, insisted on personally overseeing the efforts – ensuring that the paints were mixed with the correct measures of sacred oils, and that any purity seals were carefully removed and reattached, or painted around, or for those especially ancient adornments, replaced with fresh ones. It felt to Velterson like an extravagant waste of time, but as the commander of a mechanised regiment, Terho was one of the very few people he couldn’t afford to annoy. Besides, everyone needed a bit of piss and vinegar ahead of Adoration. If it increased morale even a fraction, it was worth doing. 

			The sounds of fire intensified as they approached the north-western perimeter. The horrible foreign star continued to bathe them in its blue countenance. Or was it simply plasma fire?

			‘Sir…’ someone – Vissier – said. Something in her tone made his skin crawl.

			He stopped looking at the star and turned to her, aware that everyone around him had stopped.

			‘What?’ he asked. He followed the line of her gaze to where a figure stood in the middle of the access between ranks of Chimeras. ‘Oh, hellfire,’ he muttered, and yanked his chainsword from its belt. 

			Massen’s voice was hoarse where she had shouted the Catechism of Contempt several times at the top of her lungs. It seemed wrong in some ways, going to such strident lengths to motivate the troops here, in this dismal, muddy staging area. Such exhortations had their place on the front lines of cataclysmic battles. 

			But then, she reasoned, it was no good keeping her motivational powder dry if they were overrun. Couldn’t fight a cataclysmic battle if they were all dead before it started.

			Several more Chaos… things lay dead on the road ahead. Much like the creature in the trench, they defied perception, each existing in its own crystalline warp dimension, their forms broken up into prismatic blurs. They were stranger, more alien, more frightening than anything they had encountered before. Down the length of the continent their enemy had been made up of humans – if they could so be called, clad in rags and spouting insane heresy. But here, in the long shadow of the capital, matters were becoming decidedly more arcane. 

			Three more Cadians lay dead in the trench next to her, all from Fourth Platoon. It was part of a pattern of unacceptable decay: a few troopers here, a few troopers there. There were barely three thousand Cadians remaining in the regiment. Over the course of the two-year campaign, they had lost an entire company’s worth of troopers. Theirs had never been a large formation, and they were getting smaller by the day. 

			She cast one last rueful glance at the road and wasteland ahead, but the whole area was flooded with the light of flares from the artillery pits to the west, and it seemed that, for the time being, it was clear. She approached the corpses of the troopers. Someone further along was crying, presumably since one of their friends, or companions, or even lovers, was now dead. 

			Massen squatted down next to the closest trooper. He’d had his throat torn out, and a large section of his flak armour had been excised as though by an enormous scalpel, leaving the man’s pale chest bared. At least it had been quick.

			‘Rest, now,’ Massen said quietly, placing a hand on his chest.

			She paused. She palpated his sternum slightly. Something within his ribcage gave and crunched, like broken glass. 

			She stood quickly, overcome with revulsion. 

			‘W-what is it, ma’am?’ 

			She looked up to see the platoon’s medicae, Chechova, standing there, gripping her field aid case. 

			‘Nothing to be done here,’ Massen said, smiling reassuringly. She looked around, but there was no sign of Father Gustavus anywhere. It was not like the man could be roused on the vox, either. 

			‘You, trooper,’ she said, collaring Second Squad’s voxman, Marten, from further down the trench. Without his ’caster, he was the least useful member of the squad. ‘Fetch Father Gustavus, now.’

			‘At once, ma’am,’ he replied, as eager as anyone to be given an official reason to depart the perimeter, and clambered through the mud to the rear of the line.

			‘What shall we have next?’ Massen asked the scrappy assemblage of squads from Fourth Platoon.

			‘I always liked the Hymnal of Saint Bohumír,’ Sergeant Tash called back with forced joviality. 

			Massen smiled. ‘An excellent choice. Eyes front and steady. I’ll count us off.’

			Even as they began firing, Velterson was certain he could hear singing. 

			He had his laspistol unstrapped and putting out its own music as the Chaos beast scrabbled towards them. It was part human, in that it was humanoid, but it moved in an utterly unnatural fashion, skipping through time and space as though it were a broken hololith. Velterson was certain he had the thing cold on several occasions, but his pistol hit nothing but the crisp night air and the unyielding hulls of the surrounding Chimeras.

			His close-protection detail unloaded their lasguns so enthusiastically they were in more danger of killing Velterson than they were their quarry. Vissier wanted nothing more than to divest herself of the regimental standard, but was instead forced to wield it like a spear as the horror skip-skip-skipped its way through an aethereal haze towards them. 

			‘Confounded bloody thing!’ Velterson roared, jamming his laspistol back into its holster and holding his chainsword in a two-handed grip. Already he was regretting leaving behind Voidsplinter, which would have cut this ghastly sprite into two smoking halves without a second thought. 

			He swung madly at it as it closed. Even in the darkness, and even with its bizarre temporal camouflage, he got a decent look at the thing. He wished he hadn’t. He saw a human mouth, its teeth jammed open around a protruding beak. The eyes had gone. The skin was stretched and split, and not of any natural human pigmentation; rather it was violet, or blue, or perhaps both. The rest of it was a mutant mess of claws and spiny protuberances. 

			…Adoration for the mutability of time, nothing but adoration for the Great Change… He awaits the Return in a crystal fastness, eternal and enduring, whilst all around him flow the currents of infinity… 

			The words filled his mind rapaciously – along with a tsunami of babbling nonsense. It was the same heresy that was jamming up their vox-network every night at nine o’clock. 

			His chainsword hit nothing except the mud of the ground. Instinctively he brought it back up in a great, eviscerating sweep, but he pulled the blow at the last moment before he accidentally dismembered Vissier. 

			‘Where is it?’ he demanded. 

			The answer came a second later as something struck him on the side of the helmet. It was the severed foot of one of the close-protection troopers.

			‘Gah!’ he grunted, dropping his right arm. The horror lurched through time and space to crash into his shoulder pad. Some questing talon gouged a great rent in the rib section of his cuirass. He struggled to bring the chainsword back down; his right arm was pinned completely. 

			He fell to the floor, the air crushed out of him by the surprisingly weighty creature. The nonsense in his head increased both in volume and intensity.

			Someone screamed. It was Vissier. A moment later, the sharp end of the standard’s flagstaff erupted from the creature’s chest – ‘chest’ – and staked it into the soft earth. 

			Velterson immediately rolled away to his left – a move that saved his life if the sudden, frenzied excavation of the soil was anything to go by – and then flailed down with his chainsword. It bit through the flagstaff and then into the flesh of the creature, grinding through the thing’s innards. Velterson watched in horror and bafflement as shards of glass sprayed from the wound whilst the motor of his chainsword screeched and growled in protestation. Then it was through to the blood-wet earth, having completely bifurcated the creature.

			Gabriel Velterson was not a fearful man, but as he watched the two steaming halves morph into two new foes and advance on him, he knew that his time on the mortal coil was over.

			‘Emperor preserve me,’ he growled as the things leapt towards him.
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			III

			ONE MORE

			Danchev had started firing whilst he was still looking at Thorne. It was almost impressive. The man’s finger clamped down on the plasma gun’s trigger, the coils glowed blue hot, and a blinding spear of energy erupted from the weapon before he had even turned his head to see where he was shooting. 

			It did not matter where he fired. The volume of enemy soldiers racing towards them over the plasma-scarred asphalt made precision redundant. 

			Once again the Cadian perimeter erupted in fire. The plasma had already reduced half a dozen enemies to steaming cadavers, most in states of violent disassembly. The horizontal hail of crimson las fire did for another chunk of them. These were not the gross, mind-bending Chaotic horrors of the first wave; these were insane heretics, possessed by a singular need to kill as many of the Imperial loyalists as possible. Some had been corrupted from the Genkovan citizenry, and these people died quickly and easily, little more than filler for the ‘human’ wave. Some, however, had been corrupted from local defence forces, or Nymean deserters. These soldiers, some of them veterans, still possessed plenty of military nous, bolstered by suicidal courage, and were capable of everything the Imperials were – dynamic assaults, combined arms offensives, robust defence in depth. 

			As they now demonstrated by quickly setting up an autocannon nest behind a hefty pile of rubble and twisted rebar at the foot of the nearest overpass column.

			‘There! Danchev, look there! At the foot of the–’

			Too late. The man took an autocannon round directly through the front of his chest, detonating his torso in a great welter of armour and flesh. Worse, thanks to some muscular or nervous reflex, the man’s index finger, very much attached to his severed arm, clamped down on the plasma gun’s trigger. In five seconds the thing had gone from blue hot to white hot, and the casing began to glow and melt. 

			‘Down!’ Thorne roared, and dived into the nearest foxhole. The plasma gun exploded, vaporising what remained of Danchev and the unfortunate trooper standing next to him. 

			Thorne pressed himself up, spitting out a mouthful of soil. He’d landed on Chung, his old friend from Third Platoon. She looked wide-eyed and blanched. 

			‘Here,’ he said, hauling her to her feet. Then, before he could think about it any more, he pulled himself out of the foxhole and began to run west down the perimeter line. ‘Hit that cannon!’ he shouted. ‘Direct your fire on that cannon!’ 

			The weight of las fire hitting the autocannon position increased dramatically, to the point where some of the rubble and rockcrete of the bridge supports began to glow and liquefy. But the autocannon was well concealed, and it was able to keep the Cadians’ heads down long enough for the surviving Archenemy troopers to reach the line. 

			‘Captain! Captain, help! Emperor’s blood, help me!’ a trooper from Third Squad screeched as she was burned alive by a flamer. Thorne put two laspistol bolts through the wielder’s face, shattering it like a crystal tumbler. Behind him a second heretic bent down to pick up the flamer, before a sergeant shot the promethium tanks with his autogun, which exploded obligingly and blew the man’s legs off. 

			Thorne kept moving, eyes streaming from the promethium fumes, breath ragged in his throat. He had decided to hop from position to position, but there was method to this vanity. Not only was he able to oversee the defence, but he could also ensure as many people as possible saw him in the thick of the fighting. It was good for morale. It was good for gaining respect and trust.

			It was bloody exhausting, though. 

			He kept going until he came to the First Company’s motor logistics pool, a mass of cargo-8s and other armoured and unarmoured trucks carrying rations, ammunition, and medical supplies. Guarding it, a good fifty yards from the westernmost section of First Platoon, was a heavy bolter nest. It was a robust temporary bunker, one fashioned from cut logs and covered over with soil and camouflage netting. This was the easternmost part of Second Platoon’s stretch of perimeter, a relatively quiet and untested length of line.

			‘What’s the right field on this thing? Can you hit that–’ Thorne began as he ducked into the bunker. 

			He stopped as his boots squelched into something soft and dead. He looked down. 

			‘Emperor preserve me,’ he whispered. He pushed the corpse of the Cadian gunner away, then yanked the woman’s severed arm off the pistol grip and trigger. He turned the gun to its rightmost arc. It was not far enough to hit the enemy autocannon, though he did put a few bolts out anyway. A lucky shot hit an enemy soldier in the groin, blowing him in half. 

			‘Right,’ he said, not looking down. He climbed back out of the bunker, and ran back towards the First Platoon lines–

			And paused. 

			He squinted, peering into the darkness. Set twenty yards back from the embankment was a solitary foxhole. From where it was positioned, it was almost impossible to see anything beyond the southern embankment of the road.

			‘Who’s there? Who’s in there?’ he demanded. There was a sound of muffled swearing and the smell of lho-smoke. No, not lho; something narcotic. 

			He reached the lip of the foxhole. It was Mondo, and another trooper, Vacík. 

			‘What are you doing here, Mondo?’ 

			The man gave him a venomous look. Vacík looked much more nervous. 

			‘Watching the motor pool,’ Mondo grumbled. ‘What’s going on over there? We heard shooting.’

			‘Sir.’

			‘Sir.’

			Thorne made a show of turning and squinting at the distant marshalling yard. 

			‘The line is under attack. You’re no good here. You’re too far back.’

			‘We’re defending the motor pool!’ Mondo shouted again. Behind them, the exchange of fire began to die down. The heavy thumping of the autocannon had stopped – hopefully someone had deleted it from the battlefield calculus.

			‘No, you’re not. But you will be in a second. Go to the bunker over there. Man the heavy bolter.’

			‘What about the crew?’

			‘They’re dead.’

			Mondo swore under his breath, and spat into the soil of the foxhole’s claggy wall. ‘Listen, sarge– Sorry, captain. We have a… special gathering. It’s sort of a private club. Not just First Platoon, but across the company. Even some of your buddies from Third. And Chung’s in it. Saw you have eyes for her. No harm in that, eh? She’s a good-looking woman, hey? I know she’d be interested in speaking to you on a… less formal basis.’

			‘Mon!’ Vacík hissed, but Mondo shoved him bodily. 

			‘Shut up. The captain deserved to be cut in. Ain’t that right, captain? Only fair. We’ve not been very kind to you, have we? Not given you the warmest welcome since your promotion.’

			Thorne knew he should not be listening to this; knew he should kick Mondo’s teeth in, or give him a second trachea with his laspistol. But this was the in he’d been looking for: a shortcut into the heart of the company. 

			He heard himself say, ‘Is that so?’ but he didn’t sound quite as nonchalant as he’d hoped. 

			‘Oh yes,’ Mondo said, sensing and pressing his advantage. ‘Oh yes indeed, sir. We have great liquor. Finest in the regiment. Same stuff the Kasrkin drink. And something a little stronger than lho. Just a little club, like I say. Ol’ Matron even knows about it,’ he said, referring to Massen. ‘Turns a blind eye to it. I reckon even Venom himself knows ’n’ all – what do you reckon, Vacík?’

			Vacík said nothing. 

			Thorne turned back to the lines. The fire had petered off. It seemed the engagement was over, for now.

			The blue star remained in the sky.

			He turned back to Mondo. ‘What do you want, Mondo?’

			‘Why, not much, captain, not much at all. Just for us two to stay here. Maybe even a little further back.’

			Thorne shook his head. ‘I can’t leave this section unguarded.’

			‘Not unguarded,’ Mondo said, shaking his head emphatically. ‘Not at all. We’d watch it for you, sir. And then in the morning, I’ll see about the lodge, hey? Let’s you and I do each other a favour.’

			Thorne found himself, as he suspected many an unwary trooper did, bizarrely eager to please Mondo. It turned out that the man, as execrable as he was, could be quite charismatic in his own way.

			‘Fine, Mondo. But you must watch the line. You can’t go any further back than this.’

			‘All right, sir, all right. No further back.’

			Thorne had a feeling this decision was going to come back and haunt him.

			‘As you were, then,’ he said, and jogged back to the perimeter.

			Gustavus had donned the battle cassock at least. Thank the God-Emperor he had donned the battle cassock. At least then it looked as though he had been planning on joining the fight.

			‘Father! Father Gustavus!’

			‘Enter,’ he said, jumping up from his cot and crouching down by the strongbox.

			The tent flap was thrown open and a trooper – Marten? – from Fourth Platoon stood there, red-faced and covered in mud. ‘Father,’ he said, sucking in great lungfuls of breath. ‘Commissar Massen has asked for you at the front.’

			Gustavus endured a violent spasm of irritation. ‘Of course. As you can see, I was just making ready to come.’

			‘Yes, father. I shall wait for you outside the tent.’

			‘No need,’ Gustavus said quickly. ‘I can make my own way there.’

			Marten paused, frowning. ‘You… know the positions, father?’

			Of course he did not, for that was operational data that would generally not have been transmitted to him. He tried to quickly come up with a way he might know, but his mind was blunt, his skull full of stuffing. It had been a problem recently, especially this close to the capital. 

			‘Actually, yes. You had better wait for me.’

			Marten exited the tent and Gustavus began to take as long as humanly possible to get ready. He had heard the shooting, of course, and the screaming – the staging area was large, but it wasn’t that large – and the very last thing he wanted was to be anywhere near any of it. But he knew in his core that he could not avoid it forever. This was an Imperial Guard regiment. Greater than the sum of its parts, it had no purpose except to move from battlefield to battlefield infinitely, until every one of its troopers had been replaced. Oh, in theory there were twenty-year service terms, and resettlements and repatriations and retirements, but Gustavus preferred to assume the very worst. It made life that little bit easier when there was no hope of anything else. 

			He buckled his chainsword to his utility belt, thumbed his emergency consecration kit into its pouch, and then donned his aquila medallion. The thing felt heavier than usual, so much so that the chain bit into and pinched the flesh of his neck. His brow furrowed, he tucked the neck of his cassock over the chain.

			Finally, he grabbed his shotgun and exited the tent.

			‘Quickly then, father,’ Marten said, obviously annoyed at the delay. ‘We’ve lost a few already.’

			Gustavus followed him unhappily into the night. Above, the blue star observed them like a great eye. 

			‘Do you see that?’ Gustavus asked.

			‘See what, father?’

			‘That.’

			‘The blue star? How could I not?’

			Gustavus squinted. It was not just the blue star itself; it seemed to be encased in something, like an enormous crystal box. Around it was a corona of kaleidoscopic light, fizzling and crackling like chainfire. He had never seen this aspect of it before. It was entrancing.

			‘All of the… stuff around it. It’s changed.’

			‘Looks the same to me, sir,’ Marten muttered.

			‘You didn’t even look!’ Gustavus said, angry and incredulous.

			‘I don’t want to, father, if it’s all the same to you.’

			‘Suit yourself.’ 

			They ran at a pace unsustainable for Gustavus’ ageing joints, and he forced Marten to slow down. He was not even malingering; his ankles and knees and hips ached something fierce. 

			‘Just through here, father,’ Marten said, leading him down a gap in one of the many motor pools. This one seemed to be formed of six dark ranks of Tauroxes. His heart leapt as he thought he saw an enemy soldier loitering next to one of them, but it was only one of Terho’s enginseers, tutting and fussing over a fresh bullet crater. 

			He turned back to the end of the row, where he could see clearly now the perimeter where the Cadians had dug a series of slit trenches and foxholes. Beyond was a shallow embankment and a six-lane highway, which functioned as an effective killing field. At this part of the perimeter, the fighting seemed to have died down. The same could not be said for the line a quarter-mile east, where some desultory exchanges were still taking place. 

			‘Father,’ Massen called out. She stood next to a sandbagged heavy bolter nest, chainsword in hand. The weapon was deactivated, but its motor smoked in the crisp night air.

			‘Commissar,’ Gustavus replied. ‘You requested my presence?’

			Massen dismissed Marten, and spoke to Gustavus in low tones.

			‘It’s been a rough hour,’ she said. ‘We’ve had a few…’ She tried to think of the right word. ‘Monstrosities. Some casualties.’

			‘Where are the monstrosities?’ Gustavus asked. There was a jarring alacrity to the request that caused the commissar to frown.

			‘Well, they’re gone, naturally. Banished.’

			Gustavus cleared his throat. ‘Naturally.’

			There was an awkward pause.

			‘Would you like to minister to the bodies?’

			‘Yes,’ Gustavus said, compelled by some strange, unnameable hunger. 

			Massen took him to where she had been set up behind the bolter. There he recognised the corpse of Lieutenant Waterman from the heavy weapons platoon. Well, he recognised the man’s surname printed in Gothic on his shoulder pad, at any rate. 

			He cocked his head to one side. Lying on top of the lieutenant’s corpse was another person, face down and naked and… changed, judging by its many unnatural protuberances.

			‘Who’s that on top of him?’ he asked.

			Massen’s brow furrowed even further. She turned slowly to the grim scene, and then back to the priest.

			‘There’s nothing on top of him.’

			Gustavus’ guts churned with adrenaline. ‘Oh, I see. Yes, sorry. Now I see it. I really should wear my spectacles at night,’ he added.

			‘At least that accursed blue star has gone,’ Massen said, exhaling loudly. ‘Not an ironclad indicator of an attack, of course, but a fairly solid bellwether.’

			Gustavus looked up into the crisp night sky. The blue star was very much there, still entombed in its curious crystalline structure. It seemed to be reflecting shafts of multicoloured light across the whole sky like an aurora. 

			‘Gone, you say?’ he murmured.

			‘Hm. Finally.’

			‘Yes. Can’t see it anywhere. Thank goodness.’

			There was another pause. ‘Is everything all right, father?’

			‘Yes. Yes.’ He dropped down into the trench, his feet landing on something that sounded and felt much like broken glass. He took Waterman’s cold, stiffening right hand in his, and stroked it tenderly. ‘Give me twenty minutes to anoint the bodies and to pray. Then I will speak a few words to the platoon.’

			Massen smiled gratefully, nodded. ‘Thank you, father. I shall attend to my duties.’

			She walked off. When she was out of sight, Gustavus reached down and plucked one of the slivers of crystal from the foot of the slit trench, and ­quietly pocketed it.

			Then he began to whisper the Commendation of the Emperor’s Faithful.

			Velterson had rolled so far out of the way that he’d hit one of the parked Chimeras. There the chain of his chainsword completely unspooled from the guide bar and fouled the housing in the process, turning the whole thing into a club. 

			Vissier was seconds from death, swinging the company standard wildly at the two new horrors. She screamed and wept but otherwise held her ground. That took guts. Velterson would cite her for a medal if she survived. 

			If he survived. 

			Just as he was pressing himself to his feet and aiming his laspistol at the leftmost horror – a weapon uniquely ill-suited to the task – the chainsword chain leapt into the air. Velterson’s features creased in abject confusion as it whipped towards the horror and wrapped itself around its neck like a ligature. Then it tightened suddenly and viciously, its razor-sharp teeth sawing deep into the flesh and bone of the creature’s neck. It thrashed around, insane with rage and pain, until its head detached and its corpse twitched and spasmed and fountained disgusting purple ectoplasm all over the mud and grass. The second horror screeched and gibbered at the slaying of its other half – before it, too, suffered a similar fate. Both creatures vanished, leaving nothing but spatters of lightly smoking purple ectoplasm in their wake.

			Velterson and Vissier looked at each other for a long second, breathing heavily, splattered in blood and mud. Then they both turned to see a tall, pale-skinned woman approaching. 

			‘Zyma,’ Velterson said as the regimental psyker stopped in front of him. ‘Thank the God-Emperor.’ She brushed her dark, lank hair out of her eyes. Velterson knew – though he did not make a habit of speaking with the psyker, who made him profoundly uncomfortable – that this styling was to obscure the many varicose veins crowding her forehead. Such vanity seemed like a curious thing in a barely human creature.

			‘One more to come,’ she said.

			Vissier took several steps back, still clutching the broken regimental standard. She seemed almost as afraid of Zyma as she had been of the Chaotic spawn. 

			‘What do you mean?’ Velterson growled.

			Zyma hugged her brown leather greatcoat around her, as though she were trying to lose herself in its oversized folds. Corposant fire still crackled between the fingers of her right glove.

			‘One more to come, tonight.’

			Velterson, his blood up and not the most patient man to begin with, snapped, ‘Confound you, witch! What are you talking about?’

			But Zyma did not answer, nor did she need to. Velterson understood her perfectly. There would be one more attack that night.

			He looked up. The blue star had gone. 

			‘Are you injured?’ he asked Vissier quietly.

			The woman could still not quite catch her breath, but she shook her head. 

			‘Go and get yourself cleaned up. And have that fixed,’ he added, nodding to the flagstaff.

			‘Yes, colonel,’ she managed.

			‘And Evelia?’

			‘Sir?’

			‘I shall be citing you for valorous conduct.’

			Vissier smiled in spite of herself. ‘Thank you, sir.’

			He and Zyma watched her leave. Then the psyker began to approach Velterson again.

			‘There is fine,’ he said. He liked to keep about five yards between them whenever he could, though he at least had the good grace to feel a little guilty about it. 

			She stopped, long used to these indignities.

			‘Pell? Where the hell are you?’

			‘Right here, sir,’ the man said shamelessly, darting out from the hull of a nearby parked Chimera. ‘Thought to get the multi-laser on it, sir. Before Zany showed up,’ he added, casting an uneasy glance at Zyma. Pelletier, like just about everyone in the regiment, was afraid she could read minds. 

			She flashed him a brief, malicious smile.

			‘Just fetch the bloody vox and get it working again,’ Velterson growled. ‘Quick!’ he added, his trigger finger itching. But he couldn’t afford to lose Pelletier, the little shit. 

			Not yet, at any rate. 

			Velterson eyed the corpses of the troopers, men who’d given their lives to protect him. Even after all these years, he couldn’t stand losing good irreplaceable Cadians.

			He opened his mouth, about to speak to Zyma, when an explosion ripped through the night, followed by the crackling pop of dozens of rounds of ammunition touching off. 

			‘What the hell was that?’ Velterson demanded. 

			‘One more,’ Zyma moaned into the folds of her coat. 

			Even as the blast slammed into him like a flying kick, even as the night turned briefly to day, even as the flames bathed them in their roasting heat, Thorne knew. He knew.

			Mondo.

			He was running back to the heavy bolter nest before his brain had even issued the order to his legs. The motor pool to the south was aflame, with at least one vehicle completely destroyed that he could see. There would almost certainly be more, with dozens requiring repairs and spare parts that the Cadians would struggle to get at the very best of times, let alone on the brink of the invasion.

			He realised he had simply turned and left the line without issuing any orders at all, though he saw a sergeant and several troopers following him. What the hell had happened? 

			But he knew what had happened, even before he reached the motor pool. 

			He clattered into the side of a Chimera hull and edged round the corner. There, in the very centre of the access, lay the exploded remains of several Archenemy troopers, as well as the corpses of several Imperials – possibly Nymeans. Two of the Chimeras were burning black hulks, blossoming with secondary explosions where their ammunition touched off. Three more had been badly damaged to the point where they would likely be written off and harvested for spare parts. On the other side of the access, Thorne saw a third would-be bomber trying to detonate a large sack full of explosives. Without thinking, Thorne raised his laspistol and fired wildly, as likely to hit the bomb as he was the bomber. Fortunately for him, he put several las bolts through the cultist’s chest, and the man slumped uselessly against the steel hull of the Chimera. 

			A dozen soldiers crashed into cover behind Thorne. 

			‘Sir? Are you hurt?’ someone asked him.

			‘I’m fine,’ he assured them. ‘Suicide bombers.’ He turned and saw Sergeant Easom from Third Squad – and in fact the rest of Third Squad. ‘Clear it out. Row by row. Watch for secondaries.’

			Easom nodded and led his troopers into the motor pool.

			Thorne strode over to Mondo’s foxhole. Inside, Vacík lay slumped in the mud, his brains decorating the back wall, a large hole where his left eye used to be. Next to him, Mondo rocked back and forth, shuddering and weeping. 

			Thorne gritted his teeth. ‘I told you to watch this sector!’ he hissed. ‘I told you.’

			‘Please, sir. Please. Look at Vacík. Look at him. Please, sir.’

			‘Shut up. Shut up!’

			But Mondo would not shut up. He kept rocking back and forth. ‘Please, sir. Please.’

			‘Stop saying that. For the God-Emperor’s sake, stop saying that!’

			‘All clear, captain,’ Sergeant Easom called from the entrance to the motor pool. ‘Got a few Nyms smoked here, though. Looks like one of Terho’s mob, too. There might be more.’

			‘Please, sir,’ Mondo said, moaning. 

			Thorne took out his laspistol and aimed it at Mondo’s face. 

			‘You idiot. You idiot! Do you have any idea what you’ve done?’ he snapped. 

			‘You told me. You told me I could stay here! You told me!’ Mondo wept. 

			Thorne’s left hand tightened into a fist. ‘I told you to watch the Throne-damned line!’ he roared. But it was true. It was as much his fault as anyone else’s. He had told Mondo he could stay here.

			His heart thumped and his guts churned. What could he do? If he shot the man he was the worst kind of hypocrite. But if he kept him alive, the truth might come out.

			His finger tightened on the trigger.

			‘Just what in the damned hell is going on over here, captain?’ shouted a new voice.

			‘Oh blood of sweet Cadia,’ Mondo muttered, squeezing his head between his hands. ‘Oh God-Emperor, oh Throne–’

			‘Colonel, sir,’ Thorne said, hastily reholstering his laspistol. ‘The enemy, uh, broke through. Suicide bombers. Looks to be several casualties, and several Chimeras.’

			The colonel looked as much a wreck as the motor pool. His flak jacket was gouged and rent, his helmet was missing, he was covered in mud, and blood trickled down his face – though it was not clear whether it was his or not. Behind him, Zyma walked timidly, her head bowed. 

			‘What were these idiots doing?’ Velterson asked, his face a mask of fury. He was pointing to the heavy bolter nest.

			‘Dead, sir.’

			Velterson then turned his attention to the foxhole at their feet, where Mondo sat whimpering. 

			‘And what about you?’ he demanded. 

			‘Th-th-they killed Vacík. Sniper got him.’

			‘I didn’t ask about him, I asked about you. Why didn’t you man that position?’

			‘That’s what I ordered him to do, sir,’ Thorne said. 

			‘That’s not true!’ Mondo erupted, before Thorne kicked him quiet, and once again pulled out his laspistol. 

			‘Shut up!’ 

			‘Enough!’ Velterson snapped with a weary, volcanic anger. ‘Sergeant, take this man to the rear and put him in irons. We shall deal with him in the morning.’

			‘At once, sir,’ Easom said, and he manhandled Mondo out of the foxhole and dragged him back into the staging area.

			‘He was lying, sir–’ Thorne began, but Velterson waved him quiet. 

			‘I don’t care,’ Velterson muttered. ‘We do not bicker with enlisted men. Do you understand me?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Is he Cadian?’

			Thorne paused. ‘We’re all Cadian, sir.’

			‘I mean, is he from Cadia?’ Velterson said impatiently. 

			Thorne paused. ‘I’m not actually sure, sir.’

			‘There are to be no field executions of Cadians without my express permission. Is that clear?’

			‘Absolutely, sir. I didn’t know.’

			‘Even Massen doesn’t use capital punishment without discussing it with me first. And she’s Prefectus. She doesn’t even have to ask.’

			‘It won’t happen again, sir.’

			Velterson took a moment to appraise the line, then turned to Zyma. ‘Is that it, then? For the night?’

			‘I cannot be certain, colonel–’

			‘Just answer the damn question.’

			‘I believe so, sir.’

			Velterson nodded, turning back to Thorne. ‘I want a full report. Materiel losses, personnel, and so forth.’

			‘Yes, sir,’ Thorne said, his mouth dry. 

			‘Get on with it, then.’
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			IV

			THE WILL OF THE IMPERIUM 

			‘You asked to see me?’

			Velterson looked up. Standing in front of him was a handsome woman in dark blue pilot’s overalls and a brown bomber jacket. She had long black hair tied back in a ponytail, and the almond eyes and tan skin of a Fortuynian. 

			‘Remind me of your name?’

			The woman glanced down at the surname printed on the patch on the front of her overalls, where it clearly said CALDER. 

			‘Merlin Calder,’ she said. 

			‘You’re seconded to our Kasrkin detachment? Brutax Cardinal?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘And you also spend a significant portion of your time acquiring, freighting and distributing black market goods around the Second Army, correct?’

			There was a pause. ‘If you are implying–’

			‘No,’ Velterson said. ‘Not implying, asserting. Accusing, in fact.’

			Calder pursed her lips. ‘No.’

			‘No?’

			‘May I be excused, colonel?’

			‘Why? I sign off on all the Kasrkin operations. I know for a fact you’ve nowhere to be.’

			‘Practice flight,’ she said without missing a beat. ‘Got to keep my hours up.’

			Velterson regarded her for a long time. ‘I know I may not have technical command of you, Calder, as a Navy pilot, but I am an Astra Militarum colonel, and the commanding officer of the Two-Thousand-and-Second Cadian Mechanised Regiment, and you will stand before me at attention and call me sir. Is that clear?’

			He had to respect the brass neck it took for her to do as he asked in the least respectful way imaginable. But she did it.

			He sighed. ‘I’ll be straight with you, Calder – I need parts. Chimera parts. Here’s a list.’

			He held out a dataslate that one of the regimental enginseers had compiled for him overnight. She took it.

			‘I’m not sure how you think–’

			‘Let’s just skip to the part where you tell me your fee,’ Velterson muttered. ‘I have a tremendous amount to be getting on with.’

			Calder looked at the slate again. ‘One thousand shilhos.’

			Velterson scoffed. ‘You must be joking.’

			Calder held the slate back to him. ‘I recommend you speak to your Ministorum liaison.’

			‘Oh, spare me,’ he said, not taking the slate. ‘I’ll give you two-fifty now, and another two-fifty once we’ve cleared Adoration.’

			‘I might be dead by then.’

			‘Think of it as an incentive to survive.’

			She pretended to think about it for a few moments, whilst he pretended he didn’t have the authority to shoot her dead on the spot for profiteering. 

			‘Fine,’ she said. ‘May I leave?’

			‘I need them by the end of today,’ he said.

			Now it was her turn to scoff. ‘There’s no way–’

			‘Thank you, flight lieutenant. That will be all.’

			The administration of the regiment was interminable. He delegated it where he could, but there were some things he always attended to personally: casualty lists, after-action reports, and ammunition and supplies stocks. Amateurs dealt in tactics, professionals dealt in logistics.

			After half an hour, Massen came to see him.

			‘How’s morale?’ he asked her.

			‘Middling,’ she replied. It was an old joke; she never said anything else. ‘Hopefully we’ll get the vox issues sorted out today.’

			‘Oh? Why, has Terho said something?’

			‘No. Rumour has it the Inquisition has been working on a solution.’

			Velterson clacked his tongue. ‘I have a briefing with them today. Fabre is going to be there.’

			‘The lord general himself,’ Massen said, whistling. ‘What a treat.’

			‘Indeed. By the way, could you check on that issue with the motor pool? The explosions?’

			‘What about them?’

			‘There’s a man under arrest. A trooper from First Company. First Platoon, I think. We may have to hang him this afternoon.’

			‘Speaking of hangings, there’s still the issue of Sergeant Ainsley.’

			Velterson’s expression curdled. ‘We have one day left to solve the problem. Have you thought of anything yet? It’s a long shot, but I’ll bring it up this afternoon, at this briefing with the Nymeans.’

			Massen shook her head.

			‘What about Thorne?’

			‘I’d say the captain is preoccupied with his new command.’

			‘Hm.’

			‘I’m going to try and find out where they are holding him today.’

			‘Who? Ainsley?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Try? You are a commissar. They couldn’t stop you even if they wanted to.’

			‘Would that that were the case,’ she replied darkly. ‘I’m afraid even my credentials have their limits when subsector-level interests are at stake.’

			‘I want him freed, Viktoria. I consider it a priority.’

			‘I know you do, Venom.’ She stood to leave. ‘What happened last night?’

			‘What, this?’ he said, pointing to his forehead. 

			‘Hm.’

			‘Started as a tussle with some creature. Turned into a tussle with two creatures.’

			‘One of those,’ Massen said knowingly. 

			‘Indeed. Zyma saved me. That reminds me – I’m writing Vissier up for valorous conduct.’

			Massen nodded. ‘I look forward to reading the report. A bit of grist for the morale mill.’ She affixed her cap. ‘Good luck with the briefing.’

			‘Thank you,’ he said, and she was gone. 

			The army headquarters was a large collection of heavy canvas tents and temporary buildings within a fortified airfield at the centre of the staging area. It was over a mile to the south, and Velterson was taken there in a Salamander from Recon Company. 

			‘Here we bloody go,’ he muttered irritably as they slewed off the track and wound around the enormous slabs of rockcrete that had been placed to create a security chicane before the entrance gate. Here, several Tempestus Scions in black carapace armour stood. Velterson looked over to the airfield, to see a modified black Valkyrie with a large Inquisitorial ‘I’ painted on the side. 

			‘Ident,’ one of the Scions snapped as Velterson debarked the Salamander. He’d had experience with the Scions in Krell, and developed a healthy loathing for those mission-obsessed psychopaths. But these Inquisitorial storm troopers – everything they were capable of, and represented – put the fear of the God-Emperor in him. 

			He pressed his thumb into the proffered slate. A moment later, a servo-skull, burbling machine nonsense, descended from somewhere and hovered in front of Velterson’s face. It scanned him.

			‘Colonel Gabriel Velterson,’ the Scion’s helmet speaker blared. ‘His lordship requires all who attend him to undergo purity decon.’ 

			Velterson nodded. ‘Fine.’

			‘It was not a request,’ the Scion said. ‘Through there.’

			Velterson made his way into what looked like a large black Munitorum container. The gate was unlocked wordlessly by another storm trooper, and a great cloud of scented smoke billowed out.

			Velterson winced. ‘This isn’t going to give me lung rot, is it?’

			‘Only the unfaithful,’ the Scion replied. 

			He went inside. The container’s walls were coated in purity seals, so many that they overlapped like dragon scales. In the corner was a shrine to Saint Teodara – the same Saint Teodara for whom General Hansen had been named – and there was a perfumed votive candle and a book. To the left of the door was a servitor, a human torso and head with its eyes, mouth, nose and ears stitched closed. One of its hands rested above the door access panel; the other rested above a switch, the purpose of which was unknown. 

			Something about the switch filled Velterson with a deep sense of dread.

			A pair of boot prints had been painted on the grille before the shrine, and he stood on them. Above the book was written, in Gothic script:

			READ THE PASSAGE ALOUD

			Velterson cleared his throat. ‘Saint Teodara’s Benediction,’ he said. His voice was loud in that cramped, confined space. ‘May the God-Emperor’s holiness sanctify me. May His strength fortify me. May His–’

			His heart lurched as the servitor’s finger flicked the access panel and the door slammed open. 

			‘…power preserve me,’ he finished, and hurried out of the decontamination chamber before anything else happened.

			Beyond the Munitorum container was the Second Army headquarters, a damp, dingy space lit by flickering candles and the dull green glow of hololiths. Here dozens of Nymean and Cadian staff officers bustled, as well as their adjutants, liaisons and runners. The smell of incense was not quite powerful enough to overcome the smell of unwashed bodies and the strange static tang of plasma power generators. 

			Velterson had been here a few times – before the Inquisitorial legation had arrived on-world – and knew his way to the briefing room. He moved quickly between banks of cogitators and desks where the final high-level plans for the assault on Adoration were being laid, codified and transmitted, and to another section of the headquarters building entirely. Here, he was pleased to find the assembled colonels of the other two regiments in the division: Gudrun Demeter and Augustina Milic, officers commanding the 2019th and 2027th Cadian Mechanised respectively.

			‘Gudrun, Augustina,’ he said.

			‘Venom,’ they replied, and they shook hands. 

			He was much less pleased to note the presence of Colonel Burkhardt de Page, the commanding officer of the Nymean First Motorised Infantry, amongst a gaggle of other senior Nymean officers. The man’s face looked less swollen where Sergeant Ainsley had punched it, though there was still marked purple bruising around the insides of his eyes, and a scabrous crust across the bridge of his nose. 

			‘Heard you got beaten up last night,’ Milic was saying to him.

			‘Western perimeter. Usual nonsense,’ Velterson replied absently, as though he hadn’t come within a whisker of being eviscerated.

			‘The downed vox isn’t helping matters.’

			Velterson shook his head. ‘No. But rumour is the Inquisition has a solution for us.’

			‘So I heard.’

			He lowered his voice. ‘Did you have to do that spiritual decontamination on the way in?’

			They both nodded. ‘They’re worried about Archenemy penetration.’

			Velterson frowned. ‘Why?’

			‘All this heresy being blasted through the vox every night. They think we are getting tainted by it.’

			‘Rot,’ Velterson scoffed. ‘If they are really worried about penetration, they need to do something about that bloody blue star.’ 

			Demeter leant in. ‘I wouldn’t talk about it if I were you.’

			Velterson felt his skin break out in gooseflesh. ‘Oh?’

			The woman nodded pointedly at the large Inquisitorial symbol cut into the lectern of the briefing chamber. ‘They don’t come on-world for nothing, do they?’

			Before Velterson could answer, there was a general stirring in the chamber, and he turned to see several figures enter from a side door. The first three were the divisional generals – two Nymeans and Hansen, Velterson’s direct superior. Behind them came Ambrosius Fabre, the lord general and commanding officer of all on-world Imperial forces. He was an understated figure, largely bald with some grey hair around his temples, and preferring fatigues and a storm coat over the ostentation of many of his peers. Some red braid and an aquila gorget was enough decoration; the man let his rank tabs and reputation do the talking for him. 

			And then the inquisitor entered. 

			‘Emperor,’ Velterson breathed as the quality of the air in the chamber tangibly changed. 

			Velterson was a tall man, but Inquisitor Mozes Raith was a head taller than him. He was clad in cream-coloured carapace armour, centred with a large golden Inquisitorial insignia. A white stole hung from his neck, carefully and painstakingly embroidered with hundreds of lines of prayer, whilst affixed to his breastplate was an ecranche and an open book of psalms. A hooded red robe, thick black leather gloves, and heavy steel-capped boots completed the effect. Strapped to the man’s thigh was a bolt pistol the size of Velterson’s forearm. 

			He strode into the room, the steel ferrule on the butt of his force stave clinking against the floor. 

			‘Be seated,’ Raith rasped, his voice subtly deepened and amplified by a speaker implanted in the neck of his cuirass. 

			Velterson and the other assembled officers hastily sat. 

			‘I shall be brief,’ he said, standing behind the lectern and gripping its sides. In front of him, a hololith sprang into life depicting the Holy City. ‘Nymea is in the grip of a deep-rooted heresy, and at its core is this man – Matheus Adrax.’ The hololith shifted to display a picture of an ecclesiarch: a nondescript, elderly, white-skinned man, the sort Velterson might have drawn if asked to come up with a generic picture of a priest. ‘Adrax, self-styled “the Convocator”, has been corrupted by the Ruinous Powers. This is not a recent pict,’ he added darkly, unsettling the assembled staff officers. 

			The hololith reverted to the three-dimensional representation of Adoration. ‘Adrax is being patronised by a particularly malignant entity, the nature of which I shall not discuss here. It is the will of the Imperium that he and his followers die.’

			The hololith terminated, and Raith looked over to Lord General Fabre. 

			‘Carry on,’ he said. 

			Once the inquisitor had left, some of the tension bled out of the air. 

			‘Right,’ Fabre said, taking up position behind the lectern. The hololith shifted to a close-up of the Holy City. ‘Before we discuss the time and place of Adrax’s eradication, a note on the vox-network corruption. The Inquisitorial legation has identified its source – a man, if he can so be called, who goes by the moniker Rhetorios. He is operating from within the Holy City, in the Sanctuary of the Novem Vias. Naturally, he will be exterminated. Until that happens, we should have a workaround for communications by the end of the day.’ He thumbed the dataslate in front of him, and checked his notes. ‘Right. Here is the plan.’

			He spent several hours on the perimeter overnight, and then pretended to be heading off east to another unit. There were five companies in the regiment, after all, and although the senior staff tended to naturally gravitate towards First Company, there was no particular reason to. 

			In fact he returned to his tent. The first thing he did was remove his aquila medallion, the weight of which around his neck had become unbearable. It was impossible; the thing could only have been a few ounces of silver. But the chain had snagged and cut into his flesh as though it were serrated and affixed to a millstone. 

			The second thing he did was take out a bottle of distilled spirits from underneath his cot. He drank the whole thing, though it made him retch. He spent the next thirty minutes holding his gut and trying not to vomit, but in the end his reflexes won out and he spewed it up on the mud outside his tent. It was probably a good thing. If he wound up back in one of the corpsman’s wagons with liquor poisoning again, the colonel would have him shot. There might have been an unspoken moratorium on executions, but the truly unspoken thing was that it was just for true-blood Cadians. In the case of someone like Gustavus, a galactic stray from Yonah, they would put a las bolt through his brain without a second thought.

			‘Flaks on, lids on, stand-to!’ went up the familiar cry as dawn approached, and those companies who had spent the night off-rotation blinked away the vestiges of a crap sleep, kicked off their sleeping bags, and trudged to the perimeter.

			Gustavus spent an excruciating hour waiting for someone to fetch him, or for the staging area to erupt in enemy fire. But the moment passed, and the night slowly turned to day – a grey, gloomy, damp day, but a day nonetheless – and he finally closed his eyes to sleep.

			He dreamt of a door. It was a door that did not lead anywhere, nor was there anything special about it. It did not have an ornate frame, it was not attached to any kind of significant building. He could not see what was on the other side of it, either – it was dark, pitch black, even. 

			He knew with an absolutely immutable certainty that he did not want to pass through it. The door filled him with an animalistic sense of horror, the kind of fear it is only possible to feel when the bullets start flying overhead, or the shoreline recedes and the waves start to swell, or the approaching footsteps crackle in the darkness of the empty forest.

			And yet, he could not stop approaching the door. Something was pushing him towards it, some invisible force. It was as though he were mounted upon rails, unable to brake. 

			Just as he reached the threshold, he woke up with a start. 

			‘Emperor preserve me,’ he muttered, wiping the sweat away from his face.

			He took a few minutes to orient himself. It was clear that some time had passed; the corona of light around the tent flap spoke to a rare midday appearance from the sun, whilst the staging area was filled with the bustle of an enormous army killing time. He tried to think if he had missed anything important, though the regimental service was not due to take place until later in the afternoon.

			His mouth was dry and tasted strongly of vomit, and he drank deeply from his water flask. Then he grabbed his wash kit and towel, and was about to make his way to the ablutions tents for a cold shower, when he stopped.

			There was something heavy in the pocket of his battle cassock.

			He reached down and patted it. It was much too small to be as heavy as it was, unless it was some sort of extremely dense sliver of armour. Many of the replacement flak jackets the Cadians had been supplied with were heavy and of poor quality.

			He reached in and took it out. It was the shard of crystal he had taken from the trench the night before.

			‘Oh yes,’ he said, marvelling at it. He’d completely forgotten he’d picked it up. Its prismatic light played across his face. There was still something on it – it might have been blood, although blood turned brown after a while, so it could have been mud. 

			He spent some time examining it, but it was just a piece of crystal. There was nothing peculiar about it, save its provenance. 

			Nothing peculiar at all.

			‘Right,’ Gustavus agreed. He held it up to the light bleeding through the tent flap, enjoying the way it sent kaleidoscopic specks of colour about the place. 

			Then something occurred to him.

			‘Crystal,’ he said out loud. He palmed the shard, and dropped it back into his pocket. ‘Crystal… I wonder.’

			He rummaged around and took out the Precepts of Devotion chapbook. Father Longstaff had written extensively on crystal, a sacred crystal, a mysterious relic that had been left on Yonah. He wondered why the thought had never occurred to him before.

			He opened the book and flicked through it until he found the relevant page. 

			‘“The mortal dimension and the dimensions beyond are like two sides of a mirror. The former is as clear as glass, whilst the latter, the reflective matter, is cloudy and full of imperfection. Crystal is a sacred substance. It sits beneath these two states of being, a filter through which many angles, shapes and contortions can be seen.”’

			He examined the piece of crystal again.

			He awaits the Return in a crystal fastness.

			‘Fascinating,’ he murmured.

			‘Father?’

			‘Shit,’ he hissed. He pocketed the chapbook next to the shard of crystal. ‘Wait a moment. Yes?’

			The flap opened. Of course. Massen. 

			‘What can I do for you, commissar?’

			‘Just checking to see that you will be ready for this afternoon’s service.’ She made a show of checking her chronometer. ‘It starts in one hour.’

			‘Yes. Why wouldn’t I be ready?’

			She looked at him askance. ‘Is everything all right?’

			‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Just a headache. And I did not sleep well.’

			Massen scoffed, then her expression changed as she realised he was not joking. ‘You’re serious?’ 

			‘Of course.’

			There was a pause as the commissar chose her next words. ‘Father, troopers have died. Dozens of them. We lost seven from First Company alone last night. I’ve not seen the casualty lists from the rest of the regiment, but it will be grim reading. And that is to say nothing of the wounded.’

			He stood there, waiting for her to continue. When she did not, he frowned. ‘I’m not sure I understand.’

			Massen opened her mouth, and then closed it again. She looked about the tent.

			‘What? What’s the matter? What are you looking for?’

			‘Father, I put this very respectfully, because I know that the spiritual wellbeing of an entire regiment of men and women is a heavy burden to bear. You also know, of course, the very great esteem I have for your mentorship and guidance–’

			‘Spit it out, Viktoria,’ he snapped.

			That was a mistake. Massen stepped back as though she had been slapped, then she straightened up, as if the authority of the Officio Prefectus had been summoned from the aether by his insolence.

			‘Wait. I am sorry. Please,’ he said pre-emptively, pressing his hands together in supplication. ‘My child, please. How wretchedly disrespectful of me. Please forgive my rudeness.’

			Massen softened – a little. ‘Father, you seem to have become blind to the broader strains on the regiment.’

			‘I know, I know. I have.’

			‘Worrying about how good a night’s sleep you managed, off the back of a – to speak bluntly – quite disastrous night of attrition, considering we have not yet begun our assault… Well.’ She looked about the tent again. Her eyes found something, though he dared not turn to see what it was. ‘It speaks to a misalignment of priorities. Perhaps I can put it that way.’

			‘I spent much of the night ministering to the dead,’ Gustavus grumbled in protest.

			‘And that is good, and important,’ Massen said, though her anger had still not retreated as much as he would have liked. ‘But I think your talents could be better spent inflaming the zeal of the living.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘During the assault I shall naturally be accompanying the regiment’s foremost elements.’

			‘Naturally.’

			‘I should like to see you there with me, leading by example.’

			Gustavus’ world dropped from underneath him. A great spasm of horror ran through his body. 

			‘Father?’

			‘I’m fine,’ he said, trying to maintain his balance in the face of a crippling wave of vertigo. ‘I agree. I think that would be for the best,’ he heard himself say.

			‘Especially in light of your recent and lengthy convalescences,’ Massen continued pointedly. Still there was the anger there, lingering in her tone. She lectured him as though he were a naughty pupil. 

			‘Did the colonel send you to speak with me?’ he asked. 

			Massen’s face turned sour, as though he had just wafted a bag of excrement under her nose.

			‘No,’ she said, bewildered. ‘Why do you ask that?’

			‘No reason,’ he mumbled. Whatever currency he had accumulated simply by virtue of his being an ordained member of the Ecclesiarchy had evidently expired. Massen was a notorious pushover, and had been for years – softening in her advancing age, rather than hardening like most of her peers. But even she, apparently, had her limits.

			‘I shall see you in fifty minutes,’ she said, tapping her chronometer. ‘After last night, and the persistent heresy on the vox, I think the troopers will enjoy some spiritual comfort.’

			He waited ten seconds after she had left.

			‘Bitch,’ he said as loudly as he dared – which transpired to be a whisper.

			Massen strode across the boggy earth, still het up from her confrontation with the priest. God-Emperor, but the man was a contradiction! He had begun his journey with the regiment as a diligent and pious priest, eager to muck in with the troopers and a frequent presence on the front line. Massen, too, found his particular brand of religion, and his idiosyncratic and evangelical take on the Imperial Cult, particularly appealing. Over the course of the Nymean campaign, her interests had veered from purely disciplinary, to taking one of the reins of the regiment’s spiritual wellbeing. It was easy, after all, over the grinding decades of violence and death, to lose faith – though the terrifying and revolting presence of the Archenemy was as potent a curative to atheism as ever existed – and a devout formation was a combat-effective formation.

			Over time, however, Gustavus had withdrawn. He was not the only one. The campaign had been highly asymmetric – over the past two years, the regiment had been involved in only a handful of lengthy, large-scale operations. The rest of their time had been defined by random, deadly attacks, often at night, and often characterised by extreme horror. 

			It was true that the Imperium expected, and a well-placed bolt round through the brain of a coward could do wonders for short-term morale. But she and Velterson agreed that this campaign was a particularly taxing one, and they had – where possible – accommodated a few things that they might otherwise have stamped out: gambling, prize fighting, alcohol consumption for off-rotation units, and the smoking of a mildly narcotic brand of local lho-stick known as ‘shilhos’. 

			The problem with troopers, even ones as disciplined as Cadians – who despite the regiment’s name made up only roughly half its ranks – was that the moment you gave them an inch, they took a mile. So it had been with Gustavus. Initially the man had taken to drinking black-market ale, then he had progressed to gwirod, a liquor distilled in old ammunition hoppers that tasted like liquid cordite. Then he had begun to drink a pint of the stuff a day, to the point where he was spending more time attached to rehydration bags in the corpsman’s wagons than he was performing his duties.

			Massen should have done something sooner, she knew that much. But in his absence, she had taken over many of the regimental sermons. And she had enjoyed it. She enjoyed preaching. She had allowed it to disincentivise her from doing her duties. And that was not acceptable.

			Initially services had been undertaken in a large tent, but as the horrors of the campaign mounted, and more people had turned out for spiritual comfort, they began to hold them in the open. So it was here that men and women from First, Red and Wolf Companies assembled, sitting in jumbled rows on kitbags so as to avoid the worst of the mud.

			‘Is Father Gustavus joining us today, commissar?’ someone called out from the mass of dirty, fatigued Cadians. 

			‘Yes,’ Massen said tightly, although there was still no sign of him. 

			‘Any word on the assault?’ someone else asked.

			Massen shook her head. ‘Colonel Velterson is speaking with Division today,’ she said. 

			‘Is it true that the vox is going to get fixed?’ a third trooper asked.

			‘I know that the problem is being looked at,’ Massen replied carefully. It was never a good idea to promise anything.

			‘Is it true that we’ll be the break-in regiment?’

			‘Nothing is confirmed yet,’ Massen said. ‘But I know that every person here will do their duty, whatever the order of battle.’

			‘Bloody Nymeans are going to send us in first again, aren’t they?’ someone grumbled, to murmurs of agreement.

			‘We should be so lucky!’ Massen thundered, making everyone start. ‘We should be so lucky to be the first in! I pray for the honour! This is why we are here! This is why we were brought here! Because this is what Cadians do! We fight, and we fight better than anyone else! We kill better than anyone else! Of course they would like to send us in first – who wouldn’t?’

			Massen felt the old fire in her again. The troopers felt it too; they fed off each other. She could see their expressions, their bearings shift. 

			She turned briefly, but there was still no sign of Gustavus. She pulled out her copy of the Imperial Creed, secretly pleased to be given the opportunity to preach again. 

			‘The Emperor bestows His blessings upon the brave,’ she began, and continued on, and did not notice that Gustavus, once again, failed to show up for the service. 

			In his tent, Gustavus’ hands trembled as he held his pocket copy of the Imperial Creed. He stared at the words on the page, printed in simple Gothic script and faded from age and use. This had been his copy for well over a decade, a volume he had read uncountable times, cover to cover.

			‘The Emp–’ he started, and then stopped. His voice caught in his throat, his windpipe spasming and closing. 

			He shook his head fiercely and gripped the book until his knuckles were white. 

			‘In His holy– ggnnn,’ he tried. It was as though his lungs were filled with rockcrete. Every time he tried to speak aloud, his diaphragm would clench. It felt like his entire midriff was being squeezed by an enormous invisible hand. 

			He put the book down for a moment, and walked in small circles around the tent.

			‘My name is Father Sebastian Gustavus,’ he said to the air. ‘I am from Yonah. I am fifty-eight years old.’ He continued in this vein for some time, saying whatever words came into his head.

			He picked up the Imperial Creed again. ‘Righteous is he who fffffaaaaaa–’

			He dropped the book as though it had burnt him, and clutched his mouth where he had bitten his tongue. ‘Bloody faith,’ he muttered, eyes watering, mouth salivating, waiting for the pain to subside. He probed the wound, his fingers coming away bright red. The whole right side of his tongue had erupted in ulcers. 

			He looked at the book. The words began to distort, as though he were seeing them through some sort of glass prism. He left it on the floor. 

			‘What is happening to me?’ he breathed, and sat down heavily on his cot.

			In the distance he heard Massen exhorting the regiment.

			He began to cry.
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			V

			BREAK-IN BRIGADE

			They were going to be the first in. Velterson had expected it – all the Cadians had expected it – but it still smarted. A division of ten thousand troopers, nestled in an army of half a million, and they were going in first. 

			‘There will be a two-axis strike on the Holy City,’ Lord General Fabre said, gesturing to the hololith of Saint Stanislava’s Adoration as he spoke. ‘The Nymean First Division will cut in west down Access Seventy-Five. They will secure this pinch point between the Cellarion and the manufactoria district, and then secure the railheads just north of the West Processional. The Nymean Sixth Division will cut up here along the western distributor. They will then secure the south-western corner of the Boulevard of Saint Seraphina the Martyr, before moving east to secure the orbital defence battery on Pier One as a priority. They will then secure everything south to the River Nachida, including the Funeral Pier.

			‘The Cadian Ninth Division will form the eastern half of the pincer. The Twenty-Oh-Two and Twenty-Nineteenth mechanised regiments will move down the eastern distributor and then the Via Imperialis, where they will bifurcate. The Twenty-Nineteenth will secure the orbital defence battery at Preceptor North, then move down the northern distributor and cut off everything to the north of the Sanctuary of the Novem Vias.’

			‘Including the Highway of Lamentation?’ General Hansen asked. 

			‘Yes, though auspex scans indicate there is no enemy presence there, nor in the cemetery,’ Fabre replied. ‘The Twenty-Oh-Two will make for the Via Imperialis, come south, and hold here at the Campus Stellae – that’s the pilgrim staging area at the south-east corner of the Boulevard of Saint Seraphina.

			‘Finally, the Twenty-Twenty-Seventh Cadian. They will move along the River Nachida, down the Pilgrim Highway at speed, come to the south of the Campus Stellae, and then marshal at the Victory Gate here, just next to the colossi of Saint Stanislava, thus encircling the Holy City.’

			Fabre manipulated the hololith so that the Cadian routes of attack became populated with several spots highlighted in red.

			‘In so manoeuvring, the Cadian division will be able to eliminate this ring of counter-air batteries protecting Adoration. Once these objectives have been secured, it has been agreed that Cadian Kasrkin strike team will attempt a decapitation strike on Adrax in the Sanctuary of the Novem Vias.’

			This caused some consternation amongst the assembled staff officers. Velterson felt a familiar sensation of exasperation well up within him, and looked over at Hansen. She subtly shook her head. Behind her, the assembled Nymean officers looked most pleased with how the plan was unfolding, and why would they not? Cadians would do all of the hard fighting and dying, and the Nymeans would be left to claim the glory. 

			‘They’re all going to die,’ he muttered angrily to Demeter next to him. 

			‘Agreed,’ she murmured in response. ‘It’s a suicide mission, even if we do knock out those batteries.’

			‘It’s a high-risk strategy,’ Fabre said loudly over the chatter, achieving silence. ‘But Inquisitor Raith strongly believes that such a strike will cause significant psychic disruption amongst the Archenemy forces investing the city. Yes, question?’

			‘Will the inquisitor be leading or otherwise accompanying the decapitation strike?’ Hansen asked. 

			‘No. Inquisitor Raith is leaving Nymea either late this evening or early tomorrow morning to attend to sector-level matters far in excess of my clearance. Yes, Colonel Velterson?’

			‘Does our enemy have counter-air capability outside of these fixed installations? We’ve seen multiple times over the past two years that their forces have access to Hydras and can use them to great effect. Both in Krell and Jakubstown, where local defence forces turned traitor.’

			The Nymeans looked at him with contempt, as Velterson knew they would. They loathed being reminded that it was their people who had been corrupted, who had allowed themselves to be corrupted, and who now needed rescuing by the Cadians. 

			Fabre shook his head. ‘We have no reason to believe that they have any such capability, but of course if that situation evolves, then they should be eliminated as a priority.’

			‘Mm,’ Velterson grunted. Hansen flashed him an irritated look. 

			‘Yes, Colonel Milic?’ Fabre asked, now a little annoyed by these Cadian questions.

			‘Forgive me if this sounds impertinent, lord general, but is there a reason why we are not simply subjecting Adoration to orbital bombardment?’

			Now the Nymeans erupted in angry shouting, throwing their hands up and gesticulating in the most unprofessional and exaggerated manner.

			Even Fabre, who was not Nymean – though his authority encompassed it and several other worlds in the sector – looked disgusted by the question. 

			‘The Holy City is the jewel of the Amunet Sector and one of the holiest sites in the Maelstrom Zone, visited by over one hundred million pilgrims annually. It is home to some of the sector’s most precious relics. Whilst Inquisitor Raith and the local Ordo Malleus legation did indeed consider excision bombing, it was agreed that a ground clearance effort could be attempted first, and if that was successful, reconsecration. I trust that answers the question.’

			‘Indeed it does, thank you, lord general.’

			Fabre pursed his lips. ‘This is the operational plan. We are looking into meteorological reports for the Crematoria, which sits here, just to the south-east of the Holy City. You will have all seen it.’

			Velterson had indeed seen it. It looked like a volcano, filling the sky with a constant stream of black smoke. 

			‘The Crematoria produces about two thousand tons of particulate matter each day and can have profound implications on the local weather systems. It can be a useful screen, but it will also foul Valkyrie engines and reduce visibility. Our Naval liaison is monitoring the weather. They are going to provide us with a favourable operational window by this evening.’

			He turned off the hololith. ‘Your divisional commanders will be able to provide you with further details about each of your operational responsibilities. Good luck, and may the Emperor be with all of you. It is my sincerest hope that in a matter of weeks, we shall have freed Nymea from the grip of the Archenemy once and for all.’

			Velterson caught up with Colonel de Page outside the briefing room. It was the first time the two of them had spoken since Kohort, and the first time the two of them had been face to face for even longer. They had a healthy mutual loathing, but Velterson knew that if he had any hope of getting Ainsley back from the Nymeans, he was going to have to bite the bullet.

			‘Gabriel,’ de Page said, with a smile that did not reach his eyes.

			‘Burkhardt,’ Velterson replied, and they shook hands.

			There was an awkward pause.

			‘I should like to speak with you about Colour Sergeant Ainsley.’ 

			‘I do not think that would be appropriate,’ de Page said immediately. 

			‘I should like him returned to me. He will be punished.’

			‘No, he won’t,’ de Page snapped. ‘You are lucky he is not already dead. An enlisted man broke my nose. Your man. Such people do not belong in the Emperor’s Imperial Guard.’

			Velterson felt the familiar rage building up within him. How he wanted to gut de Page. Just fetch his chainsword and gut the man.

			He swallowed down his anger. ‘Burkhardt, Colour Sergeant Ainsley has been fighting on Nymea for two years. At great personal risk. To help liberate your people.’

			‘And tomorrow, he shall die.’ De Page shrugged. ‘Besides, he was ordered to be here. It’s not like he came by choice.’

			Velterson gritted his teeth. ‘He is also a highly capable non-commissioned officer, and a close personal friend.’

			‘Ah, so now we arrive at the nub of it,’ de Page sneered. 

			‘Colonel, please do not make me go over your head.’

			De Page pressed a hand to his chest, affecting shock. ‘Goodness me, Gabriel. Please, please do not take this up the chain of command!’ His voice was dripping with sarcasm. ‘If you could have, you would have. No one cares. The best advice I can give you is to try and instil some sense of discipline in the rest of your mob. Or what will be left of it after Adoration. Good day.’

			Velterson turned and punched a servo-skull out of the air. 

			Thorne took much longer to compile the First Company report than he needed to. There was no command tent for him; he had to make do in the mud with a collapsible plastek table and pencil and paper.

			He wrote the casualty lists first, and then filled out the ordnance and ammunition replacement chit. Once that was done he undertook a brief tour in the regimental support group, where he checked on and spoke with the wounded. And after that he checked the First Company motor pool, examining the Chimeras and Tauroxes there. 

			It was the early afternoon when he walked slowly over to the regimental headquarters to personally hand over the wafer. But Velterson was not there, and Pelletier took it instead.

			Behind the command station was the brig, a very rusty, very damp Munitorum container with space for six holding cells. Mondo was in there. Thorne could very well be joining him for dereliction of duty.

			Colonel Velterson would be in briefings at Division for the balance of the day, and Massen was off taking the afternoon service. He wanted nothing more than for the issue to be resolved. He would have taken a punishment – a demotion, even – if it meant he could put it from his mind. But he knew that if Mondo told them the truth, and they believed him, then he was as liable to be executed as Mondo was. He had put men and materiel at risk for the sake of some bloody private lodge – a camp followers members’ club. What had he been thinking?

			His plan had been to avoid the members of First Platoon entirely, and head for his old unit, Third, when he bumped into Chung, who was carrying several ammunition belts. 

			‘Sarg– Sir,’ she said, casting her eyes downwards. 

			‘Trooper Chung,’ he said awkwardly, and immediately felt ridiculous for titling her. ‘How are you?’

			‘I’m fine, sir.’

			‘Melyssa, it’s me,’ he said in a low voice. ‘No need to call me sir.’ It was a foolish thing to say, and her reaction agreed.

			‘You are the captain of First Company, sir,’ she said slowly, as though he were a simpleton. 

			As though he were a stranger. 

			He checked the rank tabs taken from Lane’s cold, dead body – a body that had been cremated, like all their dead, for fear of Chaotic possession. ‘So I am,’ he said. He had meant for it to be a joke, but it was just morbid and mawkish.

			They stood in silence for a moment. ‘Well, sir, if there’s nothing else–’

			‘Actually, trooper,’ Thorne said, cutting across her. ‘I was wondering if I might… speak to you about something.’

			‘Yes, sir?’

			She was going to give him absolutely nothing, he realised. Whatever form their friendship had once taken, it was clear it was dead and buried. 

			‘I was speaking with Mondo yesterday…’ He paused. Chung had muttered something he didn’t quite catch. ‘What was that?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Nothing is going to happen to him,’ Thorne said.

			‘What do you mean, “nothing is going to happen to him”? He’s going to be shot for cowardice. Old Matron says so.’

			Now she was not calling him sir, he found himself wishing she would. ‘No, he isn’t,’ Thorne replied. He had no idea why he was saying these things; Mondo was almost certain to be executed. Indeed, it was in Thorne’s interest that he be. 

			Chung looked uncomfortable. ‘May I leave, sir?’

			‘Listen,’ Thorne said, ignoring her. ‘Mondo mentioned there was a…’ What to call it? ‘Club’ sounded juvenile, the sort of thing he and his mates came up with as kids. ‘Lodge’ sounded curiously heretical. ‘Gathering,’ he settled on. ‘An informal one.’

			Chung said nothing, just shrugged. 

			‘A place for weary officers and soldiers to enjoy some… creature comforts,’ Thorne continued, winking. He was trying to strike a reassuring, conspiratorial tone. After all, breaking into, exposing, and shutting down this kind of assembly was exactly the sort of thing a junior officer would attempt. 

			Chung shrugged again. ‘Wouldn’t know anything about that, sir.’ Then she looked up at him. She clenched her jaw. ‘Mondo used to deal with that sort of thing.’

			Then she saluted, and walked off.

			He went over to where Third Platoon were staged. Of the nearly fifty troopers, over thirty had gone to the service with Massen. It was an astonishing percentage, unprecedented in the campaign. But it was hardly surprising. People were disturbed by their enemy, spooked by the vox, and unsettled by the presence of the Inquisition.

			In the distance, a vast pillar of black smoke rose into the air from the city’s Crematoria. 

			‘Afternoon,’ he said, moving amongst the human-sized holes where men and women lay, heads resting on kitbags and piles of webbing, helmets pulled down over eyes. Each shell scrape looked uncomfortably like a shallow grave. 

			They all pressed themselves to their feet wearily, and saluted.

			‘No, no, there’s no need for any of that,’ Thorne said, smiling. ‘It’s me!’ He had been these people’s sergeant barely a week ago, but already they treated him like he was Teodara Hansen herself.

			They wordlessly returned to their holes. Some pulled tarpaulins or flaps of heavy tent-repair canvas over them like blankets. One of the troopers was wearing inclement weather goggles that they had put strips of tape over to make an impromptu sleep mask. 

			‘How is everyone?’ he asked. 

			‘Fine, thank you, sir,’ came the muttered reply.

			There was a pregnant pause.

			‘Anyone want to speak to me about anything?’

			Nothing. Third Platoon had survived the night unscathed, one of the only platoons in the company to do so. But even a night without a casualty did not do much for morale these days. 

			‘Is it true, sir, that there’s a man to be hanged from First Platoon?’ someone asked. 

			‘Yes,’ Thorne replied. No point in lying – at least, lying any more.

			‘Because we lost a few trucks?’

			He took a deep breath. ‘No, because he did not guard a section of the line as he was ordered to, and the enemy were able to break through and bomb the Red Company motor pool. There were several Nymean and Mechanicus casualties, and we lost three Chimeras.’ It sounded rehearsed. 

			‘Oh no, sir, not the Nymeans,’ another trooper muttered sarcastically. ‘Heaven forbid. The war effort will grind to a halt.’

			The other troopers sniggered. Thorne was about to reprimand the woman, but instead forced himself to laugh along. ‘Ridiculous, isn’t it?’ he said. 

			No one replied. He rubbed his face. It was as though everyone was actively trying to make a point, though what that point was escaped him. He’d never given them a reason to dislike him. He’d always commanded fairly. He’d always led from the front, by example. What possible reason could they have to be so taciturn? 

			Unless it was just fatigue? 

			‘Everyone feeling tired?’ he asked. 

			There were several grunts in answer.

			Yes, he thought to himself. Just fatigue.

			‘You won’t let them hang him, will you, sir?’ someone asked. It was Radu, from Second Squad, the grenadier. The weapon sat on her lap, cradled like a newborn, wrapped in canvas to keep it out of the muck and grime.

			‘What?’

			‘You’re not going to let them hang one of ours over a few dead Nymeans? It’s bad enough they have Ainsley.’

			‘Colour Sergeant Ainsley!’ Thorne snapped as his anger boiled over. What was with these bloody troopers and Mondo? 

			Everyone was looking at him.

			‘Colour Sergeant Ainsley,’ Radu said, angry and perplexed by the outburst. ‘Sir.’

			Thorne took a deep, subtle breath, and let it out slowly. ‘Look, I’m as angry about it as you are,’ he lied. ‘But Mondo got people killed. He did do that.’

			He didn’t know what he was expecting in response. Something, anything he might engage with, argue with, discuss, rebut. 

			But the wall of silence returned, and he left.

			Velterson was in a foul mood as he left the divisional headquarters. 

			‘Colonel?’

			‘Speak to your company commander,’ he called over his shoulder without turning.

			There was a brief pause. When the woman spoke again, he could hear the smile in her voice. ‘What if I don’t have one?’ 

			He paused, boots squelching in the mud where the plastek netting had been overwhelmed, and turned. He was ready to reprimand whoever had spoken to him so insouciantly, but he paused. The woman who had accosted him was certainly not from any of the formations he was familiar with.

			‘Who are you?’ he asked. She cut a striking figure, clad in a black dress – the hem of which reached her ankles – a black cuirass, a black greatcoat and a pair of fine black leather gloves. Her skin was the only white thing about her, so pale it was almost translucent. Something about her made him incredibly uneasy.

			+My name is Leonara,+ she said.

			Velterson frowned. There was something strange about the way she spoke, and it wasn’t her accent. ‘You are here with Inquisitor Raith, I assume?’ he asked. Now he was more respectful – fearful, even. Almost immediately his anger and affront had melted away, like ice under the ministrations of a flamer. 

			+Yes, indeed.+

			Velterson turned back to where his Salamander was waiting for him. Then he turned to Leonara. ‘What can I do for you, ma’am?’

			+I’d like to speak to Zyma.+ 

			He finally realised what it was about her voice that was unsettling him: she wasn’t speaking at all. Her mouth wasn’t moving. Her voice was simply… sounding in his head. Arriving as fully formed thoughts. 

			He backed away from her. ‘Don’t do that,’ he said. He looked over to where the Inquisitorial Valkyrie sat on the landing pad.

			‘Relax, Venom,’ she said, out loud now. ‘Inquisitor Raith isn’t going to sanction you for something I have done.’

			He looked over to the Valkyrie again. ‘I thought the inquisitor was leaving.’

			‘He is. Shortly.’ She smiled. ‘Don’t worry, we have time.’

			Velterson was still backing away. A moment later a hand clamped down on his shoulder, and he yelped and whirled around. One of the Scions was standing there, looming a head over him.

			‘Watch your step,’ the Scion said over his helmet speaker.

			‘Come on,’ Leonara said, sweeping past him. She moved through the rockcrete chicane and hopped into the back of his Salamander. ‘This won’t take long.’

			Velterson was profoundly unhappy as he was driven through the camp.

			‘Why do you want to speak to Zyma?’ he asked.

			‘That’s my business,’ Leonara replied. The smile – indeed, her general air of amusement – was now gone. Velterson was a naturally angry man, in spite of the urgings of the regimental chief medicae, but even he knew when to sit quietly and keep his mouth shut.

			No one else in the regiment would share a vehicle with Zyma. Velterson tended to keep her in his Taurox, much to the unhappiness of his command staff, and it was in the back of this vehicle that they found her. He would later reflect on the fact that he had given neither the driver nor Leonara any instructions or directions whatsoever.

			‘Zyma,’ Velterson said, pounding on the rear hatch. A moment later there was a heavy metallic clank as the locks were disengaged, and one half of the circular door swung open. 

			‘Yes, colonel?’

			Velterson took a step back and gestured with a broad sweep of his arm to Leonara.

			Something passed between the two psykers, then. Zyma looked her usual diffident self, as though she were allergic to the sun. She crouched in the Taurox’s hold, shying away from the newcomer. 

			‘Interesting,’ Leonara said eventually, and proffered a handkerchief from one of the pockets of her greatcoat.

			‘What?’ Velterson asked, and then realised his nose was bleeding. ‘Blast,’ he muttered, and wiped away the blood.

			Leonara said nothing for a while. She simply stood in the mud, appraising Zyma. 

			‘She is very powerful.’

			Velterson grunted. He had no idea how psykers were graded, or what their hierarchy was, and frankly he did not want to know. The less anyone knew about it, the better it was for their health. But one thing he did know about Zyma was that she was a primaris-class adept. 

			‘Yes,’ he said after a while, mainly to fill the persistent silence that both women seemed happy to let stretch. He noticed one of the muddy puddles by his feet had frozen over with a thin skin of ice.

			Leonara looked Zyma up and down again. The two women locked eyes. Velterson felt another few drips of blood trickle from his nose, and he hastily wiped them away.

			‘Very powerful,’ Leonara murmured. Eventually she broke off eye contact with Zyma, and turned to Velterson. ‘I wonder whether you appreciate just what a gift the Two-Thousand-and-Second Cadian Mechanised regiment has been given.’

			‘Well…’ Velterson mumbled. He wanted nothing more than to stand under a scalding hot shower for ten minutes and wash away every last lingering trace of psyker taint. ‘She saved my life just last night.’

			‘I know.’

			Velterson decided he was going to ignore that. ‘So I certainly… appreciate her.’

			‘We shall see,’ Leonara replied cryptically. And then, without another word, she climbed back into the Salamander. ‘Could you drop me back at your divisional headquarters before you head to General Vesely?’

			‘I haven’t told anyone I’m going to see– Damn you, woman,’ he growled as he gritted his teeth, and very reluctantly climbed back into the Salamander.

			General Vesely was the commanding officer of the First Nymean Armoured Division. Velterson had not had much contact with the man over the years, though he was one of the more reasonable locals. He was in a small prefabricated building in the First Nymean staging area, a mile to the south of the Cadian Ninth Division. Here the air was filled with the smell of promethium fumes as hundreds of tanks manoeuvred into their columnar positions on the accessway, ready for the assault.

			Vesely was an old, moustached man, clad in the iron-grey fatigues of the Nymean armoured regiments. Grey beard, grey-haired, grey fatigues, grey tanks. ‘Hm. Yes,’ he grunted. ‘I have a feeling I know why you’re here.’

			‘Is that so?’

			‘Colonel – may I call you Gabriel?’

			‘You may.’

			‘Gabriel, it is no secret that one of my colleagues in the Sixth Infantry Division is holding your colour sergeant on capital charges.’

			‘Maldyn Ainsley.’

			Vesely waved him off, profoundly uninterested in the man’s name. ‘This matter is not only a distraction but a source of inter-regimental… friction, which I think we can all do without.’

			‘I couldn’t agree more, general.’

			Vesely read something on his desk, holding his spectacles between his eyes and the slate. ‘This is not to excuse the behaviour of your man,’ he chided. ‘Striking a superior officer–’

			‘I am intimately familiar with the details of the matter,’ Velterson interrupted. 

			Vesely regarded him a moment. ‘I’m told you have the nickname “Venom”,’ he said. 

			‘I do.’

			‘I wonder,’ the general continued, his mouth downturned, ‘how you acquired such a moniker.’

			‘One of life’s mysteries, general.’

			‘Indeed.’

			Vesely dropped the slate on the desk in front of him. ‘I am minded to order the immediate release of this man.’

			‘That would be–’

			‘But,’ Vesely said, in a voice that could cut crystal, ‘there is something I would like you to do for me.’

			Velterson nodded. He had expected this. ‘I will do anything.’ 

			Vesely cocked an eyebrow. ‘Well. I certainly hope not. Not with our black-clad friends here.’

			‘What would you like me to do, general?’

			Vesely reclined, stretching his back and grunting as several of his vertebrae popped. ‘You are not from Nymea.’

			‘No.’

			‘Adoration was once a place of… Beauty is perhaps putting it too highly, but there is no question that it was a place of great holiness. Millions of Imperial citizens would make pilgrimage here annually. The Dormitoria was a place where holy men and women could exchange ideas, views on the nature and value of faith, and bask in the sacred aura of the Holy City and its many adorationals, temples, sanctuaries. We even had a contingent of Adepta Sororitas, in the Order of Tranquillity Hospital.’

			Velterson nodded. ‘I’ve read about it.’ 

			‘They died. All of them. Killed in the initial uprising, to a woman.’ Vesely looked wistfully upwards. ‘A glorious last stand, led by Sister Kilvey. They fought with honour, bravery for the city. She will be canonised in due course, I have no doubt.’

			Velterson cleared his throat. ‘The favour, general?’

			‘Yes. Indeed. One of the men in the city, a cardinal by the name of Gregorio Gosselin, was a very dear friend of mine. I very nearly joined him in the seminary in the Basilicanum Marina, before my draft papers came in and I joined the Third Armoured Regiment.’ He leant forward conspiratorially. ‘Driving tanks was always a lot more fun than saying prayers.’

			‘These days I find myself doing a lot of both.’

			Vesely laughed then, unaffectedly. ‘Cardinal Gosselin was mixed up in the initial uprising. He was not an instigator, nor a heretic. I say that most emphatically.’

			Velterson nodded. ‘I see.’

			‘We believe – I believe – that there are several senior Ecclesiarchy figures being held in the Holy City, in the Reliquary of the Nine Hates.’

			‘You would like me to release him.’

			‘I understand that the plan is for a Kasrkin strike on Adrax in the Sanctuary. I am asking that your people look into freeing and securing these hostages.’

			‘Specifically Cardinal Gosselin.’

			‘Yes, although if there are any others, then please see that they are rescued as well.’

			Velterson nodded. He did not think for a second that any such hostages would still be alive, or if they were, free of any Archenemy taint. But words were as cheap as the air in his lungs, and if it got Ainsley back into Cadian hands, he would say just about anything. Especially to a Nymean.

			‘I shall do my very best,’ he said.

			‘I’m not a fool, Gabriel. I know that once your man is released, you have no reason whatever to do this.’

			‘I have said that I will try,’ Velterson said. ‘So I will try.’ He surprised himself by meaning it.

			Vesely held out his hand, and Velterson shook it. ‘Thank you, colonel. I hope this goes some way to smoothing relations between our people.’

			‘As do I, general.’

			‘I will pass on the order now. You may go to him whenever you wish. He is being held in the brig at Sixth Division headquarters.’

			‘Thank you, general,’ Velterson said, and left.
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			VI

			SPARE PARTS

			‘Careful. You’ll give yourself brain damage.’

			Sergeant Major Bayer examined the ale can as though it were a foreign object. 

			‘You reckon?’ he asked. 

			The Vendetta pilot, Merlin Calder, nodded as she walked past. ‘Though I suppose you have to have a brain first before you can damage it.’

			‘A few more cans, then, and I can qualify for the Navy.’

			Opposite him, Thumper, the regiment’s sole surviving bullgryn, laughed.

			‘Read the sign,’ Calder said, slapping the nose art of the Vendetta. There, rendered lovingly, was a large, angry-looking anthropomorphised turd firing a lascannon. The words EAT SHIT were painted next to it.

			‘What’s Venom got you doing, errand girl? Or is it errant girl?’

			She turned and looked at him, her hip cocked. ‘Spare parts. Some of your trucks got blown up.’

			‘Not my trucks,’ Bayer muttered into his can.

			‘Emperor preserve me,’ Calder muttered, rolling her eyes. She did a mock bow. ‘My apologies, your worshipfulness. I forgot you Kasrkin were your own special breed. The last of the true Cadians.’

			‘More like spare parts.’

			Calder sighed loudly. ‘Speaking of sparing, why don’t you spare me your maudlin bullshit?’

			Bayer grunted in amusement, and drained the rest of the can. He threw it into the mud, where it clattered into a pile of empties. ‘Do we have a mission yet?’

			Calder shrugged. ‘I just go where I’m told.’

			‘Where are you going now?’

			‘Where I’ve been told.’

			‘Could you get me more ale?’

			Calder looked confused for a moment. She patted the pockets of her flight overalls, and then dug her hand into one of them. When she pulled it out, she gave him a middle finger.

			‘I’ll make it worth your while.’

			‘I’ve already experienced what you consider worthwhile,’ she said, donning her flight helmet and climbing into the cockpit. 

			‘I didn’t hear any complaints.’ Bayer stood out of his collapsible chair and swayed slightly. 

			‘How many did you have?’ Thumper asked. 

			‘Count them,’ Bayer replied. He picked one up and threw it at the bullgryn. It bounced off his enormous chest. ‘How many was that?’

			‘One,’ Thumper replied.

			‘Don’t be an arsehole, Bayer,’ Calder called. 

			Bayer threw the next one so that it bounced off her flight helmet. ‘How many is that, Thumper?’

			‘Two,’ Thumper replied.

			‘Very good!’ Bayer said. He bent down to pick up a third. ‘How many fingers have you got?’

			The bullgryn examined his injured left hand. ‘Three,’ he replied. 

			Bayer snorted. ‘Better make this the last one then.’ He threw it as hard as he could, and it hit Thumper directly in the face. The bullgryn didn’t even flinch.

			‘Hey, Thump,’ Calder called. The Vendetta’s multiple lascannons twitched on their pylons and drew a bead on the Kasrkin sergeant. ‘Just give me the word and I’ll smoke him.’

			Bayer held his arms outstretched, closed his eyes, and tilted his head back. ‘Do it,’ he said.

			‘Waste of a powercell,’ Calder muttered. 

			‘Anyway, me and Thumper are best friends. Isn’t that right?’

			‘Yes, sergeant.’

			‘See?’ 

			‘Thumper, you have my permission to crush him,’ Calder said as the canopy closed and the engines spooled up. A moment later the Vendetta was rising off the ground and flying away.

			‘See you later,’ Bayer muttered. Without the bulk of the flyer blocking the view, he felt strangely isolated and exposed sitting in the middle of an empty airfield. 

			He turned, and cast his eye back over the enormous staging area where the division was preparing for the assault. Lying in the lee of a ragged hedgerow was the rest of his unit: Brutax Cardinal, four ten-man squads of Kasrkin. The last surviving Kasrkin of the division. As far as he knew, the last surviving Kasrkin in the segmentum. Oh, they were peddling some nonsense at Division about how every inductee, every casualty replacement, every sprog from the camp followers who came of age, everyone who joined the regiment, was a Cadian. That being a Cadian was some sort of state of mind, an intangible, an idea, a meaningless thing to be bestowed upon a person. 

			But to Bayer, who had been born in the equatorial oceanic islands of Cadia herself, who had built and rigged catamarans from the jaceytree, who had fished blue carp from the turquoise brine of her waters under the great purple cataract of the Eye of Terror – to Bayer, there were no Cadians except those who had been born on Cadia. 

			And now it was gone, there would never be any more.

			He threw the chair over and found a final ale can on the ground underneath it. He popped the tab and drank half of it in three swallows. 

			In the distance, a fight had broken out. 

			‘What do you reckon, Thumper? Looks to be a good one.’

			‘I don’t feel like it today,’ the bullgryn replied. 

			‘Pfft. Suit yourself,’ Bayer muttered, and, still swaying, made his way over to the brawl.

			It was a decent melee, one that, like an uncontrolled fire, had built from embers into a great conflagration. 

			It was impossible to know how it started, but seeing the combatants – a mix of Cadians from the 2002nd Mechanised, and the same number again from various Nymean formations – he would have laid bets that it was about that idiot Sergeant Ainsley. Try as he might, even Bayer had not managed to avoid the endless complaining about the arrest and imprisonment of the regiment’s most senior non-commissioned officer. What had any of them expected? The man had broken the nose of a Nymean colonel. He was lucky he had not been shot in the head on the spot. 

			Still, a fight was a fight, and he was drunk, and if there was anyone he disliked more than the Cadian rank and file, it was–

			Well. Everyone else. 

			He waded through the brawling Cadians, head and shoulders over most of them. He shoved people aside. Occasionally an errant punch would land on him, and the puncher would withdraw his or her hand, clutching it and shaking it as though they had struck a brick wall. 

			Bayer ignored all of these things. Eventually he reached the centre-mass of Nymeans, and, fuelled by too many cans of ale, began his bloody work. 

			He did not hold back. Half a dozen people he knocked out cold, spinning jaws and cracking temples. He indulged his rage, allowing it to suffuse him. Two years on this wretched planet, this damp green continent, breathing this wet, cold, foreign air. Two years of sitting around in temporary airfields, minefields, of drinking and smoking and gambling and fighting. Two years of commanding officers too reluctant to commit precious, irreplaceable Kasrkin on operations. 

			He vented his frustrations on everyone he saw, until a bolt round cracked through the air. At first, there was panic when the brawlers thought the base had come under fire. Then there was a different kind of panic when they saw commissars, Cadian and Nymean alike, converging on the scene like black-and-red-clad angels of death. 

			‘Disperse immediately!’ someone – Old Matron – shouted at the top of her lungs.

			And they did. The fight was over in an instant. As the crowd split like a cell undergoing mitosis, each unit returning to their own bivouac, they left in their wake several dozen groaning, bleeding, concussed troopers. 

			‘And you, sergeant major,’ Massen said, closing with him.

			‘Yeah,’ he muttered, spitting on the ground. He booted a Nymean in the ribs just because he could, and then sauntered back to the airfield.

			‘You’ll have your turn soon enough,’ the commissar called to his back.

			‘Promises,’ he muttered.

			Massen watched the Kasrkin go. He was enormous, a one-man army. They all were. Of everyone on Cadia – a people born with lasguns in their hands – the Kasrkin were a different breed. She privately dreaded the thought of having to threaten any of them with discipline, but Bayer had a particularly vicious reputation.

			Well. Massen had seen the mission plan for Adoration. It was likely they would all be dead before the end of the week.

			She holstered her bolt pistol and left the mass of groaning wounded. Those who were stupid enough to visit the medicae and waste regimental resources on having themselves patched up, she would punish. For the rest, being laid out in the mud was punishment enough. 

			The service had gone well, and Massen was pleased with herself, though privately furious with Gustavus for again not turning up. She would visit the man later, but for the moment she had business with another waste of space. 

			The evening was closing in, and she made her way briskly to the brig. She startled a bored trooper inside, who proffered the sign-in dataslate. Massen provided her thumbprint, and then walked over to where Trooper Mondo was languishing in a cell. 

			She pulled her baton out from its holster and rapped it against the bars of the cell. ‘On your feet, trooper.’

			Mondo looked up, and then immediately leapt to his feet and saluted. She regarded him with absolute distaste. 

			‘I’m going to speak to Colonel Velterson this evening about you,’ she said. ‘You should know now that my recommendation will be to have you executed at dawn. Is there anything I should know before I pass on this recommendation?’

			He cried, then. Most of them cried when faced with the prospect of capital punishment. That in itself was hardly surprising, but just because she had expected it did not mean she had the patience for it. 

			‘Hey!’ she snapped, jolting Mondo as though she had run an electric current through him. ‘You have precisely three minutes.’

			And so he told her.

			It wasn’t until much later in the evening that she was sitting down with Colonel Velterson in his headquarters. 

			‘Flaks on, lids on, stand-to in one hour!’ shouted the runners outside. ‘Flaks on, lids on, stand-to in one hour!’

			‘Hopefully the vox is working tonight,’ Velterson grumbled, checking his chronometer. ‘The Inquisition tech-adepts have been working on it for the past two days.’

			‘They have found a solution?’

			‘Hopefully,’ Velterson repeated. ‘What can I do for you, Viktoria?’

			‘I spoke with Trooper Mondo earlier.’

			‘Who’s that?’

			‘The lad we’re holding on dereliction of duty.’

			‘He still around, is he?’

			Massen snorted. ‘Not for much longer. Three Chimeras, five Nymeans, one Cadian and one of our enginseers. The toll of his negligence,’ she added, when Velterson gave her a blank look.

			‘Right. Yes. Sorry, it’s been a long and… strange day.’

			‘No matter.’

			‘He isn’t Cadian born?’

			‘No.’

			‘Fine. Well hang him, then.’

			‘I shall. But there was something I wanted to discuss with you first.’

			Velterson checked his chronometer again. ‘Yes?’

			Massen thought a moment. ‘He mentioned Captain Thorne.’

			‘Yes. Thorne was about to shoot him in the head. Should have just let him get on with it, in retrospect.’ 

			‘Quite. He told me that Captain Thorne had told him he could remain where he was, in the foxhole.’

			‘Spell it out for me, Viktoria,’ Velterson said impatiently. 

			‘The bolter nest was abandoned on account of the crew having been killed. The emplacement was directly covering the entrance to the motor pool. According to Mondo, Thorne ordered him initially to man the bolter, but subsequently rescinded that order.’

			‘Why on Terra would he do that?’

			Massen pulled an expression of distaste. ‘Apparently, Mondo promised Thorne an introduction to the Shilho Club within the regiment – you recall that rankless lodge.’

			Velterson sat back in his chair, rubbing his face with his hands. ‘Hellfire,’ he muttered. ‘We should have shut that bloody thing down months ago.’

			‘I shall take steps to–’ Massen began, but stopped as Velterson shook his head.

			‘No point now. We’ll be going in in two days.’

			‘It’s confirmed, then?’

			‘Yes,’ Velterson muttered. He exhaled. He checked his chronometer a third time. ‘Emperor’s sake. Would you send him in here, please?’

			Massen nodded, and stood. ‘I don’t propose to commute Mondo’s sentence–’

			‘No. In fact, just go and shoot him now. Don’t bother hanging him in the morning. I don’t want to make any more of a spectacle of this.’

			‘I shall attend to it presently.’

			‘Thank you, Viktoria,’ Velterson said, and she left.

			‘Stand-to in thirty minutes! Stand-to in thirty minutes!’ went up the call outside. 

			Velterson looked up as the tent flap twitched, before returning to his dataslate. ‘Speak to your company commander,’ he called out immediately.

			There was a pause, and a cough. He looked up again.

			‘Commissar Massen asked me–’

			‘Ah. Yes, Karwyn. Sit down please.’ 

			Thorne sat down. He was a competent soldier, a capable officer, and a generally decent man – they would not have promoted him otherwise – but that evening he looked pale and nervous. 

			‘The breach on the west perimeter,’ Velterson said without preamble.

			Thorne cleared his throat. ‘Yes, sir?’

			Velterson took out a tin mug from his drawer, and poured himself a measure of gwirod. ‘I’ve just had a conversation with Viktoria about Trooper Mondo.’

			Thorne’s eyes widened slightly. He opened his mouth to immediately offer some sort of explanation or rebuttal, but Velterson held up a hand, and achieved silence.

			He sipped his drink. 

			‘He had a tale to tell.’

			‘Colonel, I can assure–’

			‘Stop talking, Karwyn.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ 

			‘I am not particularly interested in the prattling of condemned cowards,’ Velterson continued, surprising himself with how strongly he felt about it, too. For the duration of the campaign – and since the Fall, really – he had been at pains to preserve the lives of Cadians. Even the regiment’s adoptees, perhaps fifty per cent of their number, he did not throw needlessly into the meat grinder. He did not truly believe that they could ever be considered Cadian, even though they wore the armour and badges and insignia, and had the dress uniforms in their ditty bags, and sang the songs and hymnals, and roared ‘Cadia stands’ and looked and sounded like they meant it. But he was happy to be proved wrong. After all, in a generation or two there would be no true Cadians left, at least by his standard. If they had any hope of carrying on, he would have to soften this way of thinking. 

			‘Yes, well, sir,’ Thorne said after a little while, not quite meeting Velterson’s eye. ‘I’m sure when facing a death penalty he would say just about anything.’

			‘Indeed,’ Velterson said stonily. He considered his next words. ‘Captain Thorne, I want to tell you something that General Hansen once told me, a lifetime ago when I was a captain and she a colonel.’ He sipped his gwirod. ‘It’s natural to want to be liked. That’s a natural human thing. But you have a greater responsibility now than was bestowed by your sergeancy. You are an officer – you are a captain. You command an entire company of men and women. The First Company. They are not your friends. They never will be. They must follow your orders without question, and to do that they must respect you. To respect you, they must fear the consequences of disobedience.’

			‘Yes, colonel.’ 

			‘Trooper Mondo did not fear the consequences of disobedience, did he?’

			‘…No, colonel.’

			‘And because he didn’t, soldiers have died and equipment has been destroyed.’ 

			‘I take full respons–’

			‘No. I take full responsibility, because I did not have this conversation with you sooner. But mark this, Karwyn – there are plenty of colonels who would have given you the noose tomorrow. And, if it had been five Cadians and one Nymean, rather than the other way around, I’d be one of them. Do you understand?’

			‘I do, sir.’

			‘I know you do. Now, out of my sight. Before I change my mind.’

			Thorne felt utterly wretched as he left the command tent. There was no question, then, that both Massen and Velterson knew, or at least had a very good idea of what had taken place between him and Mondo. He felt hot with embarrassment as he stalked through the staging area, grateful at least that First Company was not on perimeter rotation that night.

			‘My friends,’ he muttered. ‘I know they’re not my bloody friends. Treat me like a child.’

			And then he stopped. There was a great commotion happening over by the brig. He squinted in the rapidly fading light and saw a terrified man breaking free of the grip of several others.

			‘Hold him still, for the God-Emperor’s sake!’ boomed a familiar voice – Massen.

			‘It’s not my fault! It’s not my fault!’ another familiar voice screeched – Mondo.

			‘Get him!’

			‘Bloody–’

			‘Hold still!’

			‘Little shit–’ 

			One of the guards managed to trip Mondo over, and he went sprawling face-first into the mud. Massen swept towards him.

			‘It’s not my fault! It’s not my fault! He said I could stay! He said I could stay where I was!’ Mondo was shrieking, insane with fear.

			Massen stood astride him, and levelled her bolt pistol at the back of his head. A single shot echoed through the staging area, blowing everything that had made Mondo, Mondo, into the wet night air. 

			Thorne put his head down, and continued walking quickly back to his bivouac. 

			Behind, he could hear Massen remonstrating with the guards.

			Bayer watched with greater relief and anticipation than he would ever admit as Calder’s Vendetta swooped back down to the rough earthen landing pad. It was late in the evening, and the Cadians and Nymeans across the staging area were preparing for another rough night.

			He watched from his folding chair as Calder hit the canopy release and removed her flight helmet. At the rear of the Vendetta, the debarkation ramp yawned open with a mechanical whine. The hold would be full of contraband bought, stolen, and traded from half a dozen different places – including the ships in orbit.

			He looked around. The other Kasrkin were dozing in their shell scrapes. Thumper was asleep on the floor, snoring loudly. The Vendetta’s engines had roused no one; they were all long used to the coming and going of vehicles, and could sleep through almost anything.

			He stood and walked over to her. The drunkenness had worn off. Now came the few hours’ grace, before the hangover got its teeth into him.

			‘Get what you need?’ he asked her when he reached the foot of the debark­ation ramp. She was in the hold, her flight overalls unzipped to the waist, the sleeves tied about her navel. She was in the process of activating a tracked monotask servitor, and paused, turning to him. 

			She nodded pointedly at his new black eye. ‘Did you?’ 

			‘No.’ 

			There was a pause. 

			Calder checked her chronometer as she closed with him. ‘Five to nine. A bit close, no?’

			‘We’d better be quick then, hadn’t we?’

			She snorted. ‘Since when has that been a problem for y–’

			He silenced her with a kiss, whilst around the distant eastern perimeter the sounds of sporadic gunfire rippled and popped and echoed through the night.

			Afterwards, they sat on the floor of the Vendetta hold, smoking shilhos under the blind gaze of the monotasker. 

			‘Not so bad tonight,’ he murmured. 

			‘I’ve had better.’

			He chuckled, in a mild narcotic daze. These sessions were the only times during this Emperor-forsaken campaign that he felt anything close to happy. ‘I meant the attacks.’

			‘I don’t pay much attention.’

			‘No blue star.’

			‘Shame. It’s a useful navigational aid.’

			They sat in silence for a little while, smoking. ‘Have you heard the assault plan?’

			Bayer nodded. ‘Well. Seen a ’slate, anyway. Lex cracked the divisional net months ago.’

			‘Tip of the spear,’ Calder said. She seemed unhappy, now, a rare glimmer of sincerity.

			‘The troopers will clear the skies.’ 

			‘Now you have confidence in them?’

			‘I have more confidence in the Cadians than I do the Nymeans.’

			‘That’s not saying much.’

			‘What’s your deal? You’ve been embedded with the regiment for two years. With Brutax Cardinal for one. You’ve been with us for longer than some of the troopers.’

			‘Flying you idiots around does not make me a Cadian.’

			‘You should be so lucky.’

			‘If you say so.’

			There was another silence. 

			‘I think I would welcome it,’ he said eventually. ‘The end.’

			‘So put a bullet through your brain!’ 

			‘Better to go out in a blaze of glory.’

			‘More like just a blaze, based on what I’ve heard,’ Calder muttered bitterly. 

			‘The Emperor expects,’ Bayer said, though he did not sound as sarcastic as he’d intended to.

			‘Oh, go away,’ Calder snapped. ‘I’ve got spare parts to take to your commander.’

			It was a rare evening of light combat. A few wounded, none killed. Velterson couldn’t help but wonder if the Inquisition’s on-world presence, or their intervention with the vox, had something to do with it.

			But there was no way to know. 

			He did a brief tour of the perimeter, though he saw no action personally. Then he snatched a few hours’ sleep in the dead of night, and was roused by Pelletier with a mug of recaff an hour before the dawn stand-to. 

			‘Thanks, Pell,’ he muttered. ‘Could you fetch the Salamander for me, please?’

			‘Yes, sir,’ Pelletier replied. The man was much happier now the voxes were back up and running, and he had been relieved of his lasgunner duties.

			Velterson rubbed his eyes and checked the dull green screen of his cogitator to see if any orders had come in overnight. The only thing of substance was the meteorological reports on the Crematoria’s output: according to the Navy, the winds remained favourable, and the assault could proceed.

			Once he was satisfied that he was up to speed, he pulled on his boots, jacket and cap, strapped his laspistol to his hip, and exited out into the cold, gloomy morning. He’d barely stepped across the threshold when he pulled up.

			‘Emperor’s blood and all the saints!’ he shouted in spite of noise discipline, spilling half his recaff over his wrist. ‘Confounded– What are you doing standing there?’ he hissed. 

			Zyma chewed her bottom lip, her face mostly obscured by her lank hair. She seemed confused. ‘You asked me to accompany you.’

			Velterson’s features creased in abject confusion. ‘No I didn’t.’ 

			‘You did. Or… you will?’ she added, shaking her head. She seemed to be as confused as Velterson. ‘I… I think I should accompany you.’

			Velterson grimaced. This was the very last thing he wanted, especially after that bloody witch Leonara had so thoroughly unnerved him the day before. 

			‘Fine,’ he muttered. ‘Though it’s not going to be very interesting,’ he added, as though he might dissuade her.

			They walked to the main thoroughfare, she several yards behind him as was customary. There, bathing in a cloud of promethium fumes, was a Salamander from Recon Company. Pelletier was sitting in the back, his brow furrowed, his ear pressed to the vox-handset. 

			‘What’s the matter?’ Velterson asked as he climbed aboard. 

			Pelletier didn’t answer for a moment, plugging his other ear with his index finger, sparing Zyma a brief, unhappy glance. 

			‘I didn’t realise we were going to Sergeant Ainsley’s execution,’ Pelletier said eventually, hanging the handset up on the side of the vox-set. 

			Velterson frowned. ‘What?’

			‘Nymean traffic,’ he said, gesturing to the vox. ‘They’re hanging him in an hour. They’ve brought it forward.’

			Velterson shook his head. ‘No. General Vesely assured me the sentence had been commuted.’

			Pelletier shrugged. ‘I don’t know what to tell you, sir. They’re going to do it at dawn.’

			‘Bloody hell,’ Velterson snarled, and shouted up to the driver. ‘Get me to Nymean Sixth Division headquarters, now!’
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			VII

			NOT A HOLDING, BUT A HANGING

			He had tried so hard to speak the words of the Imperial Creed that he’d ruptured something in his throat. A large patch of discolouration had spread across the front of his neck. It was covered over with a bandage anyway; his silver aquila medallion had bitten so deeply into the flesh there that he’d stopped wearing it. Around the indentation, the skin was hot with infection – but he dared not make yet another trip to the medicae for fear of being accused of drunkenness again.

			He paced a small circle around his tent like a caged dog. His pocket copy of the Creed had caused him so much physical pain that he didn’t even want to look at it any more. Instead, he took out his chapbook of The Nine Precepts of Devotion, which – along with the instructions on the back of the rations box he used as a nightstand – he was able to read just fine. 

			‘The Fourth Precept of Devotion is idolatry.’ He read the precept itself, and then skipped to Father Longstaff’s commentary, reading it aloud. ‘“Idolatry is proscribed insofar as the worship of things beyond the God-Emperor of Mankind is concerned (that is to say, worshipping physical objects in lieu of, rather than as a supplement to, the Emperor), but this is wrong. Idolatry is a powerful form of attenuation, fixing our faith in the physical. In so doing, our convictions and our beliefs are made tangible and manifest, and we imbue such physical objects with the matter of faith. So infused, these objects become powerful in their own right. Some may be used as points of focus for the Imperial liturgy; others may be used as items for exorcism, or conversion. More still can be used as weapons, and these are the most powerful artefacts of all.

			‘“Within the myrwood glades of Yonah, for a thousand years and more, the matter of our faith has been concentrated in the crystalline form of the Hexe Crystal–”’

			Gustavus paused there, taking the shard of crystal out of his pocket. Much like some of the soldiers had become twitchy after going a few days without their shilhos, he too had started to become anxious without the shard close by. It was a curious thing, to have appeared out of nowhere; but at the same time it held strange accord with the teachings of Father Longstaff, especially the Sixth Precept. Crystal substances had long had special significance for Yonahns, thanks to the arrival of the meteorite carrying the Hexe Crystal a millennium ago – a chunk of undefinable vitreous element with mysterious, vision-inducing properties – and as a result he did not fear its strangeness. 

			He rolled the crystal in his hand, unaware that it was abrading his skin, cutting into his fingers and palms. Blood trickled down his wrist as he read the Precepts of Devotion. Something in the tent was buzzing, a constant, low drone. After a while he stuck a finger in his ear, but that made no difference. He searched the place, looking for whatever might be causing it, but there was nothing he could find either.

			His neck ached. His throat was sore. Every time he replaced the crystal in his pocket, he quickly took it back out again. 

			And then he had an idea. He went over to where he had stashed the aquila necklace and pulled the pendant out of the collet; then, bending the tines, he was able to clasp the piece of crystal in its place. This done, he placed it around his neck.

			He sagged. ‘Ahh,’ he moaned. It was the same sense of relief he used to get wearing the aquila pendant. 

			‘Father?’

			He turned sharply. One of the troopers from the regiment was standing outside his tent. 

			‘What is it?’ he snapped. 

			‘May I come in?’

			Gustavus quickly looked around to see if there was anything incriminating on display – but why would there have been? He had done nothing wrong.

			‘Yes. Quickly.’

			The trooper entered. It was Castellano Ekene, a trooper from Red Company. One of Keara Glass’ men. 

			‘What’s the matter?’ he demanded. 

			‘I… Father, I missed you at the service yesterday.’ 

			‘Commissar Massen is an adept preacher.’

			‘Even so, sir. Your sermons on the Precepts of Devotion were always a source of great comfort to me.’

			Gustavus eyed the man. He was a Cadian runt – short, thin, the effect magnified by the ill-fitting Nymean replacement equipment he wore. He looked like a child playing dress-up. Such a man would have been a crushing disappointment for any Cadian parents of good breeding stock. 

			‘Yes, well,’ he said, quietly impressed. For some reason, he’d never truly considered that anybody – except bloody Massen – was really paying him any attention when he preached. ‘The Precepts are a source of great comfort for me, too. A way to… make sense of the chaos. Chaos with a small “c”,’ he added quickly, and they both shared an awkward chuckle.

			‘There is a rumour that you are not well. I can tell from your voice that you are suffering from some… respiratory infection?’

			Just the mention of it caused Gustavus to clear his throat. ‘Yes,’ he rasped. ‘This damn foreign air.’

			‘I hear that.’

			They stood in silence for a moment. ‘Is there something I can help you with?’ Gustavus asked.

			‘Just seeking some sort of… I suppose words of reassurance. Ahead of the assault. There’s another rumour for you. Apparently we are going in tomorrow.’

			This was news to Gustavus – profoundly unwelcome news. His guts soured with adrenaline. His expression must have soured too, for Ekene looked unsettled.

			‘Is everything all right?’ he asked.

			No, it’s not all right, idiot, Gustavus thought. But then, Ekene didn’t know that Massen was expecting Gustavus in the very foremost elements of the regiment. They would get blown away in the first five minutes of the assault, there was no question of it. Hell, the whole regiment was going to be destroyed.

			‘It’s going to be a bloody affair,’ Gustavus muttered angrily, hands balling into fists.

			‘Isn’t it always,’ Ekene joked awkwardly. ‘Anyway, father, I wondered if you had any… In fact, perhaps I might take a look at the Precepts? I could just read them quietly for a minute or two in the corner. Or I could go outside if you like?’

			‘You can’t take them out of the tent,’ Gustavus snapped. He took out the book, flicking through it. Then he looked at Ekene askance. He didn’t particularly want to let him have a look, but the prideful part of him, the part which was secretly pleased the man had taken so direct an interest, was keen to foster this nascent curiosity. Perhaps he could take Ekene on as some sort of apprentice? 

			‘Here,’ he said with a smile, handing it over. 

			‘Thank you, father,’ Ekene said gratefully, and began flicking through the pages.

			Yes, Gustavus thought. I could speak to Colonel Velterson. Expand the Ecclesiarchy presence within the regiment. Be proactive. Minister. Do something–

			‘Uh, father?’

			‘What?’ Gustavus snarled, immediately angry to have been broken from his reverie. 

			Ekene gestured to the book.

			‘What’s the matter?’

			Ekene, his brow furrowed, opened it to a random section. Gustavus peered at it. It was the chapter on the Seventh Precept.

			‘What?’

			The trooper once again looked at the book and then back to Gustavus, baffled. ‘It’s empty?’

			‘No, it isn’t,’ Gustavus said, snatching it out of the man’s hand. ‘“Crystal has long held significance for mankind as a medium of augury. There is a good reason why…”’ 

			He trailed off as the confusion on Ekene’s face deepened.

			‘Read it!’ Gustavus ordered, thrusting the book into the man’s face.

			‘I… I can’t, there’s nothing there,’ Ekene replied, flipping through half the volume. 

			When Gustavus spoke, it was through tightly gritted teeth. ‘What do you mean? Page after page after page of sermons, hymnals, prayers… How can you not see it?’

			Ekene took a step back. Then his eyes widened. ‘Father, what happened to your neck?’

			Gustavus’ hand immediately went to where the crystal necklace hung about his throat.

			‘Nothing, I–’

			He was cut off as Ekene suddenly shrieked.

			‘What? What is it?’ Gustavus hissed. 

			‘What is that?’ 

			He picked up the crystal pendant. ‘I can explain–’

			‘Is that… flesh? Blood?’

			Gustavus looked down to see that, rather than a shard of crystal, he had indeed secured a scrap of flesh to the necklace – a rag of skin, indeterminate red tissue, and the gross yellow of subcutaneous fat. 

			‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘No, that’s not…’

			He looked up at Ekene. 

			The trooper moved to bring his lasgun up. ‘I think I should fetch my company commander,’ he said uncertainly. 

			‘No, just stay here a second.’

			‘I really must–’

			‘No, I need to discuss this with you. In fact, let’s pray together–’

			‘It will only take a moment–’

			Gustavus reached forwards, grabbing the man’s wrist before he could get his gun up. ‘Just stay there, damn you–’

			‘Father, let go of my–’

			‘Just sit down a bloody second and let me explain what is going on–’

			‘Get off! I can’t bre–’

			‘Just shut up! Shut up! Shut up! Shut up shut up shut up shut up!’ 

			The news of Mondo’s execution spread like an uncontained fire in a promethium refinery. It was always going to be the way. Executing a man for cowardice was hardly a pleasant business, especially if the cowardice in question had not been directly seen by a critical mass of witnesses. But Mondo’s death had been a wretched thing, the execution mishandled – a messy, screaming, crying affair that would have unsettled everyone within earshot.

			In Massen’s experience, executions were best done at the scaffold, where the articles of war could be read, the man’s crimes laid bare, and the whole thing was given an air of performance, gravity, and ritual. No one was happy when a person from the regiment was killed at the instance of their own leaders, but everyone knew that it was part of the business of war. A hanging clothed the affair in the legitimacy of process. 

			Worse still was the fact that Mondo had been well liked – bizarrely, since the man was a prize shit – and well connected. He sourced and supplied much contraband, ran many gambling and other illicit rings, and kept the officers sweet with liberal distributions of high-quality gwirod and, for the temperant, other indulgences. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more she considered that the man’s out-of-hand execution might have been a rare misstep on the part of the colonel. Better, perhaps, to have put him in one of the foremost Chimeras in the assault, those expected to be quickly destroyed along with their occupants. Or shoved him in one of the Nymean penal regiments. There was at least one in the Sixth Infantry Division. 

			‘I want everything secured and loaded by midday!’ she shouted as she walked down the long lines of the staging area. The place was a scene of ordered chaos as Cadian men and women left the comfort of their shell scrapes, stuffed their kit into bags, and shoved the bags in their Chimeras and Tauroxes so that these great steel behemoths were festooned with stowage. In and amongst this, Terho and his enginseers moved quickly to repaint as many of the remaining carriers in urban grey as possible.

			‘I want weapons cleaned and checked! Powercells charged! You should all have rations for three days! If you do not have rations, you must report to the quartermaster by three o’clock this afternoon!’

			So much to do. Everywhere, officers stood in circles around debarkation ramps, holding order wafers, dataslates, maps. They stood on vehicle roofs with pairs of magnoculars, a hundred such conversations taking place across the regiment – men and women scanning, pointing, notetaking. 

			‘Weapons cleaned and checked! Everyone should have ammunition and rations for three days!’

			She strode ceaselessly in full regalia, hands clasped behind her ankle-length black storm coat. She ignored venomous glances from Mondo’s compatriots, and fielded a hundred questions with professionalism and patience.

			‘The assault begins tomorrow at dawn! Everyone should have ammunition and rations for three days! If you do not have rations, you must report to the quartermaster by three o’clock this afternoon!’

			She came to the westernmost part of the bivouac. Here, standing in a loose circle on the eastern distributor, the regiment’s reconnaissance force commanders were briefing their men. Lined up on the northern side of the highway were the 2002nd’s six remaining Sentinels, as well as a squadron of Salamanders. A force of perhaps fifty or sixty, ready to press ahead into the outer ruins of Adoration. Theirs was a difficult job, and Massen was unwilling both to interrupt the briefing or let them go in without some words of encouragement – not that these steely-eyed forward operators needed much in the way of the latter.

			‘The Emperor protects,’ she called out sincerely.

			‘Thank you, commissar.’

			‘See you on the other side.’

			She turned and continued her circuit, skirting round the motor pools, trenches and temporary fortifications that marked the northern perimeter. Such a shabby sequence of trenches and foxholes. It was wrong that this unimpressive place had been the site of so much death and horror.

			She thought of Mondo then, crawling through the mud, trying with absolute futility to avoid the barrel of her bolt pistol. She would pray for him, later.

			She shook her head, and resumed striding down the length of the perimeter.

			‘The assault begins tomorrow at dawn! Everyone should have ammunition and rations for three days! If you do not have rations, you must report to the quartermaster by three o’clock this afternoon!’

			The Salamander kicked up a great spray of mud as it careened off the metal grille of the temporary road and directly into the Sixth Division staging area. Already Velterson could see the great crowd of troopers gathered just off to the side of the headquarters complex, a motley of prefabricated buildings, shipping containers, and tents.

			‘You are to stop it, do you understand?’ Velterson shouted over the growl of the engines.

			Next to him, Zyma looked unhappy, but then she had good reason to. Here, surrounded by thousands of Nymeans, there was a not insubstantial chance of her being lynched.

			‘I have assurances,’ Velterson continued, catching her expression. ‘From General Vesely.’

			‘All right,’ she replied.

			Velterson gritted his teeth. ‘Have you… seen anything further?’

			She shook her head. ‘I cannot control it.’

			Already he regretted asking. ‘Just do the same thing you did when you rescued me. With the…’ He mimicked drawing out the spool of chainsword teeth with his fingers as he tried to think of the right words.

			‘Yes.’

			‘With the noose, I mean. Don’t chop his bloody head off.’

			‘I understand.’

			They were drawing all sorts of attention now as they careened heedlessly through Nymean bivouacs. Troopers darted out of the way as the Salamander made no account for their status as allies and fellow Imperials. 

			‘Run them over if you have to,’ Velterson snarled. The driver growled his approval.

			Eventually they slewed to a halt. Velterson felt himself swell with rage as he saw Ainsley, dishevelled and clad in penal overalls, standing atop a scaffold. Next to him stood a member of the Ecclesiarchy reading from the Imperial Creed.

			Next to him, framed by the watery grey light of dawn, stood Colonel Burkhardt de Page.

			As they approached, the attending Nymeans broke out in jeers.

			Velterson leapt out of the Salamander.

			‘Come on,’ he muttered to Zyma, and then, propelled by his own fury, he stormed his way through the slack-jawed Nymeans who had turned out to watch the hanging.

			‘Stop this! Stop this at once!’ he roared, shouldering through the troopers. ‘General Vesely has ordered this man to be released into my custody!’

			‘General Vesely has ordered no such thing,’ de Page called out from the scaffold.

			‘You, trooper. Fetch the general immediately,’ Velterson snapped to the nearest Nymean.

			The woman did not move, though she had the decency to look uneasy.

			‘Right now!’ Velterson roared, his hand creeping to his laspistol. 

			‘Stay where you are, trooper,’ de Page shouted. 

			Velterson looked at the sea of hostile expressions around him. He should have been untouchable. These troopers should have been as afraid of him as they were of the God-Emperor Himself. He had the authority to shoot every single one of them dead on the spot, and in theory would face no censure for doing so whatsoever.

			In theory.

			Velterson had learned a long time ago that playing out the rope of his anger to its end was rarely a good idea, and for each instance where it achieved something good, there was a corresponding instance of it having the opposite effect. Indeed, the only reason Ainsley was even standing here in a noose was because of Velterson’s inability to control his emotions. 

			He took a deep breath. ‘I shall explain this carefully. Colour Sergeant Ainsley has been pardoned by General Vesely. I had the conversation only yesterday. It is possible that the order has not yet been passed on–’

			‘Get on with it,’ he heard de Page say. At first, he thought the man was talking to him – an encouraging, if insolent, comment. But then he realised with incredulity that de Page was talking to the executioner.

			‘No!’ he thundered as the lever was pulled and Ainsley dropped like a stone.

			And then blood exploded from his nose, and the muddy earth was suddenly plated over with ice, and a great shout of dismay went up from every Nymean within ten yards. 

			Ainsley dropped straight through the scaffold and hit the ground beneath. 

			Zyma had severed the rope.

			There was an incredible silence as no one moved or said anything. Even de Page was rooted to the spot, his expression speaking to a mind overburdened with shock and regret. The man had overstepped, and failed. No doubt he was considering what to do next.

			Velterson did not give him an option. Wiping the blood roughly away from his nose, he strode up to the scaffold and dragged Ainsley to his feet.

			‘This is not over,’ he said to the flabbergasted de Page. Then he turned to Ainsley. ‘Come on,’ he said, and led him away. This time the Nymeans parted readily – not a single one of them in any doubt as to the enormity of what had just happened.

			Velterson shot de Page one last look, then they loaded up into the Salamander, and left.

			By the early afternoon, the regiment was in something approaching fighting shape. The reconnaissance elements had disappeared into the distance, the bivouacs had been cleared, the Tauroxes, Chimeras, trucks, cargo-8s, and corpsman’s wagons had all been fuelled by promethium bowsers, equipment had been packed and stowed, weapons had been checked, cleaned, oiled, and loaded. 

			Around her, Massen watched as hundreds of vehicles manoeuvred, filling the air with the sound of rumbling transmissions, squealing running gear, the squawk of vox-horns, the shouts of soldiers as they directed and marshalled vehicles into assault columns. The ground was ripped and shredded into a quagmire. 

			Similar scenes were playing out all across the marshalling zone, an area of several square miles – which made it easy to pick out stragglers.

			Her eyes fell on Father Gustavus’ tent.

			‘What is he doing?’ she muttered. 

			‘Commissar? Commissar Massen?’

			She turned. ‘Captain Glass,’ she said as the woman approached. Keara Glass was the commanding officer of Red Company, the second of five mechanised infantry companies in the regiment. She had a formidable reputation as a brave and competent officer, and was widely anticipated to succeed Major Shaw as the second-in-command of the 2002nd – if and when Shaw ever returned from his extended liaison role in subsector command. 

			‘I’m missing a man.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Trooper Ekene. Fourth Platoon.’

			Massen shook her head. ‘I’ve not seen him.’

			‘Last I heard, he was going to speak to Father Gustavus about something.’

			That gave Massen pause. She had not seen the priest for a little while; this business with Mondo had distracted her from reprimanding him for his absence the day before.

			‘I was just on my way to see him,’ she said. ‘I’ll check.’

			‘Thank you, ma’am.’

			‘Anything else to report?’

			Glass shook her head. ‘No, ma’am. Everyone is ready to get this thing done.’

			‘That’s what I like to hear,’ Massen murmured. She returned the captain’s salute, and then, with her eyes on the solitary Ecclesiarchy tent, made her way across the corpse-soft earth.

			‘Father? Are you decent?’

			‘Just give me a moment, Viktoria.’

			She cleared her throat. ‘Commissar Massen, I think.’

			There was a pause. She heard him moving around. Something thumped in the tent. ‘I’m just getting dressed.’

			Massen’s brow furrowed. She checked her chronometer. It was coming up to two o’clock. 

			‘Getting dressed?’

			‘Please just give me a moment!’ 

			In ordinary circumstances she would have done. Soldiers needed their privacy, after all. If they weren’t fighting, they were sleeping; if they weren’t sleeping, they were eating; if they weren’t eating, they were drinking, or gambling, or screwing each other. And if they weren’t screwing each other, they were screwing themselves. Indeed, Chief Medicae Barber swore by it as a curative for stress and combat anxiety.

			But Gustavus had exhausted her patience. 

			She pushed her way into the tent. ‘What’s going on?’ she demanded.

			‘What do you mean?’ he snapped, flustered. 

			‘Where is Trooper Ekene?’

			‘W-who?’

			‘Trooper Ekene. He was supposed to be here.’

			‘I haven’t seen him.’

			‘Hm.’ Massen appraised the tent. ‘Why is it such a mess in here? And what is that smell? And also,’ she added, squinting at his neck, ‘what happened to your throat? Are you injured?’

			Gustavus’ expression was one of naked annoyance. ‘I am packing,’ he said, as though he were about to embark on a holiday.

			‘Standing orders were for everybody to be ready at midday. Which was…’ She made a show of checking her chronometer. ‘Two hours ago. There is much to do this evening, not least the briefings. Have you any rations? Is your weapon serviceable? Have you prepared the evening service?’

			Gustavus was practically trembling with anger. Everything she said wound him that little bit tighter. 

			‘I am getting ready,’ he said.

			‘What happened to your throat?’

			‘I hurt it.’

			‘How?’

			‘I tripped.’

			She cocked an eyebrow. ‘You tripped and hit your neck?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You look as though you’ve been strangled.’

			‘I caught my pendant as I fell. Snagged it. It choked me.’

			Massen nodded slowly. It seemed ridiculous, and yet what was the alternative? ‘And the smell?’

			‘I can’t smell anything,’ he said.

			‘It smells like shit.’

			His face reddened. ‘Yes, well. I… was nervous. Am nervous. Anxious. Ahead of the… assault.’

			‘I see,’ Massen said with disgust. ‘You need to get ready. And quickly.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘And you will give a service tonight.’

			She watched as he seemed to physically spasm with something. Fear? Rage? Just what in the name of Holy Terra was wrong with him? Was he that frightened of the prospect of the attack? She had fought with Father Gustavus for years. She had watched him endure both the horrors of combat and the privations of campaigning with great forbearance. But over the course of the last few months he had become a drunkard and a liability. Something had changed, and she did not know what it was.

			Well. Perhaps he would be killed in the assault, and the problem would solve itself. It was an uncharitable thought, but after the botched execution of Mondo, Massen was in a black mood.

			‘Yes,’ Gustavus said.

			‘Good. Get on with it then. I want to see you at the head of the column in one hour.’

			She turned on her heel and exited the tent, before the priest could lose his temper and force her to discipline him.

			It was better for her to think him a coward than a murderer. It was better for her to think that he had broken wind – even soiled himself – in fear, than to know the truth. That underneath his cot was the body of Trooper Ekene, his windpipe crushed and his underpants filled with excrement. 

			‘Stupid bastard,’ Gustavus muttered to himself over and over as he began digging again in the ground inside his tent. He had managed to cover it with his strongbox when Massen had arrived, but it would need to be much bigger to conceal a whole body. And he had very little time to dig it. 

			He clawed at the earth with his hands, the claggy, soft earth of this cursed continent. An empty book, a rag of flesh for a necklace. 

			Except, neither of those things was true.

			A thought struck him, then. Ekene had been tainted. That had to be the answer. He had been tainted by the Archenemy, infected by heresy. That was why he could not read the Precepts of Devotion. Why he thought that Gustavus wore a piece of soldier as a necklace. What madness!

			He took out the shard of crystal and looked at it. Just that: not flesh, not skin and fat. A piece of crystal. 

			He peered into it. 

			You’re close, said a voice. So very close to the truth.

			‘The truth?’ Gustavus whispered. There in the shard was a door, the black door, the frame of infinity beyond which was…

			The truth. 

			‘I think I understand,’ Gustavus said.

			Not yet. But soon. Soon you will understand.

			He tucked the shard back into his cassock, and resumed digging the shallow grave.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			PART TWO

			ADORATION 

			The Second Precept of Devotion is that faith is not intangible; faith is practised through prayer, certainly, but also – and crucially – by deed. Faith, whether our demonstration of it, or by our proselytism, is best achieved through violence. Where faith is concerned, violence is the purest form of action.

			– The Nine Precepts of Devotion, Father Matheus Longstaff
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			VIII

			OUTER REACHES

			Their approach was quiet. Much too quiet.

			Certainly there was noise – the growling of engines, the slow advance of exploding artillery shells in the city’s outer environs, the roar of high-altitude bombers and recon aircraft begrudgingly dispatched by the Navy above.

			But of the enemy, there was no sign.

			Velterson’s Taurox was the fifth vehicle in his column. The 2002nd and 2019th Mechanised Regiments were moving together down Highway Four – the eastern distributor – counting between them over three hundred armoured carriers and support vehicles. Such an approach was impossible to mask, and if the thunderous roar of their combined engines did not alert the enemy to the nature and extent of the assault, then the softening artillery and Marauder bombardments, the scale of which the city had not seen for the entire Genkovan campaign, certainly would have done.

			They drove quickly, veering around enormous craters filled with scum-skinned water, crushing rubble and skeletal remains undertrack with monumental indifference, their gunners ducking under collapsed road signs and tangles of overhead wire. Where the bombardment had not destroyed the highway, their treads finished the job. The metalled surface, designed for light civilian vehicles, could not withstand the crushing weight of hundreds of fully loaded Chimeras and Tauroxes, and was soon a shattered, muddy quagmire.

			Whatever remained of the civilian population of Adoration, there was no question they had been tainted beyond redemption. Standing orders from Inquisitor Raith were to stop for nothing – and to terminate anybody who strayed within their area of operations.

			Velterson was glad to see the back of him.

			They cut past one of the convents lying just to the south of the highway, and pulled to a stop in the shadow of the Censorium Alpha – an enormous Administratum complex covering several square miles of city. Huge portions of the building had been reduced to rubble, though its outer shell, a gigantic edifice of black marble, remained standing. Ahead, as predicted by the Naval meteorological report, much of the city was wreathed in thick black smoke from the Crematoria.

			‘There,’ Velterson said from the open hatch on top of his Taurox. In his right hand he held a pair of magnoculars, and in his left, the vox-handset, dialled in to the regimental frequency. If everything went according to plan – and it was extremely unlikely to – those were the only two things he would hold for the duration of the assault. As General Hansen had once told him, if he, as the colonel, was picking up a weapon, something had gone wrong.

			‘Column, halt,’ he said tersely, and the vehicles stopped. A stopped column was a vulnerable column, and there was no mechanised company in the Imperium that liked to be standing still in a city, even on a road as wide as Highway Four. But Velterson had a good reason.

			‘What is it?’ Ainsley asked, popping out of the second hatch next to him which Velterson had had Terho secretly install on his command vehicle. Even General Hansen would shit a kidney if she knew he’d been authorising vehicular modifications. 

			‘There,’ Velterson said, pointing a gloved hand to a second-storey window.

			They waited a moment, then it came again: a brief signal flash. 

			Velterson brought the handset to his mouth. ‘Eyes peeled, everyone.’

			He ducked back into the Taurox, where his command staff busied themselves. Pelletier sat at the console, headset clamped over his ears, eyes fixed on a dull green cogitator screen which provided real-time updates from an orbital uplink. Several troopers – his close-protection detail – peered anxiously out of tiny peepholes cut into the hull, cradling meltaguns. Vissier held the regimental standard, foot jiggling, scarred mentally and physically from her encounter with the horrors. Zyma sat at the very rear, eyes closed. Terho was engrossed in his own personal portable cogitator unit, which scrolled with telemetry from the hundreds of vehicles in the regiment.

			Velterson unlocked the rear hatch and exited the Taurox, escorted by the troopers of his command squad. Together they sped across the road and into the ruins of the Censorium. 

			‘Up,’ Velterson grunted, and the four of them together cut through halls and chambers open to the elements and filled with the skeletal remains of an army of subsector census-takers. Eventually they reached the observation post, a well-concealed nest camouflaged in the crook of the south-western corner of the building. Above, what should have been thirty intervening floors of Administratum was nothing except an impromptu skylight and a mountain of rubble.

			‘Colonel!’ a voice said. Velterson looked down to see a barefoot ratling from Divisional Reconnaissance holding a signal torch in one hand and a tin mug of gravy in the other. He couldn’t have been more than three feet tall, his red face ensconced in a formidable pair of mutton chops and a backwards-turned patrol cap. ‘Corporal Greenbuck, sir.’ 

			‘Corporal,’ Velterson replied, returning the ratling’s salute – which consisted of him touching the rim of his gravy mug to his forehead. ‘What is it?’

			‘Spot of lunch, sir.’

			‘I mean, what have you seen?’ Velterson asked, though now he looked around, he saw that the observation nest was as much a tactical field kitchen as anything else. A small burner stove, expertly concealed, was heating an ammunition tin of bubbling stew. There was also a storage crate that looked to be filled to the brim with contraband gwirod and enough shilho leaf to have half the regiment baked out of their skulls. 

			‘Enemy ahead, sir,’ said a second voice, and Velterson was startled to discover that, set back from the window and with an excellent line of sight down the eastern distributor, was a second ratling. ‘Private Maus,’ he added by way of introduction. He was watching the junction through the scope of a high-powered las sniper rifle. 

			‘Where?’ Velterson asked, crouching down next to Maus. He felt enormous, ungainly and extremely poorly concealed by comparison. 

			‘Ambush at the junction. See there, sir? North corner of the Dormitoria.’

			Velterson lifted his magnoculars and examined the junction. It was a huge intersection, separating the Via Imperialis from Highway Four, which itself went on to become the Boulevard of Saint Seraphina the Martyr. 

			‘I don’t see anything,’ Velterson admitted.

			‘Here, sir,’ Greenbuck said. Velterson turned, expecting to be directed to the location of the enemy, but instead found himself being offered a mug of the stew. ‘Careful, sir, it’s hot.’

			‘Where is the enemy?’ he asked.

			‘Right there, sir. Clear as a bell. Obvious as day. There’s a concealed Russ on the ground floor of the Dormitoria. See the barrel there? And then two trenches there, and there. We think – how many enemy, private?’

			‘We reckon fifty.’

			‘Fifty, we reckon,’ Greenbuck continued. He pulled a cold cooked sausage from his webbing, dipped it in the mug Velterson had refused, and took a bite. ‘Then on the other side,’ he continued, now pointing with the sausage, ‘south-east corner of the Via Imperialis, there’s another Russ – what’s that one, Maus?’

			‘That’s an Executioner, corp.’

			‘Executioner variant, and another fifty men.’

			‘Been there for three days now,’ Maus added. 

			‘More coming every day.’

			‘They know you’re here.’

			Velterson squinted. He could make out some of the enemy positions, but the ratlings’ skills of observation far exceeded his. 

			‘You’re certain?’ he asked.

			‘Oh, yes, sir. We would have called it in on the vox, sir, but we’re on blackout here. Didn’t want to give away our position, did we, Maus?’

			‘Certainly not, corp,’ the sniper replied, never once taking his eye from the scope. 

			‘Well. Excellent work,’ Velterson said. ‘Thank you for the warning.’

			‘Not a problem at all, colonel,’ Maus said. 

			‘Sure we can’t fix you up?’ Greenbuck added, gesturing to the stew again.

			Velterson felt as though he should refuse on principle, even though it smelt rather excellent.

			‘No, thank you.’

			‘Suit yourself, sir.’

			‘What are your orders?’ he asked, standing.

			‘We’ll move up to the Arboretum of Saint Veronika once you’ve gone through,’ Greenbuck said, sniffing. ‘Lots to do still.’

			‘Lots to do,’ Maus agreed. 

			‘Good luck, gentlemen.’

			‘And to you, sir,’ Greenbuck replied. 

			Velterson and his close-protection detail made their way back through the shattered building to his Taurox. There he had Pelletier signal for Captain Horvat and Captain Nordskov of the 21st and 28th Armoured Companies to attend, and between the three of them they thrashed out a plan standing on the road behind the vehicle. 

			‘It’s hull-down and well concealed,’ Velterson said of the first Russ, sketching out a diagram of the intersection on a scrap of paper. 

			‘We can use Dorns for that,’ Horvat said. ‘With the ablative plate. They can take a punch.’

			‘This Executioner will be much more of a problem.’ Velterson checked his chronometer. ‘We could try and burn it out with infantry.’

			‘Circle round the back here. Krak and lascannons,’ Nordskov said, pointing at Velterson’s diagram.

			‘Once those are out of the picture, just move the column up and roll over the infantry,’ Velterson said.

			‘Agreed.’

			‘Agreed.’

			‘Let’s get to it.’

			Thorne watched from the cupola of his Chimera as six Dorns from the armoured companies rolled past and began firing their enormous oppressor cannons at something he couldn’t see. A moment later, Tani held up the vox-horn. He took it.

			‘Thorne.’

			‘Captain, do you have your map?’

			He pulled out his map of Adoration from his pocket. ‘Yes, colonel.’

			‘When Captain Horvat gives the signal, I want you to take First Company to the side street just to the north of the Via Imperialis. Do you see it?’

			‘Rue Natalia?’

			‘That’s the one. There’s an Executioner positioned there waiting in ambush. I want you to take it out with your heavy weapons.’

			‘Understood.’

			‘Get ready to move quickly.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ 

			He had Tani change the frequency to companywide, and said, ‘Move up one hundred and debark right. Heavy weapons forward.’

			The affirmatives came, and they rolled up to the corner and debarked behind the line of Dorns. Thorne was the first out of his Chimera, inhaling the sooty, cordite-freighted air of the city streets. Around him, buildings rose vertiginously, the enormous clifflike structure of the Censorium, and to the south the vast pilgrim Dormitoria complex. The air was filled with thick black smoke. 

			To the east, the Chimeras of First Company rolled up. Troopers with scarves covering their mouths and goggles over their eyes manned the multi-laser turrets. Debarkation ramps clanked onto the rubble-strewn ground. From the rear, troopers wheeled heavy autocannons and lugged their missile launchers to the fore.

			At the intersection, something exploded through the Crematoria’s corpse-smoke, a brief pulse of light like lightning in a thundercloud. 

			Thorne turned to Tani. She held the headset to her ears, then gave him a thumbs-up. 

			‘Let’s go!’ he shouted. 

			From atop her Chimera, Massen watched Thorne and the rest of First Company disappear ahead, round the back of the Via Imperialis. 

			‘We should go with them,’ she announced. Part of her said this because she meant it – she was the regiment’s commissar, after all, and should be seen to be in the thick of the fiercest fighting at all times. A much larger part of her said it because, like many of them, she found the anticipation of combat utterly unbearable. 

			She turned to Father Gustavus. ‘Father, with me.’

			He mumbled something that she did not quite hear. She and the priest had been on poor terms since he’d fumbled the regimental service the night before. Rather than a strident, rousing homily, he had mumbled his way through some pathetic secular platitudes which had left the audience baffled. He had blamed his sore throat, though many privately suspected him – Massen included – of drunkenness. If he was not killed during the reclamation of the city, she would have him removed from his position. Hell, she would have had him shot, if executing a priest didn’t feel like inviting a lifetime of bad luck. 

			She walked quickly up the line of idling vehicles whilst the street a quarter of a mile ahead erupted in shooting. Something had exploded – likely a tank cooking off to her practised ear – and now whatever Archenemy force occupied the intersection was firing on the foremost elements of the armoured company, as well as anyone from First Company they could lay eyes on. Heavy plasma fire, indirect, cut into the buildings around them. 

			‘You go first,’ she grunted to Gustavus, who was trailing behind her quite infuriatingly. Only part of it could be put down to his unfitness. 

			Again he grumbled something that she did not hear, and, gripping his shotgun, shuffled in front of her. It was not long before they reached the rearmost elements of First Company. Ahead, six platoons’ worth of troopers hugged the alleyway, trying not to bunch up as the front of the line came into contact with the enemy’s planned ambush.

			‘Up there! Up to the front!’ Massen shouted, almost poking Gustavus in the back with her bolt pistol. The two of them came up short behind a lascannon crew who were rolling their weapon down the alley. 

			‘Come on now, quickly, quickly!’ she shouted. 

			A moment later the end of the alleyway lit up as a great blue beam of plasma cut into a pair of Cadians with a tripod-mounted missile launcher, turning them into blood vapour and scoring a great black trench into the ground. 

			‘Don’t stop! Do not stop!’ Massen roared at the lascannon team, who had indeed stopped dead in the middle of the alley.

			Reluctantly, they pressed on.

			Massen left Gustavus now, no longer able or willing to babysit him. She overtook the lascannon team and reached the head of the company. Here, Captain Thorne was directing a second heavy weapons team across the road, so that they could take a position in a building directly to the south. 

			‘What can I do, captain?’ she asked as the road lit up with a hail of fire.

			Thorne ignored her. ‘Marsden!’ he shouted. 

			‘Yes, sir?’ 

			‘Take Second Platoon up into this building. I need distraction fire!’ 

			‘Yes, sir!’ 

			‘I’ll take Third across the road,’ Massen said, unwilling to let the second missile launcher team get annihilated the second they stepped out of cover. ‘Split their attention.’

			Thorne looked surprised – itself unsurprising, since the dash across the road would be absolutely deadly – but he readily acquiesced.

			‘Lieutenant Beaumont! On me!’ Massen shouted. She liked to do something reckless early on, to get the blood and bravery flowing. 

			‘First Platoon, ready covering fire!’ Thorne yelled down the line. He waited until Massen had got Third ready, lining them up like runners about to begin a race, then gave the order, and ducked out of cover to snap off several shots along with several dozen troopers.

			It was a costly distraction. As Massen charged across the road, dodging las bolts and solid shot, she saw at least three Cadians cut down – one permanently, judging by the way they crashed to the floor without a sound. Once she was across, Massen turned.

			‘Run! Run! Quickly now! Faster, faster! That’s it, get over here!’ 

			The troopers fired loosely from their hips as they ran, laying down a rough counter hail of las bolts. Massen saw that at the northern end of the intersection, the Archenemy had bedded in to what looked like an existing drainage trench. The Executioner was concealed to the main Cadian column, but to them it was in full view. 

			Massen gritted her teeth as the barrel of its enormous plasma cannon turned towards them whilst the missile launcher team hastily set up. 

			‘Emperor, carry us swiftly to your side,’ she began – to the audible dismay of those around her – certain they were all about to be killed… And then the turret’s traverse was arrested as the tank was pelted with grenades from the first storey of the building next to it. Massen looked up to see Johanna Marsden and dozens of troopers from Second Platoon unloading everything they had – lasguns, grenades, plasma – onto the Leman Russ. 

			It wasn’t enough, but it did precisely what Captain Thorne had intended. With the tank crew’s attention split for valuable seconds, the heavy weapons team lined up the launcher and fired, putting a krak missile directly through the frontal armour. The thing exploded in a great blast of orange flame and black smoke, sending the turret launching into the air. A secondary explosion from the plasma ammunition ripped down the drainage trench, which, thanks to its shape, seemed to grab hold of and funnel the blast like gas down a pipeline. Twenty soldiers were killed. Massen knew they had to press the advantage.

			‘Now! Now! Into them, in the name of the Emperor!’ she shouted, her blood singing. With the Executioner roaring with blue flame, she charged towards the Via Imperialis itself. This was always a difficult time for a commissar, particularly an unpopular one. Charging headlong into an engagement carried with it a high chance of being killed – and not just by the enemy. But she was elated to see the rest of Third Platoon following behind her, raging, eager to get stuck in.

			That was good. They would need that piss and vinegar. 

			They clattered across the road, bayonets fixed, and into the drainage trench. They shot and stabbed the remaining Archenemy soldiers there, all of them Nymean deserters, all of them dazed from the destruction of the Executioner, noses and ears bleeding, eyes glassy, expressions vacant. Some drifted about in a fugue state, their brains mush. Massen watched one woman fire her lasgun repeatedly into the wall of the ditch, before the commissar blew her skull apart. 

			The bloody business was completed quickly. Now the Cadians used the trench to their own ends, firing to the south across the intersection. Second Platoon did the same from their elevated position, whilst Thorne led the remains of the company out into the open, across the lanes of the eastern distributor to clear any other last pockets of resistance. There was not much. The big guns of the Dorns had left most of the fifty or so Archenemy troopers in a state of red ruin.

			‘Position secure,’ a vox-trooper called out to Massen. 

			‘Good. Have the casualties taken to the rear. Inform the colonel.’

			Even as she said it she was squinting through the chaos to try and locate Father Gustavus, sucking in deep lungfuls of smoky air as around her the company’s flamers were set on the enemy wounded. 

			‘Wait, give that here,’ she said, holding out a hand. 

			The vox-trooper held out the handset. ‘Who do you want, ma’am?’

			‘Get me Captain Thorne.’

			‘What can I do for you, commissar?’ Thorne asked a few moments later. 

			‘Have you got Father Gustavus with you?’

			‘Anyone seen the priest?’ she heard Thorne shout to the troopers around him, then, ‘No.’

			Massen grimaced. ‘Thank you, captain. Massen out.’

			Gustavus wept as he spat out another one of his teeth. In a brief surge of insanity, he stuffed the barrel of his shotgun into his mouth.

			No. 

			‘No?’

			No. 

			He took the gun back out. 

			He was hiding amidst the rubble of the Censorium. He had walked perhaps thirty or forty yards through the Beta block, another enormous installation covering a thousand acres of land between the eastern distributor and the Holy City itself. One could spend days picking through the colossal structure, its endless rows of desks and cogitators. It was a mini city, a place where adepts would spend ninety per cent of their lives doing nothing except tending to the labyrinthine bureaucracy of the Imperium.

			He shuffled down one long aisle as the sounds of distant battle faded away. Perhaps Massen would be killed. He would like that. Her interest, attention, piety had once been something he had craved and cultivated. Now he wanted nothing more than to visit upon her incredible violence. Just the thought of it made him furious. She knew something was wrong with him. She knew. It was as clear to her as–

			Crystal.

			He awaits the Return in a crystal fastness.

			Something caught his eye.

			Frowning, he pushed his way to the south-east corner of the Censorium. Here was a long row of servitors bolted to the wall. Used solely for their brainpower, they had been delimbed and fixed with cranial transmitters connected directly to a large bank of cogitators, itself anchored to the floor. 

			Gustavus was interested in none of this. What had drawn his eye was the crystalline substance extruding from their faces. Their eye sockets – the eyeballs long removed – bulged with amethystine growths, as if each one had been infected by some sort of euhedral virus. 

			He approached and, reaching out a trembling hand, touched the nearest one.

			He was there, standing on the infinite plane once again. The door was closer than ever, so close in fact that if he reached out he could press his fingers through that black void.

			…Adoration for the mutability of time, nothing but adoration for the Great Change… He awaits the Return in a crystal fastness, eternal and enduring, whilst all around him flow the currents of infinity… 

			‘Everything all right, padre?’

			Gustavus yelped as he stepped back from the servitor. He turned, but could see nothing.

			‘Who’s there?’ he demanded.

			‘Down here, sir.’

			He looked down to see two ratlings standing in the aisle in front of him. One held a sniper rifle, which was pointed vaguely in Gustavus’ direction. The foremost abhuman, a corporal by the chevron on his arm, had his right hand resting loosely on a laspistol. Both smelt strongly of shilho leaf. 

			‘Yes,’ Gustavus said, wondering how quickly he could turn his shotgun on them. 

			‘What have you found there?’ the second ratling asked. 

			Gustavus offered a brief, awkward smile. ‘This… strange…’ Life-giving, blessed, sweet… ‘…substance.’

			‘What strange substance?’ the corporal asked, his expression unfriendly. 

			Gustavus looked back at the servitors. The crystalline growth had disappeared.

			‘Nothing.’

			There was another long, awkward silence. 

			‘You with the Twenty-Oh-Two?’ the corporal asked. 

			Gustavus nodded. 

			‘Then you’re headed in the wrong direction.’

			He could shoot at least one of them, he reckoned. Get the sniper. Could he pump the action before the corporal hit him with the pistol?

			‘So I am,’ he said, doing a fairly good job of keeping the derangement from his voice. ‘Got myself turned around in the last assault.’

			‘Straight back that way,’ the corporal said stonily, pointing.

			‘Thank you.’

			‘Happy hunting, father,’ they called after him.
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			IX

			THE WITCHING HOUR

			Sergeant Garver scanned the bridge ahead through her magnoculars.

			‘I don’t like it,’ she said eventually, quietly.

			‘What’s to like?’ Trooper Raskopf muttered beside her. The two of them lay prone in the muddy slope of a shell crater, soaked through with poisonous groundwater. 

			Garver turned. Her Salamander was parked on the road fifty yards back. Behind that, an enormous staircase of white marble led up to the north-west entrance of the Temple of the Golden Throne – or what was left of it. It was hard to believe that structures of such magnitude could be reduced to vast piles of rubble. But the moratorium on area bombing extended only to the Holy City itself, an enormous walled ecclesiopolis two miles ahead. 

			Accessible in this sector by a single, two-mile-long bridge spanning the width of the Arboretum of Saint Veronika. 

			Garver checked the time. The Cadian 2002nd and 2019th were due to arrive in an hour, cross the bridge, and bifurcate on the East Processional, though it was likely now that they would not make it until later in the afternoon. She had heard the fighting on the Via Imperialis.

			‘If you were defending the Holy City, what would you do?’ she asked Raskopf. 

			He pointed a gloved finger to the overgrown rockcrete supports. ‘It’d take a lot of explosives to bring those down.’

			‘You’d only need to bring down one section of it.’

			He spent some more time examining it. ‘Can’t see shit from here.’

			Garver clacked her tongue. The other two Salamanders of C Troop were slowly testing the western edge of the temple, picking their way down the road, checking for mines and booby-traps. The arboretum itself, a once lush, green, verdant parkland, was now a cratered hellscape, smashed to muddy ruin by Imperial guns. 

			‘Give me that,’ she said, gesturing to the vox-set, and took the proffered horn. ‘Manz. Got a job for you.’

			A quarter of a mile ahead, Trooper Manz eased his Scout Sentinel forwards through the arboretum. This had once been the preserve of thousands of wytch elms; now, most of them had been obliterated and uprooted by an earthshattering Marauder bombardment. Judging by the huge numbers of Archenemy corpses thoroughly enmeshed with the ruined earth, the bombardment had had some success. It was also a small miracle that they had not destroyed the bridge itself, given the Navy bombers were not known for their precision.

			‘Manz. Got a job for you,’ his vox crackled.

			‘Go ahead, sarge,’ he replied, bringing the Sentinel to a stop. 

			‘Need you to check those bridge supports for explosives.’

			Manz winced. As part of the 2002nd’s Reconnaissance Company, he knew that his job was to push well ahead of the main formations and ensure that the ground ahead was clear – or at least get close enough to see whether there was anything waiting for them.

			That didn’t mean he had to like it.

			Years of playing the odds in his little machine had left him neurotic that he existed on borrowed time. Yet they were all on borrowed time. They were a journeyman regiment, cursed to spend the rest of their existence floating through Ultima Segmentum, lending a hand in regional subsector conflicts until every true-blood in the regiment had been replaced by men and women who had never even existed in the Cadian Sector, let alone on the planet itself.

			‘Roger that, sarge,’ he said. 

			He eased the Sentinel forward, struggling to find firm footing for the machine in and amongst the wreckage of the arboretum. The craters were bad enough, since many of them were deeper than the ceiling of his walker, and filled with utterly malignant groundwater. But there were also dozens of unexploded bombs buried in the soil as well.

			And then there was the crystal.

			The curious substance had erupted sporadically from the ground all across the park, small rashes of blue and purple that worsened closer to the ecclesiopolis wall. Each outcrop seemed to vibrate the air around it with strange energies that interfered not just with electronics but biological systems too. They unsettled him, made him feel like his nerves were being unstrung and his heart rhythm syncopated.

			They also played merry hell with the servos of his Sentinel’s ankle joints. 

			The Sentinel was designed to go fast, loping along in a fleet cadence. Picking his way through craters, shattered tree trunks, and unexploded bombs meant that he felt the sway of each step much more keenly.

			He was about halfway across the bridge when he saw it. 

			‘I see something, sarge,’ he said into his vox. He stood up on his seat, holding on to the roll cage of the pilot’s capsule and taking out his magnoculars. ‘Shit.’

			‘What is it?’ Garver asked. 

			His eyes traced the many bricks of explosive that had been hastily strapped to the bridge supports. They wouldn’t have been visible from the Via Imperialis itself. It was only from where he stood, looking up, that he could see them.

			‘It’s rigged to blow all right,’ he said. He activated his Sentinel’s picter and took several images of the explosives. Then he turned the machine around, and made his way back south.

			He had pushed his luck enough for one afternoon.

			An hour later, after the last of the enemy troopers had been burned out of the intersection, they were on the move again, leaving the eastern distributor and cutting across the Via Imperialis. Here, the Temple of the Golden Throne, an enormous structure of white and gold much reduced by carpet bombing, watched over their western approach. 

			They took fire almost constantly now. Although the Via Imperialis was a broad road, it was much narrower than the six-lane Highway Four, and an easy place for brave, enterprising – or suicidal – Archenemy troopers to take potshots at them. The Chimera and Taurox gunners filled the air with a hail of las bolts and solid shot as the convoy pushed on, always forwards, always at speed. 

			‘Sergeant Garver from the Recon Company, sir,’ Pelletier said. 

			‘Velterson,’ he said into the handset. 

			‘What’s your location, colonel?’

			‘We are… at the centre of the northern face of the Golden Throne temple. We are going to pass it in about ten minutes. Why?’

			‘The bridge over the arboretum is mined.’ 

			Velterson consulted his map. ‘What bridge?’ 

			‘The bridge over the arboretum.’

			He shook his head. ‘There is no bridge.’

			There was a pause. ‘Uh, the Via Imperialis, colonel.’

			‘Hold on a moment.’

			Velterson turned to Ainsley. ‘The Via Imperialis is a bridge?’

			Ainsley examined his map. ‘Is it?’

			‘Pell. Was this part of the briefing?’

			Pelletier shook his head. He had the cogitator screen dialled on maximum zoom over the arboretum. ‘No, sir.’

			Velterson thumbed the transmit switch on the vox-handset. ‘How long is it?’

			‘About a mile or so.’

			Velterson resisted the urge – as he was so often forced to – to smash the handset against the side of the Taurox. ‘This is our direct route into the Holy City,’ he said through gritted teeth.

			‘Yes, sir. Which is why I am telling you it is mined.’

			‘No point in crying about it now,’ Ainsley said. 

			‘Thanks for that, Mal,’ Velterson muttered. ‘Pell, you need to tell Colonel Demeter immediately.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘What about the arboretum itself?’ he asked Garver. 

			‘It’ll be difficult going, colonel, but not impossible. Lot of craters. Lot of trees. Currently recommend a go-around.’

			‘Find me another route through,’ Velterson said, looking at his map. ‘What about… this road, running down the western face of the temple?’

			‘I have my scouts making their way down it now, sir. Good place for an ambush, though.’

			‘This whole bloody city is one large ambush, sergeant. We’re going to have to spring a few traps at some point.’

			‘Understood, sir.’

			‘Get it done, Garver. We’re about to lose the light.’

			‘Message from the Twenty-Oh-Two,’ Colonel Demeter’s vox-officer said over the roar of the Command Chimera’s engines.

			‘What is it?’ she asked, eyes glued to the periscope. 

			‘Apparently the Via Imperialis turns into a bridge over the arboretum, and the bridge is mined.’

			‘You’re shitting me?’ Demeter snapped. 

			‘No, colonel.’

			She checked her map, and performed a few quick calculations. ‘Halt the column. We’ll cut north-west before the Preceptor’s Palace, rather than after it.’

			‘Now, ma’am?’

			‘Did you have a better time in mind?’

			‘…No, ma’am.’

			‘Then now, please.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			‘Tell Venom immediately.’

			‘Will do, ma’am.’

			‘Do you think this is what they want us to do?’ Ainsley asked Velterson as the long line of vehicles from the 2019th slowed down and peeled off several miles before they were supposed to. The sudden loss of combat mass left Velterson feeling uneasy.

			‘What’s the alternative?’ he asked, in a black mood.

			‘Just thinking out loud.’

			‘Well, think in your head!’ 

			Ainsley, unbothered, turned back to his map. 

			Velterson sighed. He checked the time, then peered into the periscope. ‘We must dance to their tune for the time being.’

			Thorne watched as the column rounded the corner of the temple and then – rather than continuing directly over the park – turned sharply left and ran parallel to the Temple of the Golden Throne. 

			He frowned. ‘What’s going on, Tani?’ he called into the hold. 

			‘Change of plan, captain. Apparently the Via Imperialis turns into a bridge.’

			Thorne squinted at it through the growing gloom. ‘So it does. Is that a problem?’

			‘Thing’s rigged to blow, sir. That’s the word from the Recon Company.’

			‘Bloody hell.’

			He watched through an open hatch as the long line of Chimeras and Tauroxes slowed, ready to jink hard to the south. Directly ahead, the enormous Basilicanum Raina, a vast temple of black iron on the western side of the ecclesiopolis’ curtain wall, blocked the last of the day’s sunlight.

			‘How’s the vox been?’ he murmured. 

			‘Been okay so far, sir.’

			Thorne checked the time. It was still forty minutes until nine o’clock. 

			The witching hour.

			‘We’ll see how long that lasts.’

			After the engagement at the intersection, Red Company had been rotated to the head of the column, and so it was not until after twenty-five Chimeras had rounded the corner of the temple that it was his turn. This was the first time since they had entered Adoration that Thorne had felt any sense of space. The arboretum was two miles wide and four long, and led all the way down to the River Nachida. It seemed to act like an enormous grass moat, physically separating the Holy City from the broader environs. He could see the bridge in question, not a particularly tall structure – only thirty feet clear of the ground at its highest – but a deathtrap if any single section of it was destroyed. It was either a huge intelligence failure or a deliberate piece of misdirection by the Nymeans. Either was possible.

			And then the convoy halted.

			‘What’s going on?’ he asked immediately. Once again he popped the hatch and stood, and looked up and down the length of the road. The Temple of the Golden Throne really was enormous, stretching away into the distance, its gold-and-white façade brilliant in the evening light. Gunfire echoed throughout the city, distant but ever-present.

			‘General halt,’ Tani said.

			Thorne lifted his magnoculars to his eyes. He couldn’t see anything beyond the long line of vehicles from Red Company. 

			‘We should keep moving,’ he murmured.

			His attention was drawn to the right, where the last of the evening sunlight was filtered and reflected through what looked like a random sequence of glass sculptures throughout the arboretum.

			He checked the time again.

			‘Anything on the vox?’ he asked Tani.

			‘Still nothing, sir.’

			‘Recon aren’t happy,’ Pelletier said.

			‘Oh, Recon aren’t happy? Famously high-spirited Recon? Give me that,’ Velterson demanded, snatching the handset from his vox-officer. ‘This is Velterson.’

			‘Sergeant Garver, sir. I’ve lost contact with the rest of C Troop.’ 

			‘What was their last known position?’

			‘About three hundred yards south-east of the–’ 

			‘Never mind all that, give me a grid.’

			There was a pause. ‘Zero-three-seven-seven, two-zero-seven-seven.’ 

			Velterson spread his map out on the roof of the Taurox. There was another huge road intersection at the south corner of the temple, where it met the north corner of the Imperial Naval Chapel. Between those two buildings was a section of pilgrim dormitoria – an enormous sequence of grey hab-blocks that took up the whole south-eastern quarter of the city. It also contained the Adepta Sororitas Order of Tranquillity Hospital, and as a result had been one of the first places in Adoration to be hit. It was a site considered to be abandoned, desolate, and – if the persistent rumours were to be believed – haunted. 

			‘We’re going to have to get our hands dirty at some point,’ Velterson muttered.

			‘Send the Twenty-First and Twenty-Eighth Companies into the south-east corner of the arboretum. Give them some space to fire,’ Ainsley suggested. ‘Hit the Dormitoria with yellow-tip. We’ll rejoin the eastern distributor.’

			‘We’re supposed to have cleared everything to the east of the Holy City. I can’t just leave the gardens in enemy hands,’ Velterson said. Then he made a frustrated noise and flicked one of the lamps on overhead, filling the Taurox’s hold with red light. He checked his chronometer. It was quarter to nine. 

			‘We can wait for the Twenty-Twenty-Seventh,’ Ainsley continued, tapping the map. ‘They’ll cover the southern approach as they move across the Pilgrim Highway. Then we can burn out the Via Imperialis inside the ecclesiopolis as originally intended.’

			Velterson considered the plan. It was a good one.

			‘All right. Did you get all that, Pell?’ 

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Have Horvat and Nordskov move up. Have Recon direct their fire. We’ll follow. I want the whole regiment moving down to the Imperial Naval Chapel at speed. That’s our new waypoint, understood?’

			Pelletier relayed the orders. Velterson stood and popped the hatch, and watched as several dozen tanks from the armoured companies roared down the highway in the distance, before pulling down the embankment into the muddy wasteland of the arboretum. 

			He trained his magnoculars on the intersection. A moment later, the air filled with thunder as oppressor and battle cannons began to fire on the Dormitoria, sending up enormous detonations of rockcrete, asphalt and marble, and lethal clouds of shrapnel. He watched with satisfaction as sections of the rockcrete façade blistered and buckled and crumbled, and the foundations began to give way. 

			‘Good hit,’ someone – Garver, from Recon – said over the vox.

			Velterson nodded to himself. His chronometer beeped the hour. ‘Let’s move forward one hundred–’ he began, but was cut off as one of the Rogal Dorns exploded. ‘What the hell was that?!’ he demanded, at precisely the same instant that Pelletier let out a yelp and tore the vox-headset from his ears. At the back of the Taurox, Zyma cried out as well, clutching the side of her head. 

			That was never a good sign.

			A second explosion rang out across the parkland.

			‘Minefield! It’s a mine–’ someone’s voice squawked out through the vox-speaker, before a third crump thundered through the air.

			‘Throne of Terra!’ Velterson shouted, turning sharply as a tremendous volume of heavy fire suddenly slammed into the northern half of the column. Already two Chimeras from Red Company were hit. One was on its side and completely engulfed in flame; the second had a smoking hole in its left side, and dazed men and women covered in red human paste were staggering down the debarkation ramp at the back.

			‘All units, ahead full and fire left!’ Velterson shouted into the handset. The Taurox lurched forwards, but Velterson was thrown against the rim of the hatch as it braked sharply to avoid colliding with the Chimera ahead. 

			‘Road’s blo–’ the driver shouted.

			‘Take us around, you bloody fool!’ Ainsley shouted from within the hold. 

			‘Why is nobody moving?’ Velterson called to Pelletier. 

			The man was hunched in the corner, blanched and weeping, runnels of blood flowing from his ears and down his neck. 

			‘Yago! Get a grip!’ Velterson snarled. When the man still did not move, Velterson ducked into the hold and snatched up the headset himself. ‘This is–’

			He stopped. His vision swam. An image filled his mind of a great two-headed eagle – not the proud, valiant aquila of the Imperium, but a gross, ghastly thing, unfathomably large, the air around it warping and cracking and splitting into crystalline shapes.

			…He awaits the Return in a crystal fastness, eternal and enduring, whilst all around him flow the currents of infinity… filled with nothing but adoration for the Great Change, for the mutability of time and space, for…

			By the time Velterson came to, the Taurox was thrashing through the mud of the arboretum. As he blinked open his gummy eyes, Zyma was standing over him, her hand on the side of his face, muttering something under her breath. 

			‘Get off me,’ he muttered, slapping her hand away. She staggered backwards, a wounded expression on her face. 

			‘You’re awake,’ Ainsley called down, a cigar in his mouth. Around his feet lay dozens of bolter shell casings.

			‘What’s going on?’ Velterson asked, pressing himself up.

			‘My-my-my vehicles are being des-des-destroyed,’ Terho said sullenly, his face scrolling with green telemetry.

			‘I care a lot more about the men inside them,’ Velterson muttered as he threw open the command hatch and stood. They were grinding their way through the mud of the park, around several destroyed vehicles blocking the road, and back up onto the Temple Highway. Ahead, several tanks were aflame, the grass speared with twisted, blackened wreckage. Those that remained were pouring fire into the façade of the Temple of the Golden Throne, showering the regiment with debris. Red and First Companies had moved south out of the killing field; Wolf, Ceres and Steel Companies had stopped along the highway, and the troopers had debarked and were moving into the ruins of the temple itself. 

			The night air flickered and danced with red multi-laser fire.

			Velterson grimaced as he eyed the great white marble columns of the structure, the flying buttresses, the ornate balustrades, the great golden statues and domes.

			They pulled into a large alcove out of the worst of the Archenemy fire, a large, square incision surrounded on three sides by walls three hundred feet tall and filled with gloomy blue shadow. Velterson tried several times in vain to clear the channel, but he hadn’t a hope of doing it. Pelletier remained insensible in the corner. Where was Massen when he needed her?

			‘Get that thing open,’ he muttered, pushing himself through the length of the hold towards the rear hatch. 

			His boots found the asphalt as he exited. He took a moment to look around and get his bearings. The sky was an unsettling red colour, and the light was fading fast. Already many of the vehicles in the column had their headlights on. Ash from the Crematoria rained down, covering everything like radioactive snow.

			‘Shit,’ Velterson muttered, drinking in the enormity of the temple. It would take hours to clear. Hell, it could take days. 

			‘All right,’ he sighed. ‘Let’s go, let’s get it done.’

			Gustavus found himself with a group of stragglers from Wolf Company. But no matter how much he squinted at their shoulder pads or helmets or flak armour, he could not for the life of him work out what outfit they were from. He knew he was reading Gothic script, but the letters seemed to swim in front of him like miniature vortices, defying comprehension. 

			He knew he had to suffer these bizarre episodes in silence lest he raise suspicion. The frustration of such a burden meant he wept frequently, to the incredible discomfort of the troopers around him. As the regimental priest, his role was to act as a beacon of inspiration, filling the soldiers with righteous zeal, inspiring them to acts of – often suicidal – valour. Now he moved amongst them like a ghost, wretched, crying, his effect on morale precisely the opposite.

			They entered the temple through a shattered ambulatory and came into a broad, vaulted hall that rose at least five storeys, filled with blood-red evening light and deep black shadow. Everyone around him let out some grunt of shock or revulsion as they clapped eyes on something, but all Gustavus could see was the two-headed eagle of the Imperium, rendered in incredible marble detail, standing atop a plinth of jagged amethyst. Both the creature’s enormous mouths were open, bristling with knife-like teeth. Its eyes were wide and piercing, its claws sharp and dripping with the blood of Imperial soldiers, and all manner of runic ideograms and magical symbols filled the air around it. The air behind it swirled in some sort of kaleidoscopic vortex, and emanating from deep within that void of colour came that same clear, strident voice.

			All around him flow the currents of infinity. 

			‘Father, get down!’ someone shouted. 

			‘Hm?’ Gustavus asked, turning. 

			A moment later the temple chamber was filled with a fusillade of hard rounds and las bolts, and the screams of Cadians. He turned again to see troopers from long-dissolved Nymean formations running across the floor towards them. To Gustavus, they were practically indistinguishable from regular Nymeans, although they seemed to move in a cloud of blue vapour.

			He blinked, trying to clear the bizarre sight from his vision. Then he saw that the troopers seemed to skip through the air, as though the matter of the atmosphere between them had become solid, a hall of mirrors, projecting dozens of different versions of each man or woman as they ran. Some of those troopers seemed to be on their knees, weeping and screaming; others were howling with rage, eager to cut into the Imperials. Others still were imploring, begging their enemies to ‘see the truth’. 

			By the time Gustavus managed to clear his head, silence had fallen. The soldiers – the enemy soldiers – were gone, moving to another part of the temple. On the floor, nine Cadian soldiers, one man shy of an entire squad, lay dead. 

			Gustavus walked up to them, squatting down. Some had lasgun wounds, others bullet. Their faces were rictuses of agony.

			Their bodies crunched like glass.

			He stood, untethered from all notions of sadness and regret. He felt nothing for these Cadians. He felt nothing for his ostensible enemy either. In fact, he did not feel much of anything at all. Everything seemed so incredibly insignificant. When faced with the enormity of the universe, the matter of time and space, even things as shocking and brutal and terminal as the massacre of a squad of soldiers was robbed of all consequence.

			He felt then that something had changed irretrievably in his head. Some fundamental aspect of the way he perceived the universe had shifted. Everything – everything – was simply one of an infinite number of potentialities, a concurrent fractal infinity that was focused into a single reality like the ­passage­way of a boundless crystal fortress, a funnel through which the temporal and spatial spectrum was passed and focused–

			And–

			And–

			His flesh crawled and insanity’s tendrils gripped the skin of his brain as he came closer and closer to realisation…

			Now, said a voice.

			He finally stepped through the beckoning black void of the door.

			And he realised, in that crystal fastness, that time and space were funnelled, and focused, and–

			Manipulated.
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			X

			THE TEMPLE OF THE GOLDEN THRONE

			‘Move up! Move up! In in in!’ Thorne roared. 

			‘Under fire!’

			‘Watch that nest! I said– Watch it, there, you f–’

			‘First floor! No, higher, higher!’

			Fire erupted from every weapon in the company as they laid down a hail of las and bullets. The façade of the temple became a pitted mess. The air filled with the chop-chop-chop of autoguns and cannons, and the tinkling of casings.

			‘Move up! Get in there, now! Breach it now!’

			Heavy weapons teams set up amidst a hail of hard rounds. Tripod legs scratched rockcrete. Men and women scrabbled to get out of the way. A moment later, a thick wooden door exploded in a huge cloud of fire and splinters.

			‘In! In! Do not stop! Get in!’

			Thorne pushed on, grabbing Tani by her arm and dragging her up. 

			‘Shit!’ Tani shouted as a sniper round smacked off the floor next to her right foot. 

			‘Keep moving!’

			Next to him, Sergeant Kelly loosed a long burst of fire from his autogun. Answering rounds hissed and whizzed through the air. A man peeking round the doorframe took a shotgun blast to the face and dropped dead. 

			‘Grenades! Grenades!’

			A hail of grenades went in; the chamber beyond detonated. 

			Thorne left Tani behind and pushed through the door. There were three groaning wounded on the floor. He shot all of them through the head point-blank. Their shattering skulls made a sound like glass smashing. 

			‘Everybody move up!’

			He shifted to one side as a heavy bolter team lugged their weapon up the steps and through the shattered door. They picked their way over charred beams and set it up just beyond the threshold. A moment later the chamber was filled with the ear-splitting whomp-whomp-whomp of explosive bolts.

			The door at the far end of the chamber burst apart. Splinters and bits of enemy corpse – including shards of bone and an entire hand – sprayed inwards. More Cadians ducked into the room, hugging the walls. They moved around quickly, boots crunching desiccated flakes of burnt wood, shattered stained-glass, chips of marble.

			The door at the far end had been left a wrecked ruin. More grenades went through the gap. 

			A satchel charge was tossed back through in response. 

			‘Down! Get down–’

			The thing exploded. One Cadian lost both legs below the knee. One of the shins hit Thorne square in the face, breaking his nose. His ears rang and his teeth hurt. The room filled with acrid smoke.

			‘Don’t stop!’ he mumbled through a mouthful of blood. 

			He pressed on, blind, rubbing his eyes, spitting on the floor. Had to keep moving, had to keep pushing in before they lost momentum. He could hear nothing now except the constant sound of lasgun fire, see nothing except stroboscopic red flashing. Outside, Chimera engines rumbled, tracks squealed, boots thumped constantly as the regiment moved in to secure the temple.

			He pushed through the antechamber and into the next room. This one was lit by nothing except candles and a brand-new skylight courtesy of the armoured company. A tank round had smashed through the ceiling and collapsed the floor on the enemy troopers sheltering here. The bodies lay amongst an enormous pile of rubble and twisted rebar.

			Thorne took a moment to sit down and catch his breath, spitting more blood from his mouth and probing his broken nose. Ahead of him, Lieutenant Arbeid led First Platoon into the third chamber. Thorne peered through to see what looked like a small, empty chapel, half-filled with collapsed roof. 

			‘Up!’ Thorne said, pointing up at the rubble, which formed an uneven ramp to the first storey. ‘Up!’

			Arbeid led the way with First Platoon, and once again the sound of fire echoed throughout the temple. To Thorne’s right, Marsden brought up Second Platoon. A hundred troopers bulldozed their way through. Either side of them, the other companies did the same. 

			Eventually, the Archenemy chatter on the vox ceased. Tani appeared next to him, holding up the handset.

			‘Colonel wants to speak to you,’ she said. 

			He took it in a trembling hand. ‘Thorne.’

			‘All right, Karwyn, are you listening to me?’ 

			‘Yes, sir.’ 

			‘You should be, by my reckoning, at the south aisle.’

			‘I believe so, sir.’

			‘Don’t believe so, get a map! You should have a floor plan on slate seventeen.’

			Thorne pulled his dataslate out of his pack and thumbed to the maps. ‘I have it.’

			‘You’re at the south aisle.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Which means Eighth is moving in at the south transept?’

			‘No, Wolf went in through the ambulatory.’

			‘You there!’ Thorne heard him shout to someone. ‘What’s your outfit?’ There followed a pause, and then Velterson returned the handset to his mouth. ‘Tenth Mechanised is going in at the Chapel of the Martyr.’

			‘I’m not sure they went that far north.’

			‘They did, I’m with them now.’

			‘In that case, they’re tangled up with Steel Company.’ 

			‘I don’t care about that, I just want to work out where everybody went. What’s your situation?’

			‘We’ve pushed into the south aisle and are clearing the upper floors.’ Thorne eyed the ceiling uneasily. ‘This place is going to fall down on our heads any minute.’

			‘The armoured companies have stopped firing,’ Velterson said, then swore loudly. A moment later there was the sound of bolter fire, followed by an explosion. ‘How much longer until the building is cleared?’

			‘Can only speak to my sector, sir, but we’re getting it done. An hour? Two?’

			‘Good. Quickly. I want to get to the new staging area as soon as possible.’

			Thorne replaced the horn on the side of Tani’s vox-set. He still felt woozy from the satchel charge explosion, but he managed to clamber his way up the rubble. Without gloves on he would have cut his hands on the shattered stained-glass and the razor-sharp rebar.

			The Cadians of First Company had done an excellent job of turfing the enemy out of this part of the temple. Thorne looked at the emaciated bodies of the Archenemy troopers. Like many of their comrades up the east coast of the Genkovan continent, they looked to have been sitting here for some time, without resupply and certainly without sufficient rations. The result was an incoherent, frenetic defence in which startled, suicidal Nymean defectors emptied their magazines – their weapons frequently jamming due to neglect – and then charged or fled. They cut them down easily enough, but a spray of las bolts or autogun fire from an insane, malnourished cultist killed Cadians just as easily as accurate fire from the well fed. 

			Thorne pushed through the temple with a couple of troopers and Sergeant Coulter, all from Third Platoon’s First Squad. They were on the first floor now, an area which seemed to be largely given over to Ecclesiarchal administration – offices, monastic apartment blocks, private chapels and shrines. The going was slower, but many of the doorways were booby-trapped, and no one was willing to risk their life on a tripwire. Thorne was a few rooms behind the leading clearance effort, and could walk a little slower, a little more easily. The company had seen him charge into the temple first. His bravery was beyond question – he’d nothing to prove.

			And then he stopped. He turned to the right, and shivered. A sequence of open doorways led to a distant chamber, lightless. He squinted at it. There were Cadians all around him, but he suddenly felt isolated and afraid. The feeling intensified as he became aware of a figure shuffling out of the blackness, and he raised his laspistol, ready to fire–

			He relaxed. It was just Father Gustavus.

			‘Coulter,’ he murmured, and pointed.

			The sergeant turned, and peered into the gloom. ‘Is that the priest?’

			‘Yes,’ Thorne said, though he seemed to doubt himself. ‘Is he–’ he began, and then, to Gustavus himself, ‘Are you all right, father? Who are you with?’ 

			The man said nothing, just shuffled towards them in some sort of fugue state. 

			‘Fetch a medicae, would you, sergeant. I think we’d better get him to the rear.’

			‘Probably loaded, isn’t he,’ Coulter muttered, but he did as Thorne bade.

			After the sergeant and a medicae had hustled the priest away, Thorne took a moment to sit and catch his breath. The fighting seemed to be dying down; lascannon nests, a mechanised infantryman’s worst nightmare, were cleared one by one. Most of the weapons had not been properly serviced, and had burned out after a single, ill-aimed shot. Some had exploded the moment the trigger had been pulled, killing the crew. Even the vox had returned to normal function after a brief sequence of nightmarish interludes at the ninth hour.

			And yet…

			Something was wrong. Even after Gustavus had been hustled away, the sense of unease lingered. It was nothing to do with combat, the privations of which Thorne had long become accustomed to – though each new battlefield still found ways to plumb new depths of dreadfulness. Rather, it was some innate sense of dread that he found difficult to shake. 

			He looked up as bootsteps rapped through the empty chambers, several pairs. Underfoot, shattered glass and rubble-grit crunched.

			‘Ah, Trooper Chung,’ he said, pleased to see his old friend. But she did not look pleased to see him. Her expression was grim-set – as were those of her fellows.

			Thorne felt as though his sense of dread was about to find a home.

			‘Have you got a moment, sir?’ one of them asked him – Trooper Lange. In fact, all of them were from Second Squad – Chung, Lange, Vardanyan and Alto. Between the four of them they painted a picture of hardened veterans, all of them scarred, clad in fatigues long bleached of their camouflage pattern, scuffed boots robbed of their parade ground lustre, flak armour so pitted and cratered it looked as though it had been cut from moon rock.

			‘What’s the matter, trooper?’ Thorne said, standing.

			‘It’s just, sir, we saw Mondo get caulked,’ Lange said, taking a step forward. Chung held back. She looked conflicted.

			‘Yes, well,’ Thorne said. He wiped his nose, and spat a glob of bloody phlegm on the floor. It seemed sacrilegious to do it in this place. ‘He abandoned his post.’

			‘That’s not the way we heard it,’ Vardanyan said, his expression hard. ‘Is it?’

			‘It’s not,’ Alto agreed. 

			Thorne realised where he’d seen these troopers. They had been in the gambling tent in the staging area. Mondo’s criminal friends, and doubtless part of that bloody rankless lodge that he had been so eager to join. Emperor alive, how it all seemed so stupid now!

			‘I don’t care what you think you heard,’ he said.

			‘He died for what? A Mechanicus can-opener and five Nymeans?’ Alto snapped. She looked the most angry of the four of them. Perhaps she had been Mondo’s lover? Mondo did not seem capable of loving anyone or anything except himself.

			‘And a Cadian,’ Thorne said, as though any of them cared. He realised then, with a sinking feeling, that these troopers were probably about to murder him. 

			Alto sneered. ‘So?’

			‘What I heard was that you told him he could stay put,’ Vardanyan said, taking another step forward. ‘And then tried to kill him when Venom and Old Matron found out.’

			Thorne swallowed. Emperor, that sounded right. That sounded like exactly what had happened, didn’t it?

			‘No,’ he said, a weak, breathy note, carrying nothing except the weight of its air. 

			Vardanyan produced his bayonet. Alto did the same thing. 

			‘Emperor, Alto, you said you were at least going to shoot him,’ Chung whined from behind them.

			‘Shut up!’ Alto snarled. She turned back to Thorne, brandishing the bayonet. ‘Shooting’s too good for this jumped-up prick.’

			‘Aye,’ Vardanyan agreed. ‘We had a good thing going. Captain. And, what? You couldn’t join our little club, sir, so you had to run and tell?’

			‘That’s not what happened,’ Thorne said, as though any of it mattered – as though he would actually be able to talk them down, as though they had not already made up their minds, as though his slaying at their hands was not inevitable.

			His laspistol sat uselessly in its holster. He wondered how quickly he could pluck it free and shoot them. He’d maybe take one with him, provided it was a headshot – and it would have to go through the face, too. All of them were wearing flak jackets and helmets, more than enough to stop a laspistol round, even at close range.

			Alto was about to lunge with the bayonet, a well-aimed strike that would have opened his throat, when a voice boomed through the air.

			‘What is the meaning of this?’ Commissar Massen demanded, striding through the passageway.

			Alto paused, frozen in place, unable to come up with an even vaguely plausible explanation. All of the troopers could have been statues in that moment. An artist, trying to capture a picture of a lynching in progress, could not have hoped for a better reference.

			‘It’s all right,’ Thorne heard himself say – to the visible amazement of both the troopers and Massen.

			‘What?’ the commissar demanded.

			‘It’s not what it looks like,’ Thorne said, forcing a chuckle. Alto chuckled too, as did the others.

			‘I was just showing the captain how I gutted one of the cultists on the first floor,’ Alto said, and Thorne had to marvel at how quickly and convincingly she was able to lie.

			Massen, freely sweating and flecked with blood, stopped in the doorway. ‘What?’ she repeated. She waggled a finger in her right ear. ‘Speak up, I can’t hear a bloody thing.’

			Thorne realised in that moment that she probably hadn’t properly seen what was going on. Here was a chance to defuse the situation. Velterson had nearly had his guts for executing Mondo – Mondo! How would he react to the field executions of four troopers? That they had been about to frag him seemed suddenly, strangely immaterial. 

			Besides, if they were really willing to murder him, they probably would have little hesitation in murdering Massen, too.

			‘That’s right,’ Thorne said. He realised he was shaking, then. ‘A real… a great story. A great tale.’

			‘Yeah,’ Chung said from the back. ‘Stuck that bastard good and proper.’

			Massen grunted. ‘The time for trading stories is after the action. Move up, please. We’re getting ready to move out.’

			‘It’s clear?’ Thorne said, blinking his surprise.

			‘Just about,’ Massen muttered, and once again stuck her finger deep into her ear. ‘Bloody grenade went off right next to my head. Can’t hear a damn thing. Can hardly see out of my right eye, either. Looked as though they were about to jump you,’ she said, throwing her chin towards the four troopers who had been about to jump him.

			‘Ha!’ Thorne barked, a little too loudly. ‘No. Just trading war stories.’

			‘Well, as I say. Trade them later. We need to stage south and get a few hours shuteye.’

			‘You said it,’ Thorne replied, shaking, his guts churning. He needed her to leave so that he could vomit.

			‘I’ll see you back on the highway in five minutes.’

			‘See you there,’ he said, and she swept through the door set in the north wall.

			And then Thorne vomited.

			They went another round in the back of the Vendetta before deployment. Afterwards, Bayer dressed and sauntered outside to see that the last of the Nymean formations had moved off in a cloud of promethium exhaust. In their and the Cadians’ wake lay a vast plain of mud – a pitted, cratered, entrenched, sandbagged, churned, flooded, litter-strewn, faeces-caked, vermin-plagued plain of mud.

			It was silent. Actually, that wasn’t true. Aside from the squeaking of the rats, there was the distant sound of gunfire: the popping, clattering rattle of stubbers and heavy bolters and autocannons, the fizzing, crackling whine of multi-lasers, the endless zapping of lasguns, the low, concussive, thunderous rumble of artillery.

			Bayer stood a moment, taking it all in. Adoration was still comfortably far away, obscured from view by the enormous, volcanic ash cloud of the Crematoria. It lay like a great black curtain across the Holy City, though meteorological reports gave them the all clear to move up to their first waypoint in the Dormitoria Zone.

			In front of him, the four squads of Brutax Cardinal were finishing changing into their urban combat gear – fatigues and armour in rockcrete grey, urban blue, midnight black, all rendered in the iconic lightning bolt camouflage pattern of the Kasrkin. They checked their hotshot lasguns, plasma guns, flamers and meltas, their volley guns and pistols, knives and grenades. They did it with the slick, unthinking competence of the elite. After all, most of these men and women had been handling weapons since infancy. 

			‘Ready, Thumper?’ Bayer asked the big bullgryn as he checked and fitted his respirator. Behind him, speared into the earth, was his big slab shield. He had his maul strapped in the webbing about his hips, and his grenadier gauntlet, loaded, cleaned and oiled, lay atop his kitbag, next to the shield.

			‘Yup,’ was all he said.

			‘Good lad,’ Bayer replied, and slapped him on the shoulder. 

			He stopped in front of the four Vendettas that sat on the airfield, their pilots and enginseers fussing over last-minute checks, and turned to the kill team.

			‘All right,’ he said, casting an eye over the men and women in front of him. They were all huge, irrespective of gender and race: tall, thickly muscled, stone-eyed killers. Each one of them had the battlefield wisdom of an Astra Militarum colonel; all of them had gone over the briefing notes individually and in squads, spending time visualising every aspect of the mission – the flight, insertion, and the mission itself, reviewing every stairwell, corridor, chamber, chapel and hall of the Sanctuary of the Novem Vias. 

			Even with all this, no one was under any illusion whatsoever. This was a suicide mission – or if not, something very closely resembling one.

			And that suited Bayer right down to the ground.

			‘You all know the mission. Our primary objective is to terminate Adrax the Convocator. Our secondary objective is to terminate Rhetorios. Our tertiary objective is to secure Cardinal Gregorio Gosselin and any other Nymean cardinals who might have survived the initial uprising and remain untainted.’

			This drew a smattering of sarcastic laughter, which Bayer did nothing to discourage. The idea that there was anyone or anything untainted in the Holy City was risible, and they would be killing accordingly. 

			‘Are there any questions?’

			There were none. As he looked out across the forty or so men and women making up his team, he tried to summon some semblance of patriotism, of pride in their kasrs, in Cadia, in the Imperium itself. But it was hopeless. All he saw was a motley of castoffs, homeless guns for hire, wastrels, good for nothing but soaking up bullets. 

			‘All right,’ he muttered. ‘Load up.’

			They swept over the environs of Adoration, low and fast, the Vendettas at times barely ten feet off the ground. They were approaching the city from the south-east, where they were concealed by the smoke from the enormous Crematoria. That itself was a vast structure of black iron, its living hands long killed, its million-strong backlog of deceased pilgrims still being fed into gigantic furnaces by servitors indifferent to the calamity of war. They operated without any alternative instruction, and would do so until the city’s power grid shut down. 

			The Vendettas were painted black, all lights off except for the faint red glow of their holds and the green glow of the instrument panels in the cockpits. The wind was blowing the crematorium smoke over the city, meaning they could move up to at least the Imperial Naval Chapel at the south-east corner. From there, they would wait until the anti-air units inside the ecclesiopolis had been destroyed, before making for the Sanctuary itself. 

			Air raged in through the open gunners’ ports, as Kasrkin manned the big heavy bolters extruding from the hold – Bayer did not trust the Naval gunners to do a good enough job. But there was nothing to be done in this sector. As much as he felt contempt for the abilities of both the Nymeans and regular Cadians, they had done a fairly decent job of clearing the Dormitoria. 

			They followed the path of the Pilgrim Highway, moving low in the wake of the Cadian 2027th. They could see the long line of Chimeras and Tauroxes strung out down the road below. There were a few burnt-out wrecks in their wake, and plenty were sporting fresh bullet holes and las wounds bleeding smoke. But for the most part the formation seemed remarkably intact.

			‘Hell of a fight there,’ Sergeant Hyland said over the microbead as they passed over the Order of Tranquillity Hospital and its abutting convents. Here, the Order Hospitaller of the Adepta Sororitas had led the initial resistance against the Nymean uprising, fighting to the last Sister. It was thanks to their valiant efforts that the city was even approachable, rather than utterly, irretrievably infested. 

			‘Mm,’ Bayer grunted. 

			‘Brave,’ Thumper added. 

			‘Shut up, Thumper.’

			Then they all swore as the Vendetta dipped suddenly. Something travelling very fast and glowing very brightly zipped past the port side of the gunship. 

			‘Hold on,’ came Calder’s voice tightly over the vox. 

			Bayer craned to look out the gunner’s hatch, but he could not see anything.

			‘What is it?’ he asked over a private channel.

			‘Flak,’ came the terse reply.

			The air began to ripple and boom with explosions now. The Vendetta ducked in a gut-churning swoop, so suddenly and sharply that Bayer thought it was about to plough into the ground and incinerate them all. Instead they began to weave through the great spires and towers of the Dormitoria, using the buildings as cover.

			‘What’s going on?’ Bayer demanded, his pulse quickening. He was a suicidally courageous man, and would walk steadily into the mouth of hell firing as he went, but there was nothing quite like the helplessness of the steel coffin of a Vendetta hold. Enemy flak, engine failure, pilot error – these things cared not for the quality, talent, instrumentality of the troops in the back. The gods of war were at their most capricious the moment boots left the ground.

			‘Taking fire,’ Calder replied. 

			‘What–?’

			‘Shut up and let me concentrate!’ She cut the link.

			Calder rammed the throttle forwards and thrashed the stick left and right, jinking between the towers and elevated sections of the Dormitoria as Hydra fire zipped and snapped through the ash-choked air, chasing them wherever they went. She sweated behind her oxygen mask, eyes flickering between the proximity auspex – a small hololith mounted on the fore instrument panel rendering the nearest two thousand feet in green gridlines – and through the canopy itself. The cockpit bleeped with incoming fire alarms and flashed with orange caution runes, whilst the engine indicators went from green to amber to red as the big turbofans mounted on the fuselage ingested endless particulate matter from the Crematoria. She had expected the approach to be hairy, but not here. Not this far out.

			Ahead, the Imperial Naval Chapel, their first waypoint, rose up from the southernmost block, a large, sand-coloured structure that would have put most Imperial cathedrals to shame. In front of it was a garden, five acres to a side, which would serve as a landing zone, putting the building between Brutax Cardinal and the enemy fire. But it was clear even without the Vendetta’s instruments that the Hydra battery firing on them was outside the ecclesiopolis, hidden in amongst the wreckage of the Arboretum. 

			After several more minutes of heart-thumping flying, she pushed the nose down and put the Valkyrie into the shadow of the chapel. Her weapons officer, Ismailov, brought up the orbital map from the Naval cruiser Nosipho above – her ship, her home – and they picked out the nearest Cadian regiments responsible for this sector. 

			‘Aquila One for Cadia Two-Zero-Zero-Two, come in.’

			There was a moment’s static. ‘Pelletier, go ahead.’

			‘There’s anti-air on the Munier Gate, grid eight-eight-three-seven, nine-zero-zero-zero.’

			‘Hold.’

			Calder held. It was fully dark now, the only light provided by out-of-control fires and the flickering flashes of combat. The air danced with flakes of ash like dead snow.

			‘The Munier Gatehouse,’ the vox-operator continued. ‘Eight-eight-three-seven, nine-zero-zero-zero, confirm?’

			Calder checked her map again. ‘Yes. Direct, effective enemy fire, at least two and possibly more Hydras.’

			‘On the wall?’

			‘On the wall.’

			‘Fixed or mobile?’

			‘Not sure. Could be either. Could be both.’

			‘Hold.’

		

	
	
	
		
			[image: ]

			XI

			HEAVY WEATHER

			Velterson looked at his map, and then through his magnoculars at the distant Munier Gate, though it was almost completely lost in the darkness and the endless falling ash. They had driven along the length of the Temple Highway, and were sitting in the lee of the Naval Chapel at another enormous intersection. To the west, in the Campus Stellae pilgrim staging area, the Cadian 2027th marshalled in a great cloud of promethium exhaust, ready for their push into the Holy City. 

			‘Hell,’ he muttered eventually. 

			‘We’d have driven straight into it,’ Ainsley said, examining his map. He traced his finger down the line of the Via Imperialis. ‘Bridge would have blown, and those Hydras would have raked the whole column. It would have been–’

			‘Carnage.’

			Velterson clacked his tongue, trying to think of a workaround.

			‘I want to cut west up the Boulevard of Saint Seraphina the Martyr,’ he said, his torch illuminating the map. He kept having to brush the ash from it. ‘Go through the Victory Gate with the Twenty-Twenty-Seventh and then head north-east.’ 

			‘Could split the column,’ Ainsley suggested.

			‘I think we’re going to have to. Two companies to go all the way to the south-east corner of the Holy City and then follow the line of the wall north, and the other two cut up north-west past this basilicanum and then to the Via Imperialis. Do the same thing we originally planned to, just from the opposite direction, and in two formations rather than one.’

			Ainsley nodded. ‘I agree.’

			‘Good,’ Velterson said. ‘Pell. Get me the company commanders.’

			Thorne debarked his Chimera and made his way to the colonel’s Taurox. Velterson was sitting on the floor behind the rear hatch, speaking with Keara Glass from Red Company. It had just gone midnight, and the city was quiet, the ash dulling the sounds of distant battle.

			‘Karwyn,’ Velterson grunted as he approached.

			‘Sir,’ he replied. He still felt ill after his run-in at the Temple of the Golden Throne, and was at pains to avoid being anywhere near Third Platoon. With every passing minute, he regretted his decision to spare their lives. But the likelihood was that if he’d said anything, both he and Massen would be dead. 

			A few moments later, Captains Kulkani, Arissien and Rakes from the Wolf, Ceres and Steel Mechanised Companies appeared, and eventually Horvat and Nordskov from the 21st and 28th Armoured. When everybody was present, Velterson began the briefing.

			‘Right, listen,’ he said, spreading the map out on the ground as the officers gathered round. ‘We’ve had word from the Kasrkin flyers that there’s anti-air sitting above the Munier Gate. It wasn’t in the briefing, so it’s likely to be mobile units.’

			‘On top of the wall?’ Thorne asked.

			‘Seems that way. My guess is they were moved up during our approach, and planned to strafe our column once the Via Imperialis bridge was blown. Given that that entryway has now been denied to us, I intend to take us south through the Victory Gate instead, behind the Twenty-Twenty-Seventh. We’ll travel east here, past the Auditorium, and then bifurcate the regiment at the south-west corner of the Basilicanum Raina. I am going to take Wolf, Ceres and Steel up with me, and we will make straight for the Via Imperialis per our original orders. First and Red, you’ll make for the catacombs and then turn north, and destroy this anti-air above the Munier Gate as well as our original objectives in the area. Captain Thorne, Colour Sergeant Ainsley will accompany you,’ he added. 

			Thorne tried not to let this incredible slight visibly affect him, but it was clear that everyone present understood what had just taken place.

			‘Yes, sir,’ Thorne said, hot with resentment. What had Massen told the colonel? Had the commissar not believed him? Had she told on him, as though he were a naughty student? There had to be some explanation – he’d given the colonel no reason at all to doubt his capabilities.

			‘Horvat, Twenty-First will accompany me. Nordskov, you’ll head for the catacombs with the rest.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Are there any questions?’

			‘When are we going in?’

			‘That’s to be decided shortly. Brief your companies, and then everyone is to refuel and try to get an hour or two of shuteye. Dismissed.’

			‘Colonel Velterson for you, ma’am,’ Augustina Milic’s vox-operator said, handing her the headset. 

			Milic didn’t take her eyes off the turbid River Nachida. It was black with dissolved ash and coated with an iridescent scum of industrial pollutants. Who knew what vile Chaotic creatures dwelt in its depths now? If this place, a beacon of faith, one of Ultima Segmentum’s most holy sites, could be corrupted, then was anywhere truly safe? The thoughts had plagued her since they had arrived on Nymea, but now they were finally in Adoration after two years, she found them coalescing and concentrating in her head. 

			‘Ma’am?’

			‘Yes,’ Milic said, and took the handset. She turned back to look out across the Campus Stellae. It was an enormous plain of weed-cracked rockcrete, completely unadorned. It served a single purpose: to organise and funnel the pilgrims from the Dormitoria down the Pilgrim Highway and through the Victory Gate. When the city had been open and operational, they would have made their way up the South Processional and through the adorationals and the Sanctuary of the Novem Vias itself. It must have been an extraordinary sight – a river of humanity, the air thick with the cloying scent of incense barely masking what was doubtless an overpowering stench. 

			Now, instead of pilgrims, the campus was home to hundreds of vehicles from the Cadian 2027th. Even though they were an entire regiment’s worth of men and materiel, they appeared as little more than a speck in the endless rockcrete field.

			‘Venom,’ Milic said. In the distance, she could see the 2002nd, stacked up on the remnants of the Temple Highway outside the Naval Chapel, little islands of hold light spilling out into the urban darkness. ‘You’re lost.’

			‘Ha,’ the colonel barked humourlessly. ‘Augustina, change of plan.’

			‘So I see.’

			‘We’re going to follow you in through the Victory Gate.’

			Milic nodded to herself. ‘I’ll take all the extra combat mass I can get.’

			‘When are you going in?’

			‘We’re staging here for three hours. Waiting for our esteemed colleagues to blow the orbital defence battery at Pier One.’ 

			She looked over to the west, across the Pilgrim Highway, to where a sequence of enormous piers jutted out into the river. One of them was home to a vast anti-orbit cannon, a weapon so big that it had its own dedicated anti-air defence ring. The Nymeans were putting the entire Sixth Division into it, though they had not made anything like the progress that they should have given the lack of opposition in the sector. 

			‘How are they looking?’

			‘Nothing yet.’

			‘All right. Thanks, Augustina. Keep me posted.’

			‘Will do.’

			‘Where is he?’ Massen demanded, moving down the long line of idling vehicles. ‘Where is he?’

			‘Where is who, commissar?’

			‘Gustavus. The priest.’

			‘Not seen him, ma’am.’

			She continued to walk, the falling ash flakes dimly illuminated by blackout headlights. The damned stuff coated everything, immolated pilgrims raining down. As an augury it was a little on the nose, but the Imperial faith was not known for its subtlety.

			‘Where is he?’

			‘Who, ma–’

			‘The bloody priest!’

			‘I think he’s in the rear, ma’am.’

			Put-put-put went her boots against the ash-softened asphalt. Everywhere around her exhausted troopers slept, snatching a few hours before they moved off again. Not so in the rear; here, the corpsman’s wagons were overflowing with wounded, and Barber, the regiment’s chief medicae, correctly guessing they would be here for a little while, had quickly set up a field hospital. It was a rather ingenious arrangement, all four trucks positioned into a square, rears facing inwards, and then draped with a heavy canvas tarp so that they could turn operating lights on.

			Massen thrust the tent flap aside and entered, and was immediately arrested by the strong smell of bodily ejecta. 

			‘Commissar–’

			‘Where is he? Where’s Gustavus?’ she demanded of Barber.

			‘For the God-Emperor’s sake, Viktoria, I’m operating!’

			‘In the time it took you to say that, you could have just told me where he is.’ 

			‘He’s here, ma’am. I’ll show you,’ an orderly said.

			Massen was led to a Taurox, the rear of which had been converted to make space for six beds – two sets of triple bunks. In the centre was a bank of medical equipment, and an orderly making notes on the patients. Gustavus was lying unconscious in the bottom right cot, his face splashed with blood. 

			‘What’s the matter with him?’ Massen demanded.

			‘He was, uh, fetched in by some troopers,’ the orderly said uncertainly. ‘Something happened to him in the temple–’

			‘What happened to him in the temple?’ Massen snapped, fingers tracing the grip of her bolt pistol, to the considerable alarm of the orderly. 

			‘I’m not sure. I think he’s taken a knock to the head.’

			‘I’ll give him a bloody knock to the head–’

			‘Commissar? Commissar Massen?’ someone called. 

			Massen looked at the orderly. ‘You tell me the second he wakes up. You understand? This order supersedes everything else. Medical, martial, everything. Do you understand me?’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			Outside the makeshift field hospital, Massen accosted the trooper. ‘What is it? Who are you?’

			The woman was immediately wrongfooted. ‘Trooper Chung, ma’am.’

			‘I recognise you from earlier this afternoon. What’s your outfit?’

			‘First Company, ma’am. Third Platoon.’

			Massen’s features creased. ‘Oh. Yes. That’s right. You’re part of Thorne’s lot. What do you want? I am very busy.’

			Chung opened her mouth, then paused. ‘I’m sorry for wasting your time,’ she muttered, and began to turn.

			‘Don’t you dare walk away from me,’ Massen barked, arresting Chung immediately. ‘Just what the hell is the matter? It’s Thorne, isn’t it? What was really going on in the temple this afternoon? I knew it looked fishy.’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Lying to a commissar is a capital offence,’ Massen warned.

			‘Nothing, ma’am. I was just looking for… That is to say, where is Father Gustavus? I wanted to speak to him about something.’

			‘Then why did you come to me?’

			Chung paused. ‘Because you have been leading the regiment in services recently, and I–’

			‘Oh, piss off. I don’t have time for this. When you want to tell the truth, come and find me.’

			And with that, Massen stalked back to the head of the column.

			Velterson watched the orbital defence battery through his magnoculars. Next to him, Ainsley watched it too.

			‘In they go,’ Velterson muttered as the Nymean Sixth Division finally assaulted the enormous structure.

			‘Recaff, sir,’ Pelletier said. 

			‘Thanks,’ Velterson said, reaching down through the hatch and taking it. It was two hours before dawn, and any hope of even a brief kip had long gone. 

			‘How was it?’ he asked Ainsley after a moment of silence. ‘In Nymean custody?’

			‘Oh, a holiday compared to this,’ Ainsley replied. ‘They dared not mistreat me too badly. I think de Page was always frightened that he would be overridden. As he was, in the end. I don’t think I ever thanked you, by the way.’

			‘It’s my fault you were there in the first place.’

			‘I agree.’

			Velterson snorted, and took a big slurp of recaff. He thought a moment. ‘Do you remember Corporal Kunir?’

			‘Yes. Why?’

			‘Did I ever tell you the story about the time she kicked General Calderon?’

			Now Ainsley snorted. ‘No!’ 

			Velterson smiled, indulging the moment. ‘Kunir had been called in to Division as a mission specialist.’

			‘This is the girl with the bionic leg, right?’

			‘That’s the one.’

			‘Go on then.’

			‘This was on Decia Quintus. Do you remember? The desert?’

			‘I remember spending most of my time in a field hospital with Sinclair’s Disease.’

			‘They were going to assault the fortress at… Emperor, where was it?’

			‘Jociza.’

			‘Bloody hell, that’s a good memory.’

			‘Get on with the story.’

			Velterson took another slurp of recaff, pausing as a great explosion blossomed in the distance, highlighting the falling ash. ‘Kunir was called into Division as a mission specialist. I think she was only a corporal then. General Calderon was prattling on about some nonsense – it was the flash flooding to the south of the fortress. So anyway, he asks for her opinion and she gives it, and it was very good, I thought, very tactically sound.’

			‘I’m guessing he dismissed her out of hand.’

			‘Tremendously rude,’ Velterson said, chuckling again. ‘Calderon really was a prick.’

			‘What happened then?’ 

			‘After she was dismissed, she triggered her bionic leg. I don’t know how she did it, whether she yanked on some wiring or went for it.’

			‘She didn’t.’

			Velterson nodded, his face split into a big grin. Ainsley was laughing now, too. ‘She did. Didn’t kick him – she kicked one of the legs out of his chair. Smashed it straight off. Calderon went arse over elbow.’

			Ainsley was weeping now in silent mirth. ‘What did he say?’

			‘What could he say? He was furious, of course. Teodara, bless her – I think she’d only just got her majority – explained that the leg was a known issue.’

			‘A known issue!’ Ainsley shrieked.

			The two men spent a long minute laughing. After they had both calmed down, and Ainsley had been handed his own mug of recaff, he asked quietly, ‘What triggered that memory?’

			Velterson stood in silence for a few moments, thinking. ‘I don’t know,’ he muttered, suddenly maudlin. ‘Just an indulgence. I wanted a good laugh.’

			‘Hm,’ Ainsley muttered, eyeing the ecclesiopolis. 

			‘Here we go,’ Velterson said, magnoculars on the Campus Stellae. The 2027th were rallying. 

			‘Got Colonel Milic for you, sir,’ Pelletier said. 

			‘Augustina,’ Velterson said into the proffered handset.

			‘Venom. We’re on the move.’

			‘Slow down,’ Garver said to the Salamander’s driver as they approached the Victory Gate. Here the twin colossi of Stanislava reared into the air, gigantic statues each three hundred feet tall. They stood either side of the gate, which was an enormous fastness of white marble sitting over a boulevard ten lanes wide. With C Troop gone – dead, or missing in action, she had never regained contact with them – she had pushed forwards with the Sentinels from A Troop. They stuck to the eastern side of the Pilgrim Highway, and approached the wall slowly, putting the rightmost colossus between them and the Holy City.

			The driver slowed down. It was still dark, and the ash clouds were hardly helping. But she had seen movement.

			‘There,’ Roskopf said, pointing. ‘Signal.’

			Garver squinted into the darkness. A moment later, a dull red torch flashed three times. She unsnapped her own signal torch and sent three answering flashes. After a few seconds, two ratlings unpeeled from the shadow and ran across the highway towards them. 

			‘Morning, sergeant,’ the foremost said. ‘Corporal Greenbuck.’

			‘Corporal,’ Garver replied, returning his salute. What she had at first taken to be a pistol in the ratling’s hand in fact looked to be a sausage. 

			‘South Processional is clear,’ he said. ‘There’s an awful lot of crystal growth, though.’

			‘We saw some in the arboretum.’

			‘Not like this you didn’t. It’s worse in the Holy City. Going to play hell with those pretty tracks,’ he said, tapping the sausage against the Salamander’s running gear. 

			‘Any enemy?’

			‘Lots,’ the corporal said. ‘Very embedded. Every building, every church, every intersection. We’re going up the colossus to take a look. Report back to Division.’

			‘Does General Hansen know?’

			Greenbuck nodded. 

			‘Where is she?’

			‘South Pier.’

			Garver nodded. ‘All right. Thank you.’

			‘Happy hunting.’

			Garver picked up the vox-horn. In the distance, the Cadian columns approached. 

			‘Colonel Milic?’

			‘Go ahead, Recon.’

			‘Prepare for some heavy weather.’

			They went in at dawn. Watery grey light bathed the city. Cold drizzle filled the air, mixing with the ash to fill the streets with black sludge. 

			Chung sat in the back of her Chimera, gloved hands gripping her lasgun, leg jiggling up and down. The hold was filled with the reek of body odour and fear. One trooper had vomited in the footwell already, the morning’s rations. No one could blame him.

			The Chimera’s engines growled and whined and protested as they approached the ecclesiopolis from the south. Already she could hear firing from the head of the column, the fizzling crackle of multi-lasers and the heavier whomp-whomp-whomp of heavy bolters. It sounded far away, but at the same time much, much too close.

			‘We will be approaching the city from the south, and then turning east!’ Sergeant Kelly shouted over the gunfire and the roar of the engines. ‘On the left will be the Auditorium! On the right will be the wall! The column will head east until it reaches the catacombs, and then we will turn north. Our priority objectives are still the anti-air batteries around the city. The column is being sent north to the Munier Gate, where we will engage and destroy the counter-air batteries there!’

			He stopped as the hatch gunner opened up, filling the hold with shell casings. 

			‘Take up your positions!’

			Six troopers moved to their designated firing positions, aiming the socket-jointed lasguns mounted in the hold. Chung was one of them, and through the tiny vision slit, she watched as they moved past a breathtakingly large colossus standing to the right of the South Processional.

			And then, they were through.

			‘Emperor!’ Several of the troopers swore, and opened up with the lasguns. The hold was filled with crackling red light as they let off generous bursts of fire. In return, the Chimera’s armour was pinged and scratched and rattled and thumped by hundreds of incoming rounds. 

			There was nothing to do but press forwards. A great cacophony of fire echoed off the buildings. Chung could see nothing except the ecclesiopolis’ curtain wall, a place which had been absolutely infested with pilgrim lean-tos and shacks and other temporary buildings. Many of these were empty and desolate, and coated in a thick layer of crematorium ash. Others were burnt, blackened shells where fire had ripped through the holy township. Most jarringly of all, great crystalline growths erupted from the ground at irregular intervals, glittering in the las light and inviting scrutiny and madness.

			‘Don’t look at the crystals!’ Sergeant Kelly snapped, and Chung realised she had been lulled into a strange trance – along with everybody on the starboard side of the Chimera. Shaking her head, she squeezed the trigger again, letting off a long stream of lasgun fire into something that looked like an Archenemy trooper. In reality it might have been anything – a rat, a dog, a civilian. They were a mechanised infantry company moving into a heavily urbanised area; the time for care and subtlety and fire discipline was not now.

			She had no idea how long they were travelling up that section of the boulevard. She had no map – such precious commodities were not wasted on the rank and file – and no frame of reference, knowing nothing about the city or even Nymea beyond what was strictly operationally necessary. But it seemed like perhaps twenty or thirty minutes of hard driving before they came to a violent stop.

			‘Troops out! Let’s go, let’s get it done!’ Kelly shouted.

			The rear ramp thumped open, and Chung grabbed her lasgun, breath rasping in her throat. Outside, they spilled onto the asphalt. To the north, the gigantic Basilicanum Raina rose; past it, three mechanised and one armoured company from the regiment cut north between it and the Auditorium.

			‘In in in! Come on, get moving!’ Kelly shouted. Chung sprinted across the asphalt. Her foot hit something – a lump of crystal bursting out of the ground like a wart – and she tripped and rolled hard. 

			She lay on her back for what could only have been two or three seconds. Filling the air above her was a hail of horizontal fire as the entire company raked the basilicanum. 

			‘Chung!’ Alto screamed, coming back and grabbing her by her flak jacket. 

			‘I’m fine,’ she mumbled, shoving Alto off and pressing herself to her feet. She ran up to a nearby flying buttress and took cover behind the enormous column of stone. The intensity of fire was incredible, a horizontal hailstorm of hard and energy rounds. It seemed the entire church was completely impregnated with enemy. 

			‘Watch! Cover!’ a vox-trooper shouted from across the way. ‘Incoming!’

			A moment later, several enormous explosions rocked the upper floors of the cathedral as the tanks of the company began to open fire. One executioner round caused a great glowing blue glob of molten stone and glass to splatter down on the road, where it sizzled and flamed like radioactive goo. 

			‘First Squad, Second Squad, get through that bloody door!’ Lieutenant Beaumont shouted at them, his left ear glued to the vox-headset. ‘Quick time! Enemy anti-air assets on the third floor. Heavy weapons move up!’

			Sergeant Kelly gripped his drum-fed autogun, and turned and nodded to them. ‘On me!’ he shouted, and Chung followed him into the cathedral.

			‘Ground floor breached, heavy resistance!’ 

			‘Move the heavy weapons up!’

			‘We are doing, sir!’

			‘Good. Keep pushing.’

			Thorne watched as Third Platoon moved into the ground floor of the basilicanum. Behind him, the spiked black dome of the catacombs was nestled snugly in the south-east corner of the ecclesiopolis. 

			‘We’re going to need to clear that, too,’ Colour Sergeant Ainsley said from next to him, pointing, his glove caked in wet ash sludge. 

			Thorne gritted his teeth. He was pleased, he supposed, that Ainsley had been rescued from the Nymeans, but he was viciously angry that he had been saddled with the man as a babysitter. When the assault on Adoration was over, Thorne was set on resigning his commission. He didn’t even want to be a sergeant any more. Just a trooper. At least then he wouldn’t have to worry about fraternisation.

			‘Look,’ Ainsley said, pointing again. 

			Thorne peered through his magnoculars. He could see it, then, another Hydra battery – or rather, the very ends of the barrels. The thing was concealed between the catacombs and the wall itself, impossible to dislodge at range thanks to the interposition of the former. 

			‘Damn,’ he muttered.

			Ainsley slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Don’t fret, captain. This is what we’re here for.’

			‘Something is happening,’ Zyma said from the back of the Taurox as Velterson closely examined his map. They had left the 2027th at the South Processional, and the First and Red at the basilicanum; now they were making their way north-east through the city. Even with eighty-five troop carriers and thirty tanks, he still felt vulnerable amidst the oppressive enormity of Adoration.

			‘Not now, Zyma,’ Velterson replied. ‘Get me First Company, Pell.’

			‘Here you are, sir.’

			‘How are we looking, Thorne?’

			‘Pushing into the basilicanum, sir. Heavy resistance. Sergeant Ainsley has spotted an unmarked objective behind the catacombs as well. Hydra battery.’

			‘You’ll see to it.’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Good. Velterson out.’ He handed the vox back to Pelletier, but the vox-officer shook his head. ‘Keep it. Milic on the line.’

			‘Augustina?’

			‘Venom. Just wanted to let you know that we’ve got elements of Nymean Sixth Division pushing in down the West Processional.’

			Velterson looked at his map, tracing the line of the road.

			‘In force?’

			‘Looks to be. Good progress, or it was. They’re jammed up at the Reliquary of the Nine Hates.’ 

			‘That is good progress.’

			‘Just be aware.’

			‘Thanks for the heads up.’

			‘We’re going to start pushing into the Shrine of the Supplicant. We’re expecting General Hansen to join our rear elements in the next couple of hours.’

			‘Understood. Good luck.’

			‘Milic out.’

			Velterson passed the handset back to Pelletier. ‘Right. I want to–’

			And then the Taurox exploded.
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			XII

			SOMETHING IS HAPPENING

			They pushed through the city at speed. Massen stuck with Captain Glass as they circled around the north-east side of the basilicanum. There they were halted as the foremost Chimera was struck by an enemy Leman Russ – which was itself obliterated by one of the Rogal Dorns from the 28th Armoured. 

			Massen leapt down onto the road and sprinted to the Chimera at the head of the column, where it boiled with orange flame and thick black smoke. It had taken a direct hit in its front armour plate, killing the crew immediately, though about half the squad was able to escape at the rear hatch. Massen helped them out – the sergeant and four troopers – though everyone else, including one of Terho’s enginseers, had been killed. The corpses lay slumped in their bucket seats, including First Platoon’s lieutenant, who was missing much of the left side of his body. The rest were in a state of violent disassembly.

			Massen muttered a prayer as she pulled the last of the injured troopers from the vehicle. To her right, a Leman Russ Vanquisher, piled high with stowage, fired at something Massen couldn’t see, and an enormous explosion blew a hole in the north-eastern side of the basilicanum, showering the road with chipped stone and organic debris. 

			‘Clear this!’ Massen shouted, pounding on the side of the Russ. ‘Hey! Hey!’ 

			After a couple of seconds the driver’s hatch popped open. ‘What the–? Oh, commissar. What can I do for you?’

			‘Clear this wreckage, it’s blocking the road!’ she shouted, and then ran back down the road as the Vanquisher used its huge steel dozer blade to ram the Chimera wreckage out of the way. A moment later, Captain Glass pulled up in her Taurox, magnoculars around her neck, map spread out on the roof in front of her. 

			‘What do you think?’ she called down. 

			‘I think we need to go in,’ Massen replied, eyeing the eastern face of the basilicanum.

			‘I’ll take First and Second Platoons in here,’ she said, pointing to an entranceway on the eastern side. ‘Will you go with Third, Fourth and Fifth round the northern corner?’

			Massen nodded.

			Glass sucked her teeth. ‘There might be more armour to the north.’ 

			‘Can’t see anything in this bloody place,’ Massen replied. 

			It was true; the buildings around them, including the wall, were all enormous, as though the city’s architects had been in constant competition to see who could build the highest structures. Coupled with the gloom of dawn, and the constant cloud of ash from the Crematoria blocking out what little light made it through, the result was a city robbed of all its sightlines. 

			‘Could send the armour up to the Via Imperialis. Take out the anti-air on the Munier Gate. We’ll follow and link up with Venom there.’

			Massen nodded. ‘Let’s do it,’ she said, and made her way down the column, back towards the vehicles of Third Platoon.

			Velterson shook his head. His ears were ringing and his mouth tasted of blood. The Taurox had lurched over onto its left side, and the front of it was missing completely. Smashed pieces of track and human being littered the pavement.

			They had come under heavy fire from the buildings on either side of the road. Here lay a narrow section of accessway between the Boulevard of Saint Seraphina the Martyr and the Via Imperialis, a place jammed up with rockcrete tenements and monastic apartments built haphazardly over the centuries. They seemed – and were – alarmingly vulnerable to total structural collapse. 

			‘Report,’ he muttered, insensible, staggering to his feet. Immediately he hit his head on the top of the Taurox – or rather, the right side of the Taurox, which was now the roof.

			‘I’m… I’m… I’m damaged,’ Terho said.

			‘I’m here, sir,’ Vissier replied, clutching the regimental standard as though her life depended on it. Velterson blinked several more times, peering through the cloud of smoke. Vissier was sitting over Zyma, who was groaning and semiconscious, the left side of her face a mask of blood.

			‘Pell? Are you alive?’ Velterson grunted.

			‘I wish I wasn’t,’ the vox-officer replied. He was ensnared in a great tangle of wires, the cogitator bank and onboard vox-set destroyed by a great shotgun-spray of shrapnel. Whatever had hit the front of the vehicle, it had been viciously explosive, and had shredded the driver and gunner to red ruin. 

			‘I need comms,’ Velterson growled, coughing and retching in the smoke, and with a few kicks and shoulder barges, got the rear hatch open. Already he could see several squads of troopers from Wolf Company, led by Josslyn Kulkani, sprinting up the road towards them. 

			‘Colonel? Colonel? Are you all right?’ Kulkani shouted.

			‘I’m fine. I need comms. Get me Recon, now!’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			Velterson turned into the Taurox. He yanked Voidsplinter off its bracket on the roof, and then climbed back out. He took in the mess; his HQ had been struck by what looked to him like a krak missile. Another Chimera from Eighth had been completely obliterated, and was boiling with orange flame. The 21st Armoured was in the process of bulldozing a great section of buildings to the west, and firing ceaselessly on an apartment block, which, several seconds after Velterson clapped eyes on it, collapsed in a great cloud of smoke and rubble and ash. It set off a chain reaction in which several acres of poorly constructed buildings followed suit, burying hundreds of enemy soldiers under thousands of tons of rubble.

			The air flickered and danced with fire. Rakes had taken Steel Company all the way up to the Via Imperialis – that was good, since it took them out of this killing corridor. Wolf and Ceres were jammed up behind him, slowly going round the wreckage of the two vehicles now blocking the road.

			‘Medicae,’ Velterson grunted at one of the troopers accompanying Captain Kulkani. 

			‘Sir?’

			‘Zyma needs assistance.’

			The medicae paused.

			‘Right now!’ Velterson barked. 

			A moment later, Kulkani’s vox-operator appeared next to him.

			‘Velterson,’ he slurred.

			‘Colonel, it’s Keara.’

			‘What’s going on?’

			‘Pushing into the basilicanum. We’ve identified enemy anti-air on the upper floors and we’re moving to neutralise it. We sent the Twenty-Eighth Armoured all the way up the wall. They’ll hit the Munier Gate.’

			Velterson nodded. ‘All right. Rakes is already there on the Via Imperialis. I’ll tell him to move up.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			Velterson gave the handset back, just as a Salamander from A Troop Recon was arriving. 

			‘Sergeant Garver, sir,’ a begoggled woman holding onto the gun rail called out to him. ‘I heard you need a lift?’ 

			‘Yes,’ Velterson said, climbing in. ‘Get me to the Via Imperialis. Josslyn?’

			‘Sir?’

			‘Catch up when you can.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			Velterson sat down and the Salamander sped off.

			‘It’s going to be a long day,’ he muttered. 

			‘You understand what must be done,’ Father Longstaff said.

			Gustavus nodded. The pair of them, mentor and mentee, were walking through the seminary gardens on Yonah. The myrwood trees were in blossom, an event which lasted for a few weeks in spring, and they carpeted the fecund earth with purple flowers. It was a beautiful sight, one that attracted pilgrims and tourists in equal measure from all corners of the world.

			‘I do,’ Gustavus said eventually. ‘I must admit, father, that I’m… frightened.’

			Longstaff nodded understandingly. ‘That is to be expected. The path we have chosen is a dangerous one.’

			‘But necessary.’

			‘Absolutely,’ Longstaff said. ‘Absolutely. Truth – objective truth, truth which rises above all tendentiousness, truth which can only be achieved through the clarifying, focusing lens of the Hexe Crystal – that is worth more than anything. More than life itself.’

			‘They will resist me.’

			‘They will. But we will prevail in the end. “The truth will out,” so the old saying goes. And besides, our master has already prevailed.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘Think on it, he must have. We would not be here had he not. That is the focal nature of the Crystal Fastness. The distributary of fate. He guides us via his infinite schemes.’

			They walked on in silence for a while.

			‘I’m not sure I will ever understand,’ Gustavus said eventually, not sharing his master’s certainty.

			‘At the point of your death, you will.’

			‘Let us hope that it does not come to that.’

			‘It must come to that. The only question is when.’

			They stopped. In front of them was a doorway of infinite black void, cut into the matter of the aether. 

			‘I’m frightened,’ Gustavus said. ‘Even though I know I am on the right path.’

			Longstaff nodded. He looked superficially sympathetic, though there was an undercurrent of steel, both to his expression and his mannerisms.

			‘There is one who can stop you. You must eliminate her first.’

			‘I don’t think–’

			‘Do not think. Do.’

			And then, before Gustavus could rejoin, Longstaff pushed him firmly through the door.

			They sped past the wake of the 21st Armoured as they annihilated entire blocks of habs with high-explosive rounds, in contravention of every standing order regarding the preservation of infrastructure in the Holy City. Velterson didn’t care one bit. He would not sacrifice a single Cadian life for a building, ever in his career.

			‘Uh, colonel?’ Pelletier said. 

			‘Hm? What?’

			‘Someone on the line for you.’

			‘Who?’ Velterson snapped.

			‘I’m not sure…’ 

			Velterson snatched the handset and pressed it to his ear.

			‘–coming he is coming he is coming he is coming he is coming he is coming!’

			‘In the name of–’ Velterson cursed, about to throw the handset back to the vox-operator. ‘Why did you give it to me?’ he snarled. ‘I don’t need to hear the same bloody Archenemy nonsense.’

			‘It’s not, sir,’ Pelletier replied. ‘It’s a clean signal.’

			‘From who?’

			‘Well, actually… it’s from you.’

			‘What?’

			‘I don’t mean you personally, I mean HQ. My old set.’

			‘The one that just got destroyed?’

			‘Right.’

			Velterson sighed, and pressed the handset reluctantly back to his ear once more. Above, rain now fell with the ash, a poisonous black spray that he was certain was going to give them all cancer. ‘Start making sense,’ he demanded.

			But the channel was dead. 

			Gustavus awoke to find himself in the back of a Taurox. It was a familiar place for him – months of overindulgence on gwirod had seen him dumped in the back of the corpsman’s wagons on many occasions, to the chagrin of everyone in the regiment, not least Barber.

			He sat up. Everything was different. Everything that seemed to mark terrestrial processes of life was absent. There was no sound, no feeling. The people around him seemed distorted, flickering geometric patterns, crystalline shadows, curious temporal after-effects.

			He reached out to the nearest one. The faintest echo of a scream seemed to reach him from somewhere, as though he were hearing it on a quiet winter’s morning from several miles away. As he reached out to grasp the source of the scream, there was a great shattering of glass, and the person, their essence, faded, extinguished from space-time.

			There were more of these essences in the Taurox. He lay about each one, crushing, crunching, smashing. The sound of tinkling broken glass echoed through infinity.

			The wagon jack-knifed and rolled. More essences ended. Gustavus was confused more than anything, unsure what was happening.

			‘Father Longstaff?’ he called out. But the man did not answer.

			But of course, he was back on Yonah.

			Gustavus shook his head. He was outside now, on the street. He moved through the Holy City, admiring the great amethystine pinnacles, great growths that had broken up through the crust of the planet. He felt power coursing through his veins, power taken directly from the energy matrix of space and time itself. It flowed through him, his body – in whatever form it now took – connected to the Crystal Fastness. The power bestowed upon him came from He Who Waits directly, suffusing him, transmuting him. 

			Changing him. He was changed by the Lord of Change. 

			Now he moved east. There were more life essences here. He extinguished them without a thought. Each act of spiritual destruction brought him incredible succour. Each death felt like solving a part of a puzzle aeons in the making. 

			He was helping his master manipulate.

			And it felt good.

			‘This is Massen,’ she shouted into the vox above the deafening roar of weapons filling the ground floor of the basilicanum. The Archenemy forces here, mostly comprised of corrupted Nymean Holy City guards, planetary defence formations, and the odd mad ecclesiarch, were fighting tooth and nail for every section of the building. It was as though they knew that the Imperials were seeking to knock out the anti-air batteries higher up the structure, and were fighting accordingly, blocking every elevator and stairway they could with booby-traps and heavy weapons nests.

			‘It’s the priest!’

			It was the medical orderly with whom Massen had spoken the night before.

			Massen froze. There was something in the girl’s voice, something that spoke to a deep, primal terror, that made her blood run cold.

			‘What is it? What?’

			But nothing came through the vox except the sound of screaming, and a violent, guttural, animalistic growling.

			And then the channel went dead.

			‘Shit,’ Massen said, looking round. ‘Where was that?’ she demanded of the vox-operator. ‘Where did that come from?’

			‘The regimental support group.’

			‘I know that, you idiot, I mean where are they?’

			‘On the boulevard, as far as I know. Commissar?’ 

			But Massen was already running.

			‘Pelletier. Yes, commissar, he’s right next to me.’

			‘Is that Massen?’ Velterson asked as Pelletier handed over the handset.

			‘Old Matron’s got herself in a tizz about something,’ he muttered grumpily.

			‘Viktoria,’ Velterson said. ‘What’s the matter?’

			‘Where are you? Why aren’t you answering on the HQ line?’

			‘My Taurox got hit. I’m with Recon now.’ 

			‘Something’s happened with Father Gustavus.’

			‘I don’t have time to talk about drunkenness–’

			‘Where is the regimental support group?’

			‘We left them on the Martyr Boulevard. What’s going on?’

			‘I’m going to find out. I think it’s bad, though.’

			‘Do whatever needs to be done. You can reach me on this frequency.’

			‘Understood. Massen out.’

			‘Bloody hell,’ Maus said. ‘Did you see that?’

			Greenbuck nodded, his eyes glued to his magnoculars. Both of them were in the observation platform built into the stone collar of the Colossus of Stanislava. Ahead of them, the Holy City stretched, though visibility was extremely poor thanks to the low banks of ash-infused cloud and black rain. ‘Certainly saw… something.’ He took a bite of his roasted drumstick, and then placed it back in the ammunition hopper.

			‘Cut through those troopers like wet paper.’

			‘Hm. What outfit is that?’

			‘That’s the Two-Thousand-and-Second Cadian.’

			Greenbuck keyed in his microbead. ‘Greenbuck for Division.’

			‘This is Ninth.’

			‘General Hansen there?’

			‘She’s with Fabre on the South Processional.’ 

			‘Pass on a message urgently, would you? Copy the officer commanding Twenty-Oh-Two Cadian. You’re going to need to move her immediately.’

			General Hansen was touring the rear – or what had become the rear rather quickly, much to Fabre’s delight – with Colonel Augustina Milic of the 2027th, when a runner from divisional headquarters pulled up in a Salamander. 

			‘General, my lord!’ he shouted, sweating and red-faced and out of breath.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Hansen asked.

			‘Word from Recon.’

			‘What?’

			‘Yes, spit it out,’ Milic added, clearly annoyed to be interrupted during her exclusive time with the seniormost officers of the army.

			‘There’s been an incident with the Two-Thousand-and-Second. We need to get you to safety.’

			‘Incident? What sort of incident?’ Fabre demanded. 

			‘Please, come this way,’ the runner said.

			‘Where is the Two-Thousand-and-Second?’

			‘It’s just on the Martyr Boulevard, ma’am. Only a quarter-mile to the east.’

			‘You still haven’t said what the matter is.’

			‘Some sort of, ah, creature, ma’am. The sector is no longer safe for you.’ 

			There was a pause.

			‘Bloody hell,’ Fabre muttered eventually.

			‘Does Venom know?’ Hansen asked, her voice pregnant with worry.

			‘I believe he is being told now.’

			‘It’s General Hansen for you, sir,’ Pelletier said.

			Velterson groaned. They had finally achieved the Via Imperialis, their original objective, and already the 28th Armoured was making excellent progress east. Together with the 19th Mechanised – Steel Company – they were doing a damned good job of assaulting the Munier Gate. The big white marble fastness that overlooked the Via Imperialis – which the Archenemy had now destroyed out of sheer frustration – was being pummelled by tank fire, and though the elevation was much too high for Nordskov to actually destroy the Hydras there directly, it was putting their enemy’s heads down a treat. It would give Rakes plenty of time and cover to pull right up to the gatehouse and assault it. It was a bloody process, but another day or so and they might actually have cleared the sector.

			Hell, Velterson was tempted to drive up and lead the assault himself.

			‘Teodara, what can I do for you?’ he asked. 

			‘Venom, bad news from Divisional Recon.’

			‘What is the matter?’

			‘Something’s going on in your rear. The ratlings are reporting eyes on some sort of… creature. The lord general and I have been evacuated.’

			Velterson’s heart sank so low it was in danger of coming out of his boots. ‘Oh, shit.’

			‘Last sighting was on the Martyr Boulevard.’

			‘I sent Massen to deal with it.’

			‘I will leave it to you, Venom, but don’t underestimate whatever it is. Don’t squander this momentum.’

			Velterson pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘Shit, shit, shit!’ he shouted, to the great consternation of Sergeant Garver and Pelletier. Then he thumbed the transmit switch back on. ‘Understood, Teodara. I’ll see to it.’

			He handed the handset back to Pelletier. ‘Driver, back the way we came. Fast as you can, please. Get me to Wolf Company. Pell, get me Josslyn.’

			He watched with regret as the Via Imperialis faded back into the black rain.

			‘Can’t raise her, sir.’

			Velterson gritted his teeth. ‘Faster! Put your foot down, for the Emperor’s sake!’

			Massen commandeered a Chimera from First Company, and they roared down the Martyr Boulevard. Eventually, they came to the regimental support group, or at least, what remained of this part of it. Here, several vehicles had been abandoned and destroyed, including two precious fuel trucks and a corpsman’s wagon. The rest had retreated south of the Victory Gate.

			‘On me!’ Massen shouted as the Chimeras slowed to a halt, and the debarkation ramp thumped open. She led the squad of troopers smartly across the road. Already the smell of death hung heavy in the air, a sort of sweet rotting vegetable stink mixed with burnt blood and offal.

			Her bolt pistol was in her hand as she rounded the corner, giving it a wide berth. The back of the wagon had been thrown open, and inside was red carnage. Whoever had had the misfortune of being present when Gustavus had regained consciousness had paid for it with their lives. It was impossible to say how many people had been in the Taurox at the time, but there seemed to be enough fleshy matter for at least five troopers and orderlies.

			‘God-Emperor,’ one of the troopers gasped as they appeared next to Massen. ‘What happened, commissar?’

			‘Never mind that,’ Massen muttered, squinting through the heavy ash rain. ‘The question is, where has he gone?’

			Thorne had to admit that, for all he resented being watched over by Colour Sergeant Ainsley, the man was a talented warrior. Even though he was technically Thorne’s subordinate, he commanded the captain as surely and confidently as Venom himself.

			‘Right,’ Ainsley said, after First through Third Platoons had pushed into the ground floor of the basilicanum. They both stood behind a Chimera, looking at the catacombs. ‘I recommend, sir, you take Fourth round to the south-east corner and loop north. Who’s commanding the heavy weapons platoon? Is it Waterman still?’

			Thorne shook his head. ‘No, he’s dead. It’s Korhonen now.’

			‘Perhaps you take Korhonen and two lascannons as well, then?’ Ainsley continued, doing an excellent job of making it sound like advice. ‘You smoke them out, I’ll hit them from the north. Then we’ll clear out the catacombs together.’

			‘You think two platoons is enough?’

			‘I’ve done a lot more with a lot less,’ Ainsley said. ‘Sir.’

			Thorne nodded. ‘All right.’

			He relayed the plan to Lieutenant Sýkora, the commander of Fourth Platoon, and together they pushed right up to the edge of the catacombs. Here, the black dome created a pinch point against the wall, just wide enough for a lascannon to be wheeled down, but nowhere near enough for a Chimera. 

			Enemy fire began to zap down the corridor towards them.

			‘Grenades! Grenades!’ Thorne shouted, and he threw one as hard as he could into the corner of the wall. The rain was thundering down now, overflowing the gutters and the wall above and filling the area with scummy black water. Troopers, exhausted and fuelled by recaff and adrenaline, pushed up through ankle-deep water, taking cover in the many columns and extrusions jutting out of the side of the dome. The air smelt of rust and refuse.

			The alleyway ahead crackled with grenade detonations and filled with smoke. Sýkora pushed up with several squads, but was quickly pinned by effective enemy fire. A moment later an enemy autocannon opened up, sending big fat slugs zipping down the access. One Cadian took a round in his right hip, the leg blown off completely. Another took one through the front of the throat and lost her head and the top half of her chest. A third – it looked to be Sýkora’s comms man – was hit in the vox, which exploded and sprayed the lieutenant with shrapnel. 

			‘Come on,’ Thorne urged, wiping stinging rainwater from his eyes. It was bucketing off the rim of his helmet. 

			But the advance had already stalled. The wounded were dragged into cover, and the dead leaked ghastly quantities of blood into the putrid water, and no one would move up further. 

			He turned back. The lascannon team were loitering by the west end of the access.

			‘Tani, get me Ainsley,’ he said. She handed him the handset.

			‘What’s the matter, captain?’

			‘We’re stuck,’ he said. ‘They’ve got the alley stitched up with an autocannon.’

			‘Push up, I’m nearly there,’ Ainsley replied.

			‘We can’t without taking heavy casualties.’

			‘So take heavy casualties!’ 

			‘Throne,’ Thorne muttered, replacing the handset. He stuck his head out from behind the large, curved buttress that supported this part of the dome. A hail of fire immediately struck the floor and walls around him. 

			‘Shit!’ he snapped.

			‘What are your orders, captain?’ Sýkora shouted from further up.

			They are not your friends. They never will be. They must follow your orders without question. Velterson’s words echoed in his head. He hated that he’d ever needed to be told. Hated that he needed to be babied. Hated that his job was to send dozens of men and women into certain death. Cadians. Friends.

			They are not your friends.

			But if they weren’t his friends, who was? The regiment’s cold, taciturn officer class? Certainly it was not the Nymeans. 

			Even Velterson did not spend the lives of the remaining Cadians unless he absolutely had to. Everyone knew he wouldn’t let Massen shoot any of the true-bloods without permission. It was a source of much friction in the regiment.

			‘We’re going to have to push up!’ he heard himself shout.

			‘Are you joking? We’ll be ripped to pieces!’ 

			Thorne’s thoughts hardened. What were they supposed to do? Abandon it? Leave the anti-air in place to blow the Kasrkin out of the sky? Fail the mission? 

			He found himself wishing he had Third Platoon to throw up the alley instead – Alto, Lange, Vardanyan. 

			Chung. 

			There was no question he wanted them to die. He just didn’t want to be responsible for it.

			‘Get up there or I’ll shoot you myself!’ he roared, his frustration boiling over. ‘Get up there now! Move up, you bloody… cowards!’ 

			Tani looked at him in astonishment. The others did too. But they moved up. 

			They died, but they moved up. 

			Nobody called a Cadian a coward.
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			XIII

			THE BACKGROUND WORLD

			‘Talk to me, Viktoria.’

			‘I’m looking,’ she said, and she was. The Chimera roared along the boulevard at speed. So fast, in fact, that they were in danger of running out of fuel. That was the problem with mechanised companies – commanders neglected promethium stocks at their peril.

			Massen checked the time. It was four o’clock in the afternoon, a gloomy, rainy day. The chances of getting any rest that night were fading fast. 

			‘This is my fault,’ she muttered to herself, leather-gloved hands tightening into fists. ‘I knew there was something wrong with him. I knew it.’

			‘Have you found him?’

			‘I’m looking!’ she snapped into the headset. She leant down into the hold. ‘Take us north.’ 

			They reached the last known position of Wolf Company. There was his Taurox, smashed and blackened. Now that he saw it, Velterson was amazed he’d survived. But aside from a few corpses and a few bits and pieces of vehicle, the road was empty.

			Around them, buildings rendered from dark grey rockcrete, windows dark, loomed. 

			‘Where the hell is everyone?’ he demanded, scratching the three days’ coating of stubble on his chin. Too much white in it these days. 

			‘Beats me, sir,’ Garver murmured. 

			‘Pell, get me Arissien.’

			‘On the line, colonel.’

			‘Where are you, captain?’ Velterson demanded into the handset. He could hear a tremendous volume of gunfire over the vox. It made Arissien almost impossible to hear.

			‘We had to divert west,’ came the crackling, grainy reply.

			‘How far west?’

			‘Hold,’ came the reply. ‘Where the hell are we, Frisk?’

			‘That’s the Ecclesiarchal palace, cap.’

			‘You there, colonel?’

			‘I’m here,’ Velterson said. He tapped Garver on the shoulder and then pointed up to a human-shaped figure loitering in the third-storey window of one of the nearby habs. She aimed the heavy bolter up at it, and it disappeared. ‘We need to move,’ he said to her quietly.

			‘Agreed,’ she replied. 

			‘The Ecclesiarch’s palace,’ Arissien said eventually. 

			‘Is Josslyn with you?’

			‘Negative, colonel. I think she may have gone further north. Not seen Wolf for a while.’

			‘Further north?’

			‘Think so, sir.’

			‘Our objective was the Via Imperialis, why are all of you so far west?’

			‘Pinned down by a large enemy formation, sir. Taking heavy fire!’

			‘Is anyone with you?’

			‘Can see some Nymeans, sir. Sixth Division looks like, on the South Pro­­cessional.’

			‘I don’t care about the Nymeans, captain, I want to know where my Wolf Company has gone!’

			‘Lost to the tides of infinity.’

			Velterson paused. ‘Say again your last.’

			The line went dead again.

			Velterson grimaced. ‘Get us about! Back north!’ he shouted to the driver. 

			‘Viktoria – I’m chasing down Eighth. I think they might have gone towards the adorationals, but it’s going to be heavy going up there. I don’t want to get too far ahead of the rest of the regiment.’

			Massen consulted her map. The adorationals lay in a huge complex to the south and east of Adrax’s Sanctuary of the Novem Vias itself. Further south was the Palace of the Ecclesiarch, where Ceres Company under Arissien now was, and then to the east of them, strung out along the Via Imperialis, lay the 21st Armoured and Steel Company, pushing on to the Munier Gate and the anti-air there. 

			‘There’s no way,’ she muttered, tracing the tangle of roads. ‘There’s no way they could have got that far north.’

			‘What’s that, commissar?’ one of the troopers asked.

			‘I’m not talking to you,’ Massen snapped. She ducked back into the hold, and then stumbled forward into the driver’s compartment. ‘I need to get here,’ she said, pointing to a section of map crowded with habs. 

			‘The East Processional, ma’am?’

			‘No, before that. In this section here.’

			The driver’s features creased in confusion. ‘That’s all structure.’

			Massen shook her head. ‘No, there will be roads, just small ones.’

			‘Dangerous to take us into that alone, ma’am.’

			‘You know what else is dangerous?!’ she shouted in his face. ‘A round from this bolt pistol through your skull! Now shut up and get on with it!’ 

			The Salamander picked and ground its way through endless backstreets whilst the Holy City filled with ash and rain and bodies. The afternoon wore on to evening, and once again they were plunged into the day’s gloaming. The sound of fighting grew increasingly distant.

			Velterson tried not to let the disquiet he felt show. This was a haunted, treacherous, deadly place, and the only thing currently keeping them safe was the fact that they were a solitary light vehicle. General Hansen would have his guts if she knew he was risking his life in this way. 

			Above, the streets were crowded with crosswalks and archways, and there seemed to be at least one municipal elevated trackway, too, though it had featured in none of the briefings. Here, the monastic apartments were connected by great spiderwebs of electrical cables strung with prayer flags. As a fire risk it was without peer, though the flags and scraps of prayer parchment were currently soaked through, and hung down slack like the bodies of hanged men. 

			‘Slow down,’ he said to the Salamander’s driver.

			They slowed down. 

			‘Maybe we should turn back, sir,’ Pelletier said.

			‘Shut up,’ Velterson muttered. He moved so that he was sitting next to the driver, and pointed to the streets ahead. ‘There,’ he said. He consulted his map, looking at it closely. He marked something on it with his pencil. ‘Adorational VI,’ he said. ‘What is that?’ He turned. ‘Garver?’

			‘It’s like a shrine,’ one of the troopers said – Roskopf by the Gothic lettering on his shoulder armour. 

			‘A shrine,’ Velterson replied.

			‘Sir.’

			He turned back. ‘We’re so far north we’re going to start running into Colonel Demeter’s area of operations.’

			‘Want me to raise her, sir?’ Pelletier asked. 

			‘No.’

			The Salamander crawled forward. Garver moved the heavy bolter back and forth, keeping it trained on the many – many – alcoves and alleys and balconies and places where they might be fired upon by an enterprising cultist with a missile launcher. Eventually, they broke out onto the boulevard that ran parallel to the rightmost section of the shrine. Dead ahead was the enormous East Processional, a broad road of red paving marked every couple of hundred yards by a huge statue.

			And there was Wolf Company.

			‘God-Emperor,’ Garver whispered.

			‘Mercy,’ Roskopf said. 

			‘Pell,’ Velterson said, grim. His breath fogged the air. There was frost coating the ground in every direction, freezing the ash-infused rain into black stalagmites. 

			‘Sir?’

			‘Get me my witch.’

			‘What’s the matter with her?’ Barber asked. 

			‘Your guess is as good as mine, chief,’ Orderly Helias said. He was carrying a bucket of soiled rags sitting in a stew of bloody counterseptic. In ordinary circumstances – insofar as those ever existed – Barber would have just ordered them burned. But with supplies being throttled by the Nymeans, they had to preserve whatever they could.

			He turned back to the inert form of Zyma, whom they were about to unload from the back of one of the corpsman’s Tauroxes. No one else would berth with her, even the grievously wounded, and so she had the thing to herself. None of the orderlies would go in either, until Barber had roared at them with unbridled fury. Even then, only Helias would assist him.

			They had set up in the Auditorium, a large structure designed and built for religious oratory, consisting of a single vast chamber with a stage and amphitheatre. The roof had collapsed under shelling, obliterating the seats, but the stage itself was huge. They had driven the remaining vehicles from the regimental support group directly inside the building, and set up a decent-sized field hospital.

			Barber fussed over Zyma. He found her as repugnant as everyone else in the regiment, and even being in her proximity filled him with a deep-seated sense of revulsion and dread. But he had not become the 2002nd’s chief medicae by refusing to treat patients. Any Cadian who entered his care, he would do his damnedest for, psyker or no. 

			The problem was, no one knew what was wrong with her.

			‘Physically she’s perfectly healthy,’ he said to Helias. ‘Apart from this minor lesion on her forehead and…’ He probed her lips, exposing her teeth and gums. ‘She’s taken in a breath or two of smoke, but – well. Hardly ideal, but nothing fatal.’

			He checked and rechecked all of her telemetry on his chirurgeon’s cogitator, and consulted with his medicae-servitor. But everything was as it should be. The lungs were fine, brain activity was off the charts, but she was a psyker, so that was to be expected.

			‘Chief?’ someone called from outside the Taurox.

			‘Hm? What?’

			‘Got the colonel for you. Says it’s urgent.’

			‘Put it through.’

			Barber turned to the vox-station mounted on the wall behind the driver’s compartment, and waited for the rune to blink green. He lifted the receiver. ‘This is Barber.’ 

			‘–you immediately outside Adorational VI, mass casualties– tand–?’

			Barber plugged his other ear with his index finger. ‘I’m sorry, colonel, I can’t–’

			‘Get to Adorational VI with every medicae you have!’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Do you have Zyma?’

			Barber glanced over to the psyker. ‘Yes, sir. But she’s unconscious.’

			‘Make her conscious and bring her to me!’

			‘Colonel, I can’t–’

			‘Make it happen, Barber! Velterson out.’

			Barber swore as he hung up the receiver. ‘Get ready to move out, two wagons!’ he shouted. ‘Helias, bring me my sanctifico.’

			The orderly looked at him doubtfully.

			‘Now!’

			They made their way up the highway, two wagons empty save for Zyma and the team of medicaes. Whilst Barber’s people prepared saline and morphia, he opened up his sanctifico. It was a leather medical case that he had not used for many years, and the utility of which he still doubted. Successes with the contents in the past could easily be written off as coincidence. But there were some things in the Imperium – many things, perhaps, though he did not like to think about it – that could not be cured by normal medical means. Perhaps this was one of them.

			The sanctifico contained a number of glass ampoules of consecrated oils, holy water, as well as a few purity seals and texts. As the Taurox slewed at speed up the roads of the Holy City, Barber withdrew a bottle of oil from the Well of Saint Augustin from Kasr Myrak, and with a slightly shaking hand, applied it to Zyma’s forehead. As he did so, he fumbled open one of his pocket prayer books, and began to speak the words written there.

			‘Time to go,’ Leonara said. 

			Zyma didn’t want to. She wanted to remain in this womblike oblivion – dark, pleasant, warm, a comfortable prelude to death. All she needed now was for her physical body to switch off, and the endless torture and torment that was her life could be over. ‘Already?’

			‘You are needed.’

			‘They hate me.’

			‘They need you. And the Emperor needs them. Ergo, the Emperor needs you.’ 

			‘What do they need me for?’

			‘The Changer of Ways has bestowed his gift upon one of your number.’

			‘Father Gustavus.’

			‘Yes.’

			Zyma sighed. ‘He will be a powerful foe.’

			‘You, my sweet, are the powerful one.’ 

			‘My power frightens me.’

			‘His power frightens him.’

			Zyma laughed bitterly. ‘Two frightened people, fighting to the death.’

			‘Oh, Zyma,’ Leonara laughed darkly. ‘Whatever made him a person has long gone.’

			‘Don’t let me go. Please. I hate this.’

			‘The Emperor expects,’ Leonara said simply, and–

			Zyma awoke. 

			‘Holy shit, it worked,’ someone – the regiment’s chief medicae, Shepherd Barber – said, lurching backwards so suddenly that he struck the back of his head on the cot above her.

			Zyma sat up, and found something trickling into her eyes – a scented oil, which played merry hell with her mucous membranes. It had been applied to her forehead. She wiped it away, blinking.

			‘Where am I?’ she asked, pressing a hand to the vibrating steel hull of the Taurox. 

			‘S-Saint S–’

			‘No. Stop. It’s all right. I remember.’

			She looked around, not at the interior of the corpsman’s wagon, but at the aether, the swirling mass of infinity that she had, during her childhood, realised only she – and other psykers – could see. This was a place she had long referred to as the Background World, a place that was full of wonder and horror and which she would have given anything to have never been able to see.

			And right now she could see something she very much did not want to.

			‘There he is,’ she murmured with dismay.

			She looked over to see Barber pressed against the vox-terminal.

			‘…Yes, sir. Yes, I have her awake, sir. Yes, sir, I’m bringing her to you now. All right, sir.’

			Barber took the receiver away from his ear and handed it to her. She took the green rubber grip, stretching the cord.

			‘Zyma, are you there?’

			Colonel Velterson. Gabriel ‘Venom’ Velterson. One of the very few people in the regiment who treated her with some measure of respect. Not affection. Not cordiality. Not even politeness. But at least he respected her.

			‘I’m here,’ she said.

			‘I need you with me.’

			Her heart surged. She kept the sentence in her head, a small audio clip which she would revisit later. He did not mean it, of course, from the perspective of companionship. But that didn’t matter. She could fool herself into believing it later.

			‘I know,’ she replied.

			‘Father Gustavus has–’

			‘I know.’

			Josslyn Kulkani was dead. It seemed like most of the company was too. Strung out along the line of the East Processional, they had taken up positions at the side of the road and been slaughtered. Their bodies filled a shallow drainage trench, piled up sometimes three deep, legs and arms and necks at unnatural angles. Curiously, they reminded Velterson of piles of green laundry more than anything else. 

			‘This cannot be the work of one man,’ Garver said, aghast, as she and the meagre complement of reconnaissance troops in the Salamander tended desperately to the wounded. They dragged them into the adorational, a large square of paving hemmed in on all sides by a colonnade and roofed by a large golden dome. A hole at its apex let in a constant drizzle of black rain. 

			Where the shrine itself was, on the north side, lay a pile of rubble and a great amethystine eruption. 

			Velterson grabbed hold of the flak jacket of a trooper desperately corralling his guts back into his midriff, and pulled him inside the shrine as well. Here, Pelletier, constantly eager to be out of sight and mind and pleased to finally have an excuse to be, applied field dressings to the mass of groaning troopers. One in ten would survive, if they were lucky.

			Velterson himself, a man of considerable experience and not easily given to shock, was fighting off the urge to lapse into a daze. It was times like these that defined a senior officer, and yet all he could think about was losing fully one-fifth of his mechanised companies – over three hundred fighting men. Not only that, but to some sort of arcane horror. 

			Once he had finished dragging the trooper into cover, he pulled his map out. His regiment was scattered to the four winds now, and Wolf Company, his northern linchpin, had been obliterated.

			‘Pell, inform Colonel Demeter of our current position and situation.’

			‘Sir.’

			‘Best update General Hansen, too.’

			He folded the map and put it away, then returned to the line. He scanned the broad red paving of the East Processional, and then paced Wolf’s position with the keen eye of an investigator, trying to read the battlefield and see what had happened. But amidst the psychic frost – which was rapidly melting away under the ash and rain – there was no tell-tale scattering of bullet casings, or spent energy cells, and the processional itself was not scored and scarred with las burns and blast marks. Whatever had happened here, it had not been a two-sided engagement. Either that or it had been a bloody great surprise.

			He turned sharply. Something had whispered in his ear.

			‘Who was that?’ he demanded.

			Sergeant Garver looked up from where she was strapping a trooper’s leg wound at the base of the colonnade.

			‘Did you say something, sir?’

			Velterson brushed his ear irritably with his left hand. ‘Thought I heard something.’

			‘You heard that as well?’

			Velterson grimaced. ‘Heard what?’

			‘Like… a whisper?’

			He turned again, but this time it was not a whisper. Instead, it was the growling of Taurox engines running at full throttle.

			‘Zyma,’ Velterson said with a great sigh of relief. He’d not said anything to Garver about leaving, because he had not wanted to abandon the wounded of Wolf Company, nor leave their northern flank completely unobserved. But by the God-Emperor, every fibre of his being was telling him to turn tail and flee this place. 

			‘What’s that noise?’ Garver called.

			‘It’s Barber,’ Velterson muttered.

			‘No, that… crackling noise.’

			Velterson stopped. She was right; there was a strange crackling noise in the air, as though a hundred bones were being dislocated in that moment.

			He looked across the East Processional. Much like the road itself, his blood ran cold.

			‘Shit,’ he said with profound dismay.

			The ice was returning.

			‘Back! Back to the trucks, now!’ he barked. 

			Behind them, the thing that had once been Father Gustavus approached.

			There would be a reckoning. Not that day, nor the day after. Perhaps not even the day after that. But one day it would come.

			Cadians were loyal to the Throne and obedient to their officers. They would fight and die as the exigencies of the mission required. But they had long memories. They did not forget waste. Nor did they forgive it. And running like madmen up that confined alleyway into the snout of an autocannon was nothing if not wasteful.

			Thorne at least led from the front. Part of him was so wound up by the agonies of command that he wished one of the enormous high-calibre rounds would simply take him out and put an end to it all. He wouldn’t even feel it – wouldn’t even hear it. But the much larger, primordial, animalistic part of him wanted nothing more than to crouch behind cover and let everybody else do the fighting and dying. It took a great amount of courage and idiocy to override it.

			But override it he did. He pushed up the alley until he was able to hurl a bagful of krak grenades at the enemy nest. The Nymean traitors there were vaporised in a searing bright blast of light, the explosion briefly switching off the rainfall for a second, before everything resumed – the rain, the shooting, the bloodshed. Thorne watched a corrupted priest, a topless old man wielding a chainsword, charge them with blood pouring from every orifice in his body. He barely made it ten feet before he was gunned down by a dozen las bolts. His body sizzled and steamed as it landed in the rainwater.

			They consolidated at the south-east corner of the catacombs. Ahead, Sergeant Ainsley was already at the anti-air battery, which consisted of two Hydras ensconced in a ring of sandbags and flakboards. The northernmost had levelled its guns to maximum depression and filled the air with a horizontal hail of bright yellow tracer. The other, however, still had its guns pointed to the clouds, scanning the skies as though the enemy had had forewarning of the Kasrkin decapitation strike. 

			‘Get that lascannon up, now!’ Thorne thundered.

			They did. The heavy weapons teams manhandled the thing up the alley and into position, whilst the troopers of Fourth Platoon laid down a hail of covering fire. By now the Archenemy had realised what was happening – that their attention had been split – and the crew of the second Hydra were leaping into the cupola and turning the great flak guns downwards. 

			The Cadians shot the first crewman off it, before the tank’s turret-mounted heavy bolter opened up, forcing them all into cover. Thorne had already pushed his luck getting Fourth Platoon to charge the autocannon nest, and they had been decimated doing so. Getting them to do the same again was going to be impossible.

			‘Throne damn it,’ he muttered. He peered out from behind the buttress of the catacombs, trying to work out how they were going to take this thing out with what they had. Then he turned back to the lascannon team. ‘Now! Now, damn you!’ he shouted to them. 

			Between the two operators and several volunteers from Fourth Platoon, they wheeled the thing to where it could draw a bead on the Hydra. Thorne watched, his heart thumping painfully in his chest, as the gunner forewent the cogitator screen to simply eyeball the range. A moment later there was a great buzzing whoosh, and the cannon was briefly connected to the Hydra by a perfectly straight beam of blue light. 

			A miss – or rather, a glancing blow. It punched a hole straight in the flak gun shield, possibly even disabling one of the cannons. But by the time the lascannon was ready for a second shot, the Hydra had depressed completely, and the cannoneers dived back into cover as an incredible hail of flak rounds chewed up the alleyway. 

			Thorne swore and fell clumsily backwards onto his buttocks. He pressed himself quickly to his feet as the rest of the troopers from Fourth and Fifth Platoons pushed up. They took cover in the buttresses of the iron dome and the vast edifice of the ecclesiopolis wall itself, and waited. They eyed him with contempt, almost daring him to order them to charge the Hydra’s guns. He knew they would not. 

			They are not your friends.

			Already Thorne could see his future – assuming it was not foreclosed by an enemy bullet – stretching away from him. Once, he had imagined himself a beloved leader, moving through the ranks to grinning, adoring faces, shaking hands and slapping shoulders. Now he could only see himself as a disliked, detached, increasingly taciturn senior officer, one with a reputation for securing battlefield objectives at any human cost. The sort of general loved by sector commanders and loathed by everyone else.

			He wanted to give voice to these fears, to get Sergeant Ainsley on the vox and confide in him – there and then, irrespective of how inappropriate and poorly timed it would have been – to say something, as if by talking about it, he might alter his path, might–

			–focus his fate through a crystal fastness–

			But even as he was overwhelmed by a crushing sense of predestination, something seemed to happen in the city. It was growing darker much too quickly, though there was no noticeable increase in the mass of cloud or ash above.

			‘Tani,’ he said. ‘Get me Ainsley.’

			‘On the line, sir.’

			‘Is it me, colour sergeant, or is it getting darker?’ he asked, checking his chronometer. It was coming up to six o’clock in the evening, three hours before night truly fell across the continent. 

			He turned sharply as something thudded loudly against the inside of the iron dome of the catacombs.

			‘What was that?’ he and Tani asked each other simultaneously.

			‘Wait a minute,’ came Ainsley’s terse reply.

			‘What are we going to do, captain?’ Tani asked as the rain poured down around them.

			‘I’m not sure at the moment,’ he said, with a level of candour he immediately regretted.

			They stood, waiting. There was a sudden eruption of fire from the alley ahead as Fifth Platoon tested the position again, and were inevitably beaten back. There was valour, and there was folly.

			‘You there, sir?’

			‘I’m here.’

			‘No use going frontal. Let’s pull back to the western side of the dome and regroup.’

			‘My thoughts exactly.’

			They pulled back until they were standing outside the catacombs opposite the basilicanum. The enormous structure echoed with the ongoing room clearance by eight platoons of First and Red Companies. 

			The light was fading rapidly.

			Ainsley approached him, covered in blood, though from the way he moved it was clear it was not his. He looked angry.

			‘Need to clear that position,’ he muttered as he reached Thorne. ‘Can’t hit it with tanks because of the angle of the wall. Mortars will be too light, and we can’t spot them anyway. Marauders will fly well above their range, but when have you ever known them to hit a target? No orbital. Even without this cloud cover, they’d obliterate half the city.’

			‘There’s no question we’re going to have to clear it on foot,’ Thorne said, eager to take the reins of the conversation. ‘What about through the catacombs?’

			Before Ainsley could reply, Tani approached, vox-horn in hand. 

			‘Sir? Father Gustavus, for you.’

			‘What does he want?’ Thorne snapped, annoyed at the interruption.

			‘Not sure, sir. Urgent, apparently.’

			He took the vox-receiver and pressed it to his ear. ‘This is Captain Thorne.’

			‘Time to die,’ Gustavus’ voice sounded through the earpiece.

			Thorne wrenched his ear away as a strangling, screeching cry erupted from the speaker, threatening to rupture his eardrum.

			‘What the hell was that?’ Thorne asked Tani, angrily brandishing the handset at her.

			‘What do you mean?’ she asked, taking it back. 

			Then all of them started as another great metallic thump clanged from inside the catacombs, accompanied by a muffled banshee shriek.

			They stood in silence. Black ash slush poured down, soaking them all in pilgrim carbon. The sound of crunching, smashing glass echoed through the air. Tani swore as she tried to retune the vox, to no avail. Down the alley, combat medics tended to the wounded, whilst soldiers distributed the ammunition and rations of the dead. 

			‘You know, when Venom saved me from the noose,’ Ainsley said, lighting a cigar, ‘I had a horrible feeling that I had incurred some sort of cosmic debt.’

			Thorne followed the line of his gaze to the catacomb entrance, a set of high arched wooden doors strapped with iron, flanked by a pair of statues of cloaked, skeletal figures. Even without the frightening noises emanating from the interior, it would have been an intimidating place, that palace of the dead.

			‘You think to push through there?’

			Ainsley shrugged. ‘It’s cover, isn’t it?’

			‘A tomb, more like.’ 

			Ainsley ignored the comment, and signalled for the platoon officers to approach. ‘We’ve got to clear that anti-air, and we’ve got to do it soon, so let’s clear it.’

			But now it was Thorne’s turn to ignore Ainsley. His eyes were fixed on the sky, which was blackening by the second.

			‘Tani?’ he murmured.

			‘Comms are down,’ she replied, and even from where Thorne stood, he could hear the nonsense from the Archenemy’s favourite propagandist, Rhetorios, babbling through the handset.

			Something else shrieked from inside the iron dome. And then another thing, and another thing. Suddenly the doors were rattling and shuddering. 

			‘Let’s… find some cover,’ Ainsley said.

			‘You read my mind,’ Thorne replied, as the premature night finally fell, and the doors smashed open, and uncountable horrors spilled out into the darkness.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			PART THREE

			RECONSECRATION

			The Third Precept of Devotion is the observation of poverty. A person beggared of faith is barren of spirit, but a person beggared of wealth is an empty vessel, ready and willing to be satiated by the teachings of the Imperial Creed. A man who is hungry for everything except faith can be counted on to commit the most extraordinary acts of violence.

			– The Nine Precepts of Devotion, Father Matheus Longstaff
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			XIV

			HORROR SALIENT 

			Gustavus moved in the same way the horrors at the staging area perimeter had. He seemed to lurch across the ground, like a hololith on the blink, appearing in one place one moment, and then a dozen feet to the left or right the next. Gone was the priest they had all known – and, for a time, at least, loved. Now he took the form of a large, pale, malformed man, ten feet tall. From his head sprouted a set of black antlers, whilst from his back, a pair of enormous wings hung slackly, dragging across the ground. His neck had lengthened and distended, and his mouth seemed to have formed some sort of large, black, beak-like protuberance. The beginnings of a second head was growing like a great, malignant tumour at the apex of his left shoulder; indeed, such had been the sudden, explosive nature of the mutation, that his whole body seemed rife with growths, each one laden with potentiality.

			They watched, aghast, as Gustavus stomped into the adorational,  snatched up one of the wounded soldiers there, and bit his head clean off.

			‘God-Emperor of mercy,’ Velterson groaned, as the Salamander sped away from the adorational. He had seen many things over the course of a tumultuous career – had seen many horrors during the Nymean campaign alone – but none of it came close to this.

			They pulled level with the corpsman’s wagon, which had performed an abrupt U-turn in the street, and he watched as the top hatch was thrown open. Zyma appeared there, her force stave in hand, her lank hair blowing in the wind. Her psychic amplification collar was glowing blue hot, as were her eyes, and Velterson realised he had not seen her so presented for many years. She frightened him almost as much as Gustavus did.

			+Begone!+ she said, her voice filling the air, the aether, aspects of reality which Velterson had only the most tenuous, subconscious grip on. The command echoed through eternity, her voice carrying with it as much weight as a bolter round.

			A moment later, a great arc of blue lightning erupted from her outstretched hand, connecting with Gustavus. For a moment Velterson fancied the man was transformed into a black skeleton wreathed in blue flame, and the air filled with the sound of smashing glass, the smell of burning blood, the chill of psychic frost.

			But it was a mere hallucination. The priest was unaffected.

			And still he advanced. 

			‘Hellfire,’ Velterson muttered, pushing the stunned, inactive Garver off the rail-mounted storm bolter and opening up. But although his aim was true, the rounds exploded all around Gustavus, each detonation sending fractal lines through the air itself – as though it were not air at all but solid crystal.

			There was no doubt in his mind that he was about to die. Even with the surpassing abilities of Zyma, who could apparently do no more than destroy a psychic after-image of the creature, they were not equipped to tackle something like this.

			‘What do we do?!’ he shouted across the gap to the Taurox. The thing that Gustavus had become might have been powerful and horrifying in equal measure, but he was not fast, and they were putting a decent distance between them.

			Zyma did not respond. Instead she conjured more of the incredible blue lightning from the aether. In a city in the grip of supernatural midnight, it cast the buildings towering all around them in stark, incandescent relief. 

			‘Oh blessed Cadia,’ Garver moaned next to him. The others in the Salamander expressed similar dismay.

			Velterson, for his own part, let out a spectacular sequence of swears. Thronging the apartment blocks and shrines and chapels and shops in this part of the city were uncountable horrors. They teemed like rats, every shade of purple, pink, and blue, filling the dark buildings and streets with violent sprays of prismatic colour. A moment later, beams of sorcery – fizzling, crackling, uncontrolled – began to pelt down into the road. Velterson flinched violently as one struck the side of the Salamander. He turned his storm bolter to the windows and unleashed a long, directionless spray, until the thing clacked empty and the barrel was glowing red hot. A moment later, another bolt of warp-fire struck one of the troopers in the carrier next to him. It caused his chest to erupt and splay outwards in an enormous outburst of red glass, as though his blood and heart and lungs had flash-frozen into crystals of ruby.

			Whilst everyone in the vehicle shrieked and gasped, and scrabbled to find some cover, and covered their heads and moaned and prayed, Velterson lurched over to the ammunition compartment and liberated another hopper of bolt shells from it.

			‘Keep your foot down!’ he shouted to the driver. ‘Pell, where’s Massen?’

			Pelletier said nothing. Velterson slotted the hopper into place, charged the cocking handle, and then snatched up the vox-handset.

			‘…Adoration for the mutability of time, nothing but adoration for the Great Change… He awaits the Return in a crystal fastness, eternal and enduring, whilst all around him flow the currents of infinity…’

			It was the same nonsense they had heard from Rhetorios for weeks, except now it was Gustavus’ voice. 

			‘Scrub the channel!’ he roared to Pelletier, throwing the handset at his face, then ducked as another hail of sorcery showered down upon them. This time, Zyma was ready; a great transparent sphere of solid air encased both her Taurox and Velterson’s Salamander, and the warp-fire splashed against it harmlessly. 

			The horrors screeched and laughed and roared and filled the air with gibberish, as though they were an audience in an amphitheatre.

			All the while, Gustavus closed.

			Velterson unleashed another long hail of rounds from the storm bolter as the Salamander jinked west. Now they were finally linking up with some familiar faces. Here, outside the Palace of the Ecclesiarch, was the long line of vehicles from Ceres Company, hunkered down in the dark and rain, coated in ash. To Velterson’s surprise, mixed in and amongst them were elements of the Nymean formations. 

			‘About turn! About turn!’ Velterson roared.

			‘Sir?’

			‘Colonel, is that you?’

			‘What’s going on?’

			Captain Arissien strode down from the palace steps, his path – and the constant ashfall – illuminated by Chimera blackout headlights. 

			‘Sir, any word from Wolf Company?’

			‘They’re all dead, and we’re next!’ Trooper Roskopf screamed from the back of the Salamander.

			‘Shut up!’ Velterson snapped, boots hitting the asphalt. He strode to the nearest Taurox and briskly ascended the side until he was standing on the roof. ‘Form up, two ranks, at the double! Archenemy creatures inbound! Warp spawn! Courage now! Courage, men and women of Cadia!’ 

			In a well-timed piece of theatre, and for the first time since they had entered the city, he pulled Voidsplinter from its scabbard buckled to his waist, and thumbed it on. A part of him was briefly terrified that the thing wouldn’t ignite, given how old it was and how ill-maintained, owing to the lack of spare parts on Nymea, but thankfully it thrummed to life, crackling with vivid blue energy. Would that he had Evelina Vissier; he could have had the regimental standard flying as well.

			The men and women of Ceres Company, as well as dozens of Nymeans from random refugee formations, formed up efficiently in two ranks on an accessway running west to east. A storm drain provided a rockcrete trench for cover, even though the thing was flooded with poisonous rainwater and came up to most troopers’ mid-thigh. Piles of rubble and even the odd wrecked vehicle provided further concealment.

			Velterson climbed down into the Taurox’s hold and pulled out his map, clicking on a red-light torch to examine it. A moment later, Zyma climbed in next to him, very much in a psychic fugue. Her eyes were still glowing bright electric blue, and energy crackled around her gloves. So presented, she looked imperious, frightening, powerful. There was something about her that made Velterson feel like a little boy. How funny it was – that as much as the regiment reviled her, they were utterly dependent on her for their safety. With Gustavus and his army of horrors bearing down on them, it shifted something within him. He had mistreated her. Certainly he had been at pains to keep her out of harm’s way, but there he had considered his duty discharged. Well, no longer. If she did get them out of this, he would make sure she was given the treatment she deserved. After all, she was a servant of the Emperor, same as them. She just used a different set of tools to enforce His will. 

			‘W-what happened?’ he asked her. 

			‘The Changer of Ways has found a ready servant in the priest,’ Zyma said with distaste. It was like talking to someone else entirely. Gone was the nervousness, the diffident air. She might have been his commanding officer.

			Velterson shook his head. ‘I had no idea.’

			‘It has overcome him quickly.’

			‘No shit!’

			They both turned sharply as a Chimera roared around the corner, overshot the position, crunched to a halt, and reversed sharply back down the rain-skinned highway. The debarkation ramp slammed open, and Massen strode out. 

			‘I knew it,’ she yelled, approaching Velterson and Zyma. She was furious, that much was obvious. But Velterson had known her for many years. She was the most devout adherent of the Imperial faith in the regiment. He could tell that she was profoundly anguished. It was there, just behind her mask of rage. In other circumstances, she might have been weeping. ‘I knew there was something wrong with him.’

			‘Well, you’re the only one,’ Velterson growled, not taking his eyes from the road to the adorational. ‘Where are they?’

			‘Where is he?’ Massen demanded of Zyma. 

			‘En route,’ Zyma said.

			‘How can we stop him?’ Velterson asked.

			Zyma grimaced, a jarringly human expression amidst the ethereal blue glow of her eyes.

			‘I am hoping an opportunity presents itself.’

			‘What did you see?’ Massen asked Velterson.

			‘He’s been taken by the Ruinous Powers, there’s no question of that,’ he said. 

			She swallowed. ‘What does he… look like?’

			‘Like a bloody great monster. Where are they?’

			After their frantic chase south, the sudden absence of both Gustavus and his band of horrors was profoundly affecting.

			‘Colonel,’ Captain Arissien said.

			Velterson turned as the young man approached the back of the Taurox. He reminded Velterson of Thorne in many ways – not least in appearance – though without Thorne’s desperate and unseemly need to be liked. 

			‘What is it?’ Velterson asked.

			‘What is the, uh, nature of the threat?’

			‘Chaos filth. Some sort of spawn,’ Velterson replied. He looked up and down the length of the line of Cadian and Nymeans. They looked frightened, and they had a very good reason to be.

			‘Is it… Father Gustavus?’ 

			‘Yes,’ Velterson replied irritably. ‘He’s turned to the enemy. Captain, return to the line, please. I don’t need you here now.’

			‘Yes, sir,’ the man replied.

			Massen watched him go. ‘If Gustavus can be broken…’ she said quietly.

			She didn’t need to finish the sentence. The implication was clear. If the holiest of them could be corrupted so spectacularly, what hope was there for the rest of them?

			‘He was weak,’ Velterson muttered, and surprised himself with how sincerely he meant it. ‘He always was. He might have mixed with us, and been our priest, but he was never Cadian. He had thin blood. That was his problem. All the good priests died with our home world.’

			Massen wrinkled her nose at that. But before she could reply, they all turned to the north-east, where a series of enormous explosions lit the night.

			‘What’s that?’ Massen asked, but Velterson was already pushing his way to the back of the truck and collaring the nearest voxman. 

			‘Is that bloody thing working?’ he demanded, snatching the horn from the set.

			‘Come and find me, Venom,’ babbled Gustavus in a hundred different overlapping voices.

			Velterson threw the receiver back down. Then he squinted into the darkness, looking, listening.

			‘What do you reckon that is?’ he asked the nearest trooper, not taking his eyes from the tangle of gothic buildings in front of him. The Holy City really was a mess, a grand pile of architectural motley broken up by enormous monuments to the Imperial faith.

			‘…Vanquisher, sir,’ the trooper said after taking a moment to consider the deep, thundering booms in the distance.

			‘That’s what I thought,’ Velterson said. 

			He walked to Massen and Zyma. ‘He’s not coming. He’s gone back north to Horvat’s Twenty-First,’ he growled. ‘Via Imperialis. Everyone, let’s go, mount up! We’re moving out!’

			Considering how much fighting was taking place in the city, the Imperial Naval Chapel was remarkably peaceful. It was a grand rockcrete building, painted a drab olive colour, its large, angular transept deliberately reminiscent of the wings of a Thunderbolt fighter. 

			Thumper felt no particular attachment to the Imperial Navy – felt no particular attachment to anything, at the moment, even the rest of the Cadian regiment to which he was attached. Ever since the disaster in Krell, in which every single one of the other eight bullgryns in his squad was massacred, he had felt somewhat…

			Listless.

			It had been a rare tactical misstep on the part of regimental command. He hadn’t wanted to dwell on it, though he had managed little else in the intervening months. 

			Initially he had attached himself to Bayer because the man was openly, viciously contemptuous of the fighting capabilities of the Ninth Cadian Mechanised Division. But the longer he had loitered with the sergeant and endured his abuse, the more he realised that Bayer didn’t really hate his countrymen. He just hated the loss of his country. Hated that they were here, having survived. The man was plagued with guilt, and the only way he could suppress it was either to kill himself or be an insufferable shit to everyone around him.

			Thumper understood that where most others did not. He understood it because he felt the same thing, though few considered him capable of feeling anything. But he could. He felt sad. It was a simple word for a simple creature, but there was no better one. Whereas before he might have shared his thoughts and feelings with his kin, now he had no one except the obstreperous Kasrkin sergeant. It was better than nothing, though not much.

			As the gloomy light rapidly and prematurely drained from the sky, he plucked one of the votive candles in his enormous, callused fingers, and took it over to the wall of remembrance. It was a simple but tasteful shrine, one of the few places in the chapel not dedicated specifically to Naval personnel. There, under the watchful eyes of Saint Charis, rendered enormously in stained-glass above him, he lit the candle and saw the names of his slain kin.

			‘Feel better?’

			He turned. Bayer was there, clad in his Kasrkin armour, helmet in hand. 

			Thumper shook his head. ‘Not really.’ 

			Bayer grunted. ‘If it helps, I don’t think it ever goes away. The feeling.’

			‘Not really.’

			They stood in silence, the two of them, looking at the shrine. Bayer placed his hand on the bullgryn’s enormous shoulder.

			‘Come on, big man,’ he said gruffly. ‘We’ll be moving out soon.’

			‘They haven’t shifted it yet,’ Calder complained from where she sat in the pews. In her hand was a portable hololith, a spectrographic scan provided by the Imperial Navy detachment sitting hundreds of miles above of the Holy City. Hotspots of fighting were marked as swirls of thermoptic colour. The anti-air batteries were marked in red.

			‘Here,’ Bayer said, holding a handout. She took the vox-headphone away from her right ear and handed it to him. The set was tuned to the fighting frequencies of the various formations moving through the city, but given the locations of the anti-air, they were most concerned with the south-east.

			Bayer listened for a while.

			‘Hydras, behind the wall,’ he muttered.

			‘One round in our belly and it’s bye-bye Kasrkin,’ Calder replied, transfixed by the hololith.

			Bayer sucked his teeth. ‘Might have to anyway.’

			She looked up at him, alarmed. ‘What? What are you talking about?’

			He pointedly checked his chronometer. ‘Can’t let this go on forever.’

			‘It will go on forever if we get shot down and killed.’

			He snorted bitterly. ‘All you care about is saving your own skin.’

			‘All you care about is destroying yours.’

			‘Ain’t that the truth.’

			‘Don’t say that,’ Thumper said quietly.

			‘Shut up, Thumper,’ Bayer growled.

			‘Can you please piss off if all you’re going to do is come here and annoy m–’ She stopped, cocking her head.

			Bayer looked over to the east entrance of the chapel. ‘I hear it too,’ he said.

			He stood. Around the chapel, the other members of Brutax Cardinal stood as well. Already, some were advancing on the entrance.

			Bayer hefted up his hellgun and put on his helmet. 

			‘Vitis?’ he called out to Third Squad’s sergeant. ‘What is it?’

			The man edged towards the door, and eased it open.

			‘Bollocks,’ he muttered over the microbead, unleashing a stream of fire from his hellgun. ‘Time to go!’

			They were not on the Via Imperialis, but even further north. Here, the East Processional had become a moonscape thanks to the strident ministrations of the 21st Armoured. The oppressor, vanquisher, battle and executioner cannons had done their destructive work, blasting the sanctified red paving to cratered ruin. Everywhere was turned earth, splintered bedrock, and rubble. 

			And horrors. 

			Several tanks were burning with bright violet flames. The horrors danced and capered on them like ghastly, feral children. They bathed in the fire, unharmed by its burning warp malignance, and every time one of them was obliterated by a tank round, or smashed to pieces by heavy bolter fire, or vaporised by lances of bright blue plasma, the others simply gibbered and laughed. 

			And still there was no sign of Gustavus.

			‘Where is he?’ Velterson growled to himself as the long line of Chimeras and Tauroxes from Ceres Company charged, all guns blazing, into the fray. Multi-lasers, socket-mounted lasguns, heavy bolters, all filled the East Processional with a hailstorm of stroboscopic fire.

			The horrors turned. With that same lunatic ecstasy, they charged the mechanised company. Velterson felt his bowels turn to water as the horrifying creatures, with their enormous gnashing mouths filled with steak-knife teeth, screeched and attacked, but his was the burden of command. He knew now that to show anything except the firmest, most unshakable resolution would spell the death of every Cadian on that road, in that moment.

			‘Cadia stands!’ he roared. The first of the creatures landed on the front of his Taurox, its claws raking the armour. It scrabbled towards him, and earned a taste of Voidsplinter for its trouble. Velterson was pleased to see the power sword still had its old bite, and he cleaved the spawn directly in half. A great gout of bright violet ichor doused the Chimera as though someone had upturned a bucket of the stuff on the frontal armour.

			He turned sharply as another creature leapt from the darkness, a heartbeat from eviscerating him. It slammed face-first into a solid, transparent wall, barely an arm’s length from him.

			‘Throne!’ he grunted, reaching down to try and stab the thing as it fell, to no avail. He looked over his shoulder and saw Zyma, both hands outstretched, her body – where it stood proud of the Chimera’s cupola behind him – crackling with corposant blue energy.

			He nodded his thanks at her.

			She nodded back.

			The Chimera stopped in front of one of the enormous Rogal Dorns. Captain Horvat was manning the heavy stubber on the main turret. 

			‘Report!’ Velterson roared over the unceasing thunder of automatic fire.

			‘Bloody great beast!’ Horvat shouted back, illuminated by the muzzle flashes of the tank’s secondary weapons.

			‘It’s Father Gustavus!’ Velterson shouted back.

			‘What?’

			‘It’s the bloody priest! The warp has claimed him! Where did he go?’

			‘Back east!’ Horvat shouted, and then flinched as a horror bounded into the tracks of his tank. 

			Velterson swore, loudly and creatively.

			He turned around, looking to where the East Processional curved away for several miles, ending eventually in the Sanctuary of the Novem Vias itself. If the warp spawn infested the cathedral, the Kasrkin would have no hope of completing their mission.

			‘Pell,’ he called, ducking into the Chimera. He pulled the hatch closed behind him so that an enterprising horror couldn’t follow him inside and turn the occupants into red paste.

			‘Sir?’ his vox-officer said, pale-faced and sweating, and jammed so far into the steel corner of the vox-station that he was in danger of becoming a part of the hull. 

			‘I need Demeter on the line.’

			‘Not getting anybody on this thing,’ he moaned. ‘Except our dear friend Rhetorios.’

			‘Work it out!’ Velterson snapped. ‘Or we’re all dead!’

			I’ve always hated you.

			Massen had tried everything, to the point where she was worried she had permanently damaged her ears. But the voice kept sounding in her head, and she realised there was nothing she was going to be able to do about it.

			Well, except kill Gustavus.

			I’ve always hated you, his voice continued, penetrating the folds of her brain as surely as an armour-piercing round. Amidst the chaos of the battle – and there was nothing quite like the sound of uncountable Chaotic horrors trying to prise open a Chimera as though it were a can of rations – she stole glances at the troopers, trying to work out if they were being subjected to the same psycho-auditory assault.

			But no. It seemed that that privilege was reserved just for her. 

			Snivelling, needy creature. Pathetic, weak-willed human. Beggared of self-worth. Spiritually destitute.

			‘Stop it.’

			Your faith needed constant buttressing, like a collapsing bridge. Every hour of every day, you required comfort. Always asking for the next prayer, the next hymnal, the next benediction and sacrament.

			‘I said stop it.’

			More books, more homilies, more relics and artefacts. Each one a piece of paper to paste over the chasm in your faith.

			‘Shut up!’

			You can’t just keep throwing things into the void and hoping to fill it up. The void is infinite.

			‘My faith is infinite.’

			Gustavus cackled delightedly. You lie, even to yourself! I was once the same as you. I believed. And I was a fool.

			‘Ma’am?’ one of the troopers asked her. 

			‘Shut up and keep firing!’ she ordered. 

			Keep firing. Keep shooting. Kill them. It is all pointless. They are manifestations of the warp itself. They are endless. You could kill a million million of them and it would make no difference.

			Massen watched through a vision slit as one of the horrors was cut in half by a tank round. It lay in a great gory ruin, scrabbling and screeching as its sorcerous innards smoked and leaked and glittered in the darkness. 

			‘Made a difference to that one,’ she muttered. 

			Such insolence!

			‘Stop talking to me.’

			You can feel it. You know this. The death of your faith is a bottomless pit. It looks superficial, surmountable, even. But there is nothing you can do. There is only the eternity of the warp.

			‘Shut up, shut up, shut up!’ 

			The worst part – the very worst part – was that she knew he was right. It was something that had been bothering her, frightening her, for years. 

			The fact of the matter was that theirs was a bleak existence. There was no escaping it. What were they to do? Even after the strictures of the Schola Progenium and Officio Prefectus, even after a lifetime of strident indoctrination, even after decades of conditioning, of worship, of maintaining discipline, leading men – all of it in the name of the God-Emperor of Mankind – even in spite of all those things, of a lifetime of piety and service, what were they to do? 

			What were they to do?

			Was this it? Could this truly be it forever? Did they just move from one battlefield to the next, fighting and dying? Uncountable staging areas? Bivouacs, tents, trenches – trench foot – lung rot, brain rot, dysentery, venereal disease? The false, desperate love of a camp follower, the illicit drag on a narcotic cigarette, shots of life-shortening spirits distilled in an ammunition can? Was it nothing but mud and blood, the sight of yet another trooper being cut in half by artillery, listening to the resigned sighs of the old guard, the disbelieving weeping of the fresh recruits? Was it sitting in the cramped holds of mass troop conveyances in the cold depths of space, the mind-altering – mind-ending, life-ending – horrors of the warp? Was it just battle after battle, round after round, bullets and lasgun beams and chainsword swipes, until her life was ended by the enemy, or her own hand – or worse, by completely random bad luck? Would she one day be killed in a vehicle collision or a Geller field failure? Would they be subjected to the capricious whims of the Inquisition, or the bottomless incompetence of the Administratum? Would she be carpet-bombed by her own side, stand on a land mine, get shot by a sniper? 

			She had been a commissar for thirty years. A term of service for a Cadian was twenty. And yet, for her, there was no end in sight. There had not been one mention of resettlement or retirement for years. It was all just a great lie to keep them fighting. And she was part of that lie. Every time she exhorted troopers to fight in the name of the Emperor, she strengthened her complicity. Just one more mile – one more planet, one more system, one more campaign, one more sector. But it never ended. That was the truth of it. It was infinity, and the worst sort, too. In the grim darkness of her future, of all their futures, there was only war. And saying some words, singing some hymns, writing something down on a scrap of parchment and sticking it to her gun, her armour, her bloody hat, it was all just a salve–

			‘Get out of my head!’ she screamed, to the sudden and profound horror of the troopers in the Chimera. She watched them looking at her, pale-faced, dripping with sweat, fingers twitching against lasgun triggers. They all knew what had happened to the priest. Was she next? She was just as likely to be shot by them in the back of this carrier as she was to be decapitated by a spawn from the depths of the warp.

			‘Is… everything all right, ma’am?’ one of the troopers asked.

			‘Everything is fine,’ she said, though it wasn’t. Even if they killed Gustavus, even if they cleansed this place, even if they embarked on troop carriers and were transported off Nymea completely, it would just be to somewhere else. 

			She was no fool. These thoughts were hardly new to her. Her indoctrination in the Schola Progenium was long behind her. The lustre had had time to wear off. It was why she didn’t like executing the troopers. It was nothing to do with Colonel Velterson. She had welcomed his request that she put a moratorium on capital punishment. Because truly, she was a soft touch. And that was by design. She felt bad for them. It took a person of special character to wake up every morning and fight, knowing that there was nothing else to do for the rest of one’s life. And whilst Cadians certainly were men and women of special character, they were still human beings. They still broke under pressure, screamed under artillery bombardment, wept in the face of Archenemy abominations. No amount of indoctrination could overcome that. Indeed, the longer it went on, the worse they became. The idea that enduring privation for years on end hardened soldiers was the ultimate fallacy. The truth was, it wore them down to the nub until they were useless.

			See? he asked. See? You always knew. I could always see through you. Always. That was why I hated you. Not because you had no faith, but because you allowed it to blind you so thoroughly, so comprehensively. You deceived yourself, and safe in that deception, you deceived others. And all the while you used me as a crutch. Well, now you have seen the truth. 

			‘If you represent the truth, then I will be happy to live a lie until my dying day.’ 

			Not long to wait then, he said, and chuckled. 

			Massen gritted her teeth.

			‘You may have hated me, father, but I hated you, too.’
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			XV

			THE NINE HATES

			They didn’t care about the Holy City any more. Its magnificent structures, its chapels and shrines, its holy buildings. Subsector commanders, local politicians, and the governing minds of the Maelstrom Zone would dis­agree, but in the view of the Cadian Ninth Mechanised Division, rockcrete was not worth more than blood.

			Thorne watched with satisfaction as the tanks of the 28th Armoured smashed the entrance of the catacombs open with high-explosive shells. The iron dome creaked and protested as yellow-tip rounds thumped into the wall, the statues, the supporting columns, shivering the entire superstructure. The men of Fourth and Fifth Platoons watched with savage glee as the façade crumbled before them, the great wooden doors obliterated along with everything behind them. 

			‘Now, that’s more like it,’ Ainsley said, taking his index fingers out of his ears as the salvo ended. They crouched, arrayed behind their Chimeras, lasguns trained on the entrance, waiting for whatever was inside to spill out.

			And waited.

			‘Maybe they’re all dead–’ one trooper hazarded.

			‘Shut up!’ came a dozen furious replies. They were soldiers, after all. A more superstitious collection of individuals did not exist in the galaxy. 

			Thorne squinted through the great curtain of black sludge pelting down. The tang of cordite filled his nostrils. Still there was no sign of any creature.

			He walked over to the nearest Leman Russ and pounded on the top hatch. It opened up, releasing a great waft of promethium fumes and body odour. A filthy woman with If your back’s against the wall, blow up the wall written on her helmet appeared from the murk. 

			‘Yes?’

			‘Block off the two alleys,’ he said. ‘Either side there. We’ll go in.’

			‘And do what?’ she asked insolently.

			‘Take them out or flush them out.’

			The woman touched the rim of her helmet. ‘If you say so.’

			He sloshed back over to Ainsley. ‘We’re as ready as we’re going to be,’ he said, examining the smoking, rubble-strewn entrance of the catacombs. The iron surrounding the entrance had been rent and split, and the jagged black impressions gave the effect of a giant mouth. 

			Ainsley seemed to share his thoughts. ‘Nothing for it,’ he said. He turned to the troopers next to him. ‘Let’s go.’

			They pushed in. Amidst the broken rubble of the doorway were the bodies of dozens of horrors. They lay in states of violent ruin, leaking life fluids that had the same iridescent tint as promethium slicks, fading out of the material realm. Thorne swallowed, his mouth dry. There was only one thing worse for morale than a living horror, and that was a dead one.

			The catacombs were precisely what Thorne had imagined – a huge amphitheatre filled with ossuaries, reliquaries, and mausoleums. It was a dark, gloomy place, and smelt of soil and old parchment and faint, dry decay. 

			And something else.

			Thorne had been at the cutting edge of the Genkovan campaign long enough to know the stench of the Archenemy. Not just Nymean traitors, of whom there was a dismal abundance, but the curious, sickly scent of the creatures produced by warp sorcery. The horrors smelt… weird. Something about them reminded Thorne of sweet candies he used to eat as a child, mixed with a strange burning smell, mould, and a hint of unwashed human being. Many of the soldiers complained that the scent of them had an adverse narcotic effect, too, polluting their minds, addling their senses.

			They moved cautiously through the smoke-choked hallways and passages, each lined with uncountable bones. Servo-skulls, stupid and indifferent to wider events, buzzed through the air above as though nothing had changed whatsoever. Many were shot down by itchy-trigger-fingered troopers. 

			Thorne looked up. The dome reared above them, roaring with rainwater. There was some quality to the inside of the structure that made it feel bigger than it was outside. It had a sense of looming enormity.

			‘What was that?’ Tani whispered next to him as something clattered through the bones in the distance.

			‘I don’t know,’ Thorne replied.

			On and on they pressed, dripping with rainwater, their boots squelching against the paper-dry ground. The dome had no particular strategic significance, and they had no reason to think that the Archenemy had invested it with serious resource. Its main utility was precisely what it was being used for: to screen the anti-air battery from fire. 

			And yet. 

			‘Colour sergeant,’ Thorne whispered to Ainsley, who was a few paces ahead of him.

			The man turned, pausing. As he did so, one of the Cadian troopers overtook him at point.

			‘What’s the matter, captain?’

			Thorne again looked around the gigantic catacomb.

			‘This is the only covered approach to the battery.’

			‘It is.’

			‘I’m worried about traps.’

			‘So am I. That’s why I was taking point.’ 

			Thorne chuckled. ‘You know, sergeant, if I–’

			He stopped as the foremost trooper, now twenty paces ahead, said in a voice heavily freighted with dismay, ‘Oh no.’

			Then he was vaporised in an enormous explosion.

			‘Nobody move!’ Thorne roared, at the same time that a hundred or more horrors erupted from the piles of bones all around them.

			‘Everybody, move!’ Ainsley shouted, as the dome erupted in lasgun fire.

			The horrors had got to the Vendettas. One had been completely overrun, its pilots killed where they sat in the cockpit. They had managed to get the gunship a few feet off the ground before the turbofans had ingested several horrors and spat them out in great kaleidoscopic explosions through the exhausts; then it had crunched back into the ground and been swarmed.

			Bayer did not scream or shout or otherwise vent – he might have been a misanthrope, but he was not unprofessional – though he was furiously angry. 

			Their hellguns put the horrors down like the disgusting beasts they were. This was not the wild, ill-disciplined shooting of his fellow Cadians, or the wilder, even less disciplined shooting of the Nymeans. These were precise, controlled bursts, each one a direct hit – and often a fatal one at that. 

			They advanced in good order, moving from cover to cover, not unfazed by the horrors, but much better able to control their fear. Bayer found the creatures as terrifying as anybody else did, and certainly as revolting, but death was death, whether it came from standing on a landmine, getting sucked out into space, or being ripped limb from limb by a warp beast. In most cases it was over quickly, painlessly, and if the manner of his demise was truly, genuinely frightening, he took solace in the fact that his heart would probably give out before anything else did for him.

			But even as he blasted these ghastly things off the other three Vendettas, he knew that he didn’t want to die here. Here, in the lee of the Naval Chapel, advancing through the slush and sludge of a decaying world, was as close to death as he had come on the whole campaign. It brought into stark relief an immutable truth he thought he had learnt long ago: that it was much easier to be cavalier about death when it was not in prospect.

			He turned briefly, checking that their advance was not being hamstrung by horrors moving in behind them.

			No. That was not what he was checking. He was checking to see if Merlin Calder was safe inside the chapel.

			‘You there, Calder?’ he grunted into the microbead.

			‘I’m here.’

			‘Are you all right?’

			‘I’m fine. Thumper is with me.’

			Bayer grimaced. ‘Good. Stay safe.’

			‘Look after my ship.’

			‘Working on it.’

			They pressed on, using statues and gravestones as cover. The horrors threw balls and streamers of sorcery at them. One Kasrkin was hit in the groin, and his legs were transmuted into a writhing mass of slippery pink tentacles. Another was hosed by a great fluorescent purple stream of warp energy and was melded with her armour, so that her external profile remained identical except everything – helmet, flak, webbing, gun – was rendered from her flesh. She had three seconds to contemplate the insane horror of it before Bayer himself took her out with a shot to the head.

			‘Rest now, daughter of Cadia,’ he said, surprising himself with his senti­mentality.

			He keyed in the microbead again, but in the presence of the horrors, the channel was scrambled with the usual Archenemy nonsense from Rhetorios. He stole a glance back towards the Naval Chapel, but the fate of the occupants was not clear at all. 

			‘Damn it,’ he muttered, turning off the channel. The other Kasrkin of Brutax Cardinal, led by their sergeants, had reverted to shouting and hand signals to push the attack. In ordinary circumstances, Bayer would have remained in cover and continued to engage the spawn at a distance. But every second they delayed was another second that the creatures had to damage the Vendettas.

			‘Sergeant Hyland!’ he roared, glancing to where the man crouched behind a flying buttress.

			‘Sir?’

			‘Move up the left!’

			‘Sir.’

			‘Sergeant Vitis!’

			‘Sir?’

			‘Take the right!’

			‘Sir.’

			He took in a short breath, willing himself to move out of cover. ‘All right! Let’s go, and stay low! And watch those engines!’

			They ran. In spite of Thorne and Ainsley’s orders, the troopers sped through the catacombs in want of all discipline and good sense. All around them, grenades exploded where their tripwires were snagged by soldiers running headlong through the passageways. They left the screaming injured and motionless dead in their wake. 

			Thorne gave up trying to arrest the flight. Indeed, it was taking all of his energy to resist fully surrendering to his own panic. Instead, he concentrated on at least shepherding them in the right direction. If they were going to run, they might as well run towards their objective.

			They reached the eastern wall of the iron dome. Here the Cadians bunched up and turned, so panicked that they were at risk of mowing down the rest of the two platoons following. Here, at this point, Thorne managed to knock some semblance of coherence into them, corralling the troopers – often physically – into decent defensive positions. Now some of the Cadian discipline returned, and an effective firing line opened up on the horrors, filling the darkness of the catacomb with searing red las light.

			It was not just the horrors themselves that they had to contend with. It seemed like the creatures took great delight in animating the bones of the catacombs as well, so that an army of skeletal warriors, encased in human-shaped suits of liquid crystal, advanced on them too. These automatons were at least brittle, and shattered under the power of a single las bolt; but what they were very good at was drawing fire from the much more dangerous horrors, so that some of the latter were able to fully close with the Cadians and begin the horrifying process of tearing them apart like wet paper and devouring them.

			At least it was too dark to see the gorier effects, even if they could be heard well enough.

			Amidst the chaos, Thorne managed to track down Ainsley.

			‘Up there,’ the sergeant said, pointing to a walkway bolted halfway up the iron dome. ‘Use meltas to cut through the wall, then get krak missiles on the Hydras. Just hit the guns, don’t even need to worry about destroying the–’

			‘I know, sergeant,’ Thorne said. ‘I know.’

			Ainsley smirked. He slapped Thorne on the shoulder. ‘Good luck. We’ll hold here.’

			They moved headlong into the mass of creatures. The great benefit of closing the gap was that it was much easier to kill them with one shot. The obvious disbenefit was it brought them well within melee range.

			‘We need to go,’ Bayer said over the microbead – Rhetorios, capricious as ever, had surrendered the channel for now. ‘We’re going to waste all of our ammunition and Vendettas if we stay here.’

			‘Agreed,’ came the response from his sergeants.

			‘What about the anti-air?’ Calder asked.

			‘Just fly really fast,’ Bayer responded, and then, in spite of the circumstances, couldn’t help but laugh.

			‘You’re an arsehole and an idiot,’ Calder replied.

			‘I’m about to be a dead arsehole and idiot,’ he shot back. ‘Kech,’ he transmitted to Fourth Squad’s sergeant. ‘Your bird is done for. Fourth is in with me.’

			‘You got it.’

			He was level with the back of his Vendetta now. He shot down another horror at the same time as a blast of sorcery turned the power cable of his hellgun into some kind of warp serpent. Swearing tremendously, he yanked his combat knife from its chest-mounted sheath and sliced the thing off, and in a smooth motion pulled out his plasma pistol and dispatched the horror itself. Then he punched the debarkation ramp release, and dived out of the way as the thing thumped down onto the earth.

			‘Everybody in!’ he roared, before keying in his microbead once more. ‘Calder, what do I need to do to get this thing running?’ he asked.

			‘Leave my machine the hell alone, Bayer,’ Calder growled. 

			‘I’m not flying it, I just want to get the engines warmed up so you can jump in and go.’

			He whirled around and shot one, two, three more horrors, little beasts that exploded into great supernovae of pink-blue radiance. 

			‘Sergeant, if you think–’

			‘Merlin, give me the Throne-damned instructions right now!’ he thundered, as First and Fourth Squads moved up around the Vendetta, putting up a wall of Kasrkin armour, flesh, energy and solid shot to shield it from the Chaotic spawn all around them.

			‘Go to the cockpit,’ Calder said. ‘Underneath the canopy, there is a label that says “release”.’

			He moved to the cockpit. ‘Vitis, cover me! Volley guns, now!’ 

			He found the section in question, a flap of steel that concealed a physical handle. He pulled it, and the canopy whirred open.

			‘I’m in,’ he said, pulling himself into the pilot’s seat. 

			‘You need to crank the right engine first.’

			Bayer looked at the mass of switches, dials and screens on the console in front of him, as well as all of the nonsense lettering and numbering in Gothic script next to each one.

			‘Err…’

			‘Engine crank switch, on the right, next to the throttle. It says “CRANK” in capital letters.’

			Bayer found it, and toggled it to the ‘R’ position.

			‘Okay, I’ve done–’

			‘Look at the revolutions counter. When it hits twenty per cent, push the throttle out of the idle cutoff zone. It’s the bit marked in red on the throttle housing.’

			‘Oh, God-Emperor,’ Bayer muttered. He’d take Chaotic horrors over the complexity of an instrument panel any day.

			He looked at one of the screens, which had two images of an engine on it. Above, the turbofan of the right engine whirred on. When it hit twenty per cent, he pushed the right throttle forwards. ‘I’m guessing I do the same for the left?’

			‘Yes. Listen, why don’t I just–’

			‘Stay the hell where you are until I say it’s safe!’ Bayer ordered. 

			‘I know how you feel about me, sergeant–’

			‘If you die, there’s no one to fly us out of here,’ he snapped. ‘How’s that? Understand?’ 

			There was a brief pause. He had wounded her, then, though he was not quite sure why that bothered him so much. 

			‘There’s a little switch under where it says “Air source”,’ she said after a few seconds. ‘Can you see it?’

			He looked, then paused to fire at a horror. ‘Shit!’ he shouted, ducking as a ribbon of purple fire cut a hole into the canopy. A moment later, Vitis and his team gunned down the creature.

			‘Are you all right? Bayer?’

			‘I’m fine. What next?’

			‘You need to find a panel that says “Automatic flight-control system” and toggle all the switches on.’ 

			He thumbed on three switches.

			‘Come on, how much more can there be?’

			‘If you just let me–’

			‘What’s next?’

			‘The VDI switch needs to be toggled on.’

			He found it and pressed it. More sorcerous and answering hellgun fire chattered and zapped stroboscopically across the canopy. It ripped through the air all around the Vendetta, occasionally thunking into the fuselage with a metallic clang or a streamer of fizzing purple sparks. Any second now, one of those horror blasts was going to turn the canopy into an eyeball, or the cockpit into a crystal tomb, or the yoke into a femur.

			‘You also need to reset the altimeter.’

			‘How do I do that?’

			‘Look at the little dial that says “ALT”. There should be a black push button next to it.’

			‘I see it.’

			‘Push the button.’

			He pushed it, and the altimeter reset to zero. Something hard spanged off the steel strut at the apex of the canopy. He swore loudly and creatively.

			‘Everything all right?’

			‘That’s done. What’s next? Quick!’

			‘One more thing. Do you see next to the altimeter there’s a little wheel? And next to that is a piece of tape with “PTTMSX1” written on it?’

			‘Yes? What the hell does that do?’

			‘Turn the wheel once. You’ll have to do it manually.’

			He roughly thumbed the wheel until it had achieved one full rotation. 

			‘What does “PTTMSX1” mean?’

			‘Pray to the machine spirit. It’s a Fortuynian prayer wheel. Now that really is it. There’s nothing else you can do.’

			He cast about again, assessing the battlefield with more capability than a thousand tactical reliquaries. ‘All right. Ready to run?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Thumper, get her to the cockpit in one piece, or none of us are getting out of here.’

			He climbed back down and ran over to the nearest Kasrkin corpse. He yanked the power pack, cable and hellgun free, and gunned down a few more horrors with his plasma pistol as he set about replacing his equipment. Then, with the remaining elements of Brutax Cardinal lined up in cover, Thumper and Calder broke free of the Naval Chapel and made for the Vendetta.

			It was as though the surrounding horrors and motley assortment of traitor Nymeans had some idea of her value, as the incoming fire increased dramatically. The volume and intensity of sorcerous emissions being directed their way reminded him of the island fireworks displays from his childhood.

			‘Come on!’ he roared as the microbead once again cut out. Thumper had his great slab shield up, and was using it to shield Calder from the worst of the fire. Calder herself had her laspistol out, and was firing it indiscriminately towards the mass of enemies now infesting the Naval Chapel. Bayer realised they were minutes from being completely overrun. 

			‘Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!’ he shouted as Calder was boosted directly into the cockpit by Thumper. Her co-pilot was nowhere to be seen.

			‘Do you have–’

			‘Get in the back!’ she snapped at him, yanking the canopy down.

			He didn’t need to be told twice. He ran to the rear and had to be hoisted up the debarkation ramp by Thumper. It was already closing as the Vendetta pulled away from the ground. Beneath them, horrors smashed together like two waves meeting. They screeched and scrabbled and keened – and continued to as Calder abruptly put the Vendetta’s nose down and vaporised them with six lascannons. 

			‘Holy shit,’ Bayer said appreciatively as the full destructive might of the Vendetta was unleashed. In their wake they left an enormous, brittle, carbon-black wad of corpses.

			‘Get us to the Sanctuary,’ Bayer said over the microbead. He didn’t know how or why, but he had a deep-rooted feeling that matters in the city were quickly reaching a head. ‘As fast as you can.’

			‘We’re going to get shot down,’ Calder muttered. 

			‘Then we’ll die!’ Bayer shouted back, but the channel was dead. 

			‘Finally we’ll die,’ he muttered to himself. 

			The way to the exit was up. And over a lot of bones.

			It was like scrambling up a great slope of scree. Every sort of human bone – and some which were decidedly not human – clattered down in great waves as they ascended like apes. Thorne led a heavy weapons team and two squads, more than enough to take out a pair of tanks with the element of surprise. But first they had to reach the walkway.

			As they scrambled up, Ainsley and the remaining troopers filled the interior of the catacombs with the weight of fire only the insanely fearful are capable of. Humans and horrors alike screeched and writhed and died under hails of las and solid shot. Some of the troopers’ guttural screams were turned into horrible beast noises as they themselves were transfigured by the waves of capricious sorcery smashing into the line.

			‘Sergeant!’ Thorne shouted back down to him once they had reached the midway point. ‘Ainsley!’

			The man looked up with a grimace. 

			‘You’ll be killed! Get out of there!’ Thorne bellowed. 

			‘I told you I was being spared for a purpose!’

			‘For the Emperor’s sake–’

			‘For the Emperor’s sake? It is for the Emperor’s sake we are here! Do your duty, captain, and I shall do mine!’

			Thorne gritted his teeth.

			‘Damn it all,’ he muttered, gripping the cornices of a large mausoleum and yanking himself higher up. He turned and helped the missileers with their launcher and tripod and heavy satchels full of krak, and soon they were all up on the rickety, rusty metal grille, being harassed by servo-skulls for being out of bounds.

			From this vertiginous point on the side of the dome, the battle looked like a distant thing, even though it had been terrifying and chaotic. Thorne winced as the volume of lasgun fire seemed to dwindle by the second.

			‘Sir?’

			He turned. One of the missileers, a young lad, was looking at him questioningly.

			‘Come on,’ he muttered, and they moved quickly along the suspended walkway. The thing rattled and clanked unnervingly, and they dislodged great clouds of dust as they traversed it. At one point, one of the bolts sheared clean through, sending them all crashing into the railing. Thorne’s stomach dropped as he swung out over the vast ossuaries below, watching as skulls, highlighted in red light, blinked intermittently up at him.

			‘God-Emperor be with you, colour sergeant,’ he murmured. 

			They found their feet and pressed on until they reached safe ground – insofar as safe ground existed in this place. Here, finally, was what he was looking for: a loose plate, rusted through, admitting a steady stream of poisoned black water into the dome. ‘We’re going to have to move quickly,’ he said. ‘Once I kick this loose, be ready to fire. Yes?’

			‘Yes, sir,’ came the replies.

			Thorne braced himself, and lifted his foot.

			Calder wrestled the Vendetta into the air. Without her co-pilot, she was having to plug in the navigational coordinates herself. Any second, she expected the thing to be struck by a blast of sorcery and sprout wings, or tentacles, or perhaps the anthropomorphic turd painted below the canopy would come to life and shoot her.

			‘Come on,’ she muttered. Ahead of them the Holy City lay shrouded in darkness and shadow. Even in the thunderous downpour, the great Crematoria continued to dump thousands of tons of smoke into the air. The result was a weather system that was absolutely poisonous, caking the ecclesiopolis in liquid human remains. 

			‘Come on,’ she continued to murmur. ‘This is Aquila One-Five to all call signs, report.’

			‘Waiting on your command, Aquila One-Five.’

			Calder looked to the port side of the Vendetta. The remaining two midnight-black gunships in her squadron were marked on her HUD as floating green icons hovering above the north-east corner of the Campus Stellae. To the naked eye she would have seen nothing against the cloudy night-time darkness except pinpricks of light from their downjets.

			She looked ahead to the east wall of the ecclesiopolis. 

			‘Those Hydras are going to tear us a hundred new arseholes,’ she muttered to herself, and thumbed the prayer wheel several full rotations. Then she pressed the vox-stud on the stick. ‘I’ll take point. This is going to be a rough ride. Stay low and fast and make straight for the Sanctuary.’

			‘Yes, ma’am,’ came the replies. 

			‘God-Emperor help us,’ Calder said, and rammed the throttle forwards before she lost her nerve.

			The plate was so rusty that Thorne’s foot simply punched a hole straight through it as though it were paper.

			‘Shit!’ he snapped. ‘Help me with it, quickly!’

			With gloved hands they began to rip away great sections of the rusted dome like sheets of bark from a tree. The more they widened the gap, the more the rain poured through – not only that from the clouds above, but also great runnels of it cascading down the side of the dome itself. The result was an enormous deluge, as though they had uncorked the bottom of a river.

			‘Faster!’ Thorne said, pulse pounding. He couldn’t help but look over his shoulder constantly, terrified that Ainsley and his troopers would be overwhelmed. If they were, what hope did he, a pair of krak missileers and half a platoon have?

			‘Get the– There, good, good!’

			They peeled back the dome. Thorne was the first through, but the second he climbed out, he was immediately swept down by the torrent of water. He cried out, scrabbling with his feet and arms to try and find some purchase on the long, curved surface. Eventually his rapid, unscheduled descent was arrested with bone-jarring finality by a balustrade. 

			‘God-Emperor and all the saints of mercy,’ he panted, lying on his back for a moment as the rain thundered down on his face. Then he looked back up, squinting, to see that he had only slid perhaps twenty or thirty feet. What was more, he had stopped at a point directly above the Hydras, and had a clear view over the ecclesiopolis’ curtain wall. 

			‘Oh no,’ he breathed as he saw the engine flares of three incoming Vendettas. ‘No, no, no! It’s too soon! It’s too soon!’

			He looked back up the dome. He could see the Archenemy troopers around the Hydras wheeling the big anti-air guns up to maximum elevation, ready to pump hundreds of flak rounds into the gunships’ bellies. 

			‘Quick! Quick! Hurry the hell up!’ he shouted. The foremost missileer, Theus, from his shoulder pad, skidded and slid down the dome with the first launcher. ‘Here, here, put your feet here!’ 

			The man, tall and ungainly and struggling to maintain his position under the weight of the launcher, managed to get both his feet braced against the balustrade – before his head exploded. Thorne cried out, his face flecked with blood and brain matter. He had the presence of mind to grab the missile launcher from the man’s suddenly lifeless hands, before his body pitched forwards and tumbled down the dome. 

			Thorne peered through the curtains of rain, trying to work out where the shot had come from, when a second smacked off the iron next to him, causing him to start so violently that he nearly dropped the launcher again. 

			‘Somebody get down here and help me!’ he shouted, fumbling the launcher up onto his shoulder. Several more troopers slid down, including the loader, who slammed one of the krak missiles home into the launcher – though not before dropping one down the iron dome when a third shot nearly took his hand off at the wrist. 

			‘There!’ the loader said, pointing a trembling finger through the darkness to where there was a glint of an optical sight. Of course – the Hydras had a spotter on the wall. Their fire would be even more effective than he feared. 

			Thorne was suddenly paralysed with indecision. He could shoot the missile at the sniper, and probably miss, and remove any last vestige of surprise – or he could fire on the Hydras and probably get killed in ten seconds. 

			And then, by some piece of beautiful, celestial intervention, the problem seemed to resolve itself. A solitary las round zipped through the air from an unknown location and bullseyed the Nymean traitor straight through the scope. 

			‘Who the hell was that?’ the loader asked. 

			‘Guardian angel,’ Thorne breathed, quickly settling his aim on the first Hydra and firing.

			‘Got him.’ 

			‘Bloody hell, Maus,’ Greenbuck replied through a mouthful of roasted meat, squinting through his magnoculars. ‘That was a good shot.’

			Maus took his eye away from the scope of his long rifle, wiped the ash sludge from the rim of his mug with a thumb, and took a long slurp of gravy. ‘Thanks, corp,’ he said cheerfully. 

			Calder spooled the Vendetta’s engines up to maximum thrust so that by the time they were in the shadow of the ecclesiopolis’ wall, they were going as fast as the decidedly un-aerodynamic Valkyrie fuselage could go, especially through such thick air. Her thumb idly turned the prayer wheel over and over again as they powered towards it. And yet she knew it wouldn’t be enough. Already she could see firing from an enormous black metal dome in the south-east corner of the wall. She would have taken them further north, but comms were down again, and the last she had seen on the Naval hololith were several intact anti-air corridors. 

			‘Hey, Bayer,’ she said as they closed at incredible speed with the Holy City.

			‘Yeah?’

			‘I just wanted to say–’

			‘I know.’

			She nodded to herself. 

			‘I just wanted to say it too.’

			The first krak missile hit the Hydra dead-on. It punched through the top armour, initially anticlimactically, leaving nothing but a small black hole in its wake. But then a moment later, a great fountain of sparks, and then flames erupted from the hole, incinerating the gunner and touching off the cannons’ ammunition boxes. As each of these exploded, they sent out great clouds of flak, which atomised the traitor Nymeans sitting in the sandbagged positions to either side.

			The second Hydra opened fire as Thorne and his loader hastily prepared the missile launcher for a second shot. It filled the rain-thickened black air with a galaxy of white-hot rounds in the same split second that the foremost Vendetta roared across the wall. 

			Thorne shouted his anger and dismay as he launched the second missile, which didn’t destroy the tank but completely wrecked the guns atop it. The flak fire cut off as though someone had flicked a switch, sparing the two pursuing Vendettas entirely.

			But as Thorne turned to trace the foremost gunship across the sky – nearly spraining his neck in doing so, the thing was moving so damn fast – he saw that one of the accursed enemy rounds had hit home, perforating the port wing and leaving a great streamer of smoke in its wake.

			‘Shit,’ the loader grunted with dismay. ‘Really thought we’d done it.’ 
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			XVI

			BATTLE OF WILLS

			‘Zyma? Zyma? Zyma!’

			She looked in the direction of the voice. It seemed to emanate from the aether itself, discorporate, familiar.

			‘Who…?’

			‘It’s Gabriel!’

			She realised he was shouting, and he was shouting because there was so much noise. The air was saturated with it: the thunderous downpour, the clattering of autoguns and bolters, the pounding of cannons, the buzz of las, the roar and growl of Chimera and Taurox engines, the endless whispers of the warp. 

			The promises. God-Emperor, the things they promised. Release. Relief. Respect. Her power was not a thing to be ashamed or embarrassed about. She had gifts – talents. These were things to be pleased with, proud of. In the warp, in those Chaotic, endless, nameless dimensions, she could be herself, freed from the shackles of not only the regimental structure, but of her humanity itself. Her personhood, the fact of her being human, was a cage of flesh. A prison of bones. Why did she limit herself so? Why did she–

			‘Zyma!’

			She felt herself being shaken roughly by the shoulders. The tantalising whispers receded, to be replaced by the grimness of their present circumstances.

			‘What?’ she shouted back, once again brushing her lank, rain-soaked hair out of her eyes.

			Velterson gripped her by the lapels of her duster. She looked into his face. There was something there, some emotion which she was struggling to identify. Did he… care about her? It was not entirely born of his need for her skills – for there was no one else on Nymea, except Leonara, who could do anything about Gustavus – but rather what seemed like the manifestation of a genuinely paternal instinct.

			‘I need you,’ he said. He didn’t say it in his gruff, grim way – and the colonel was nothing if not taciturn – but with quiet tenderness. ‘We need you. Don’t leave us now. Don’t listen to them.’

			‘I’m frightened,’ she said, surprising herself both in the vocalisation and in just how much she truly meant it.

			He stroked her cheek with a callused thumb. It was the first time anyone had shown her any sort of affection since her early childhood. Before the Black Ships had come for her.

			‘I know,’ he said, in one great exhalation. ‘We all are.’

			She sat up. She was not where she thought she was. 

			‘Where is this?’ she asked, looking around the interior of the Taurox. 

			‘Our vehicle was hit,’ Velterson said. ‘This is my new headquarters.’

			Inside were Terho, Evelina Vissier, Pelletier, a few other troopers. All of them looked miserable, sagging under the weight of their mission, their injuries, fatigue, two days of hard fighting, and now this madness with Gustavus.

			‘Where is he?’ Zyma asked. 

			You know where I am. 

			‘Heading for the Sanctuary,’ Velterson said above the growling protestations of the Taurox as it thundered down the East Processional. ‘Pell, anything on the vox?’

			Pelletier, sallow and sweating, his cheeks glistening with tears and with blood running from his ears, shook his head. 

			‘You won’t get it back,’ Zyma said. ‘The vox. Not now.’ She could feel the warp energy coruscating through her, ready to be unleashed. The problem was, the second she dipped into that well, she felt the whispers return. She couldn’t expose herself to the source of her power without also exposing herself to the predations of Gustavus and an even greater malignant presence.

			Adrax.

			‘I’m not sure I can control it,’ she said, examining her gloved hands as though they were alien, foreign things.

			She could tell Velterson didn’t like that. ‘You must,’ he said, steadying himself as the Taurox lurched. Then there was a thunderous roar overhead, and the colonel threw open the top hatch, and Zyma briefly glimpsed the glow of engines and the searing blue of lascannon beams. 

			‘No,’ Velterson said, voice pregnant with dismay. ‘No!’

			‘What’s the matter?’ Vissier asked. 

			‘One of them is going down!’

			‘Are we going to make it to the Sanctuary?’ Bayer asked. 

			Calder grappled mightily with the stick, her feet pressed firmly against the pedals, giving the Vendetta as much rudder as the airframe would take. The cockpit was a haze of red warning runes. To port, the wing shuddered and creaked where electric and hydraulic cables had been perforated. The wing-tip directional thrusters spluttered and flamed out. She pressed both feet on the left rudder pedal and eased back on the stick. 

			‘Stall! Stall! Stall!’ blared one of the instrument panel speakers. 

			Very quickly she put the nose back down. She tried to increase the thrust on the wing-tip directionals on the starboard side, but that nearly put the Vendetta into an irrecoverable roll.

			‘I can’t… get… enough height,’ she growled. They were so close now; below them, the adorationals zipped past, their topmost spires nearly kissing the belly of the gunship. They were running parallel to the enormous South Processional, where she could see the troopers of the Nymean Sixth Division heavily engaged with enormous traitor formations. The whole road was lit up with a criss-crossing haze of las and tracer. 

			‘We’re going to try and lose some weight,’ Bayer said.

			She engaged all six lascannons and lit up the enemy positions she could see on the road. As each of the enormous powercells depleted, she ejected them from the cannons to tumble down to the ground below. 

			‘Might as well start with our ammo,’ she grunted, and a moment later the two door gunners opened up too, hosing the South Processional with hundreds of heavy bolter rounds, before the locking pins were removed and the bolters themselves were thrown overboard, followed by everything in the hold that was not nailed down.

			‘Emperor alive, it’s actually working!’ Calder breathed as several tons of equipment was jettisoned out the back of the Vendetta. By the time they closed on the Sanctuary, she had clawed back a few hundred feet of altitude.

			It was just a shame that the Sanctuary itself was half a mile high.

			‘Everybody, strap in,’ she said. ‘This is going to be rough as hell.’

			‘We’re Kasrkin,’ Bayer replied. ‘Rough as hell is a training exercise.’ 

			Calder winced as the enormous black edifice of the Sanctuary loomed. She picked out a landing spot, an enormous rose window three times the diameter of the Vendetta’s wingspan, and then used the last of her lascannon ammunition to cut her way in. It was just as well; across the centre of the window was a yard-thick slab of rockcrete which would have atomised them on impact.

			‘Aquila One-Five, engine flame out. Going in. Aquilas One-Six and One-Seven, proceed as planned.’ 

			‘Emperor be with you.’

			‘Roger, Calder. Good luck.’

			Calder pulled the harness straps as tight as they would go, and thumbed the prayer wheel another three rotations. 

			‘Brace, everyone!’ she shouted, and the Vendetta smashed through the remaining shards and ferrosteel crosspieces, and then walls, and furniture, and everything was smoke and noise and destruction and death.

			Velterson watched as the foremost Vendetta disappeared into the side of the Sanctuary, whilst the other two landed somewhere on the roof. Where the fourth was, he had no idea. Probably dead, along with its Kasrkin occupants.

			‘God-Emperor damn it!’ he growled as he and the rest of Ceres and Steel Companies, as well as the remnants of 21st Armoured, reached the south-east corner of the Sanctuary itself. Here, they were sandwiched between the Sanctum Imperialis and Adorationals I and V, more vast shrines and churches, each bigger and grander than the last as they reached the apex of the Holy City. Everywhere Nymean loyalists were duelling with Nymean traitors, whilst Demeter had brought the Cadian 2019th further south, down the eastern wall of the Sanctuary. The result was an enormous jam of Cadians and every stripe of Nymean, a chaotic killing field in which the city’s traitors held out desperately behind hastily erected barricades, huge piles of turned earth, rubble-infested alleys, felled statues and yards-thick boxy plinths of rockcrete and marble. 

			Velterson snatched up the vox-handset from the catatonic Pelletier – who had either been infected with the endless heresy of Rhetorios, or who had suffered so acutely from his natural cowardice that he had been lulled into a fugue state – and was about to thumb on the transmit switch, when a familiar and unwelcome voice cut over the psychotic babble of the Archenemy.

			‘Velterson? Colonel Velterson? Are you there?’

			Velterson frowned as he put the handset to his ear. ‘Colonel de Page? How did you get on this frequency?’

			‘I’ve got your priest on the net,’ de Page said, and Velterson’s stomach dropped. ‘Not quite sure what he’s doing this far west, but he wants you to know something–’

			‘Burkhardt, for the Emperor’s sake listen to me right now. Are you there?’

			‘–cut across me when I’m talking, Gabriel, it’s very rude–’

			Velterson turned to Zyma, but she had reverted to type, rocking back and forth and clutching the sides of her head.

			‘Burkhardt, it’s not him! It’s a monster! He’s corrupted! You must kill him right now! Burkhardt? Kill him! Burkhardt!’

			The channel was dead.

			‘Get me to the South Processional!’ Velterson roared to the driver.

			Thumper went first, smashing his way out of the bent and twisted debarkation ramp. Most had survived the impact, but the two Kasrkin closest to the gunners’ ports had been killed, both of them impaled on exposed rockcrete spars. 

			Bayer moved quickly through the smoky, dusty gloom of the Sanctuary. ‘Get their weapons and ammunition,’ he said, pointing to the corpses of his two comrades. He went straight to the cockpit, punched through the emergency canopy release, pulled out the lever, and twisted it. The canopy squealed open, bent on its hinges, and Thumper smashed it off with his slab shield. 

			‘Tell me you’re alive,’ Bayer demanded of the limp form of Calder, his heart pounding. ‘Merlin! Tell me!’

			‘I’m alive,’ she grunted, reaching a trembling hand up and pulling away the rubberised oxygen mask. ‘I wish I wasn’t.’

			Bayer hit the quick-release on the harness and pulled her out. Then, when he was sure she would stand up without falling over, he pressed his plasma pistol into her hand. 

			‘Stay close to me. We need to move quickly.’

			They pressed on through the hallways of the Sanctuary. Bayer tried the microbead multiple times, but the disruption was back. He wasn’t too concerned; the rest of Brutax Cardinal was a highly capable unit, and they had trained for many similar scenarios. What he was more concerned about was the loss of the weight of fire that an extra twenty Kasrkin would bring. The Sanctuary was enormous, its heretic occupants necessarily diffuse, but one well-placed, well-timed ambush could eliminate fully half of their force.

			And judging by the enormous exchange taking place on the South Processional, their interdiction was sorely needed.

			They were doubled up on sergeants, so Kech of Fourth Squad led them, hellgun up, moving smoothly forwards. Behind him was Mas with the plasma, then Jandova, and the rest of Fourth, followed by himself, Calder, and then the rest of his squad. 

			‘Stay on comms,’ he said to Vliert behind him. ‘See if you can raise Hyland or Vitis.’

			‘Sir.’

			Bayer took a moment to visualise the floor plan of the Sanctuary he’d memorised beforehand. They had come in maybe ten storeys lower than they’d planned. It meant they were closer to Adrax, who was suspected to be in the Court of the Way – an enormous church-within-a-church which took up most of the central space of the Sanctuary – but it was a tactical misstep in that it meant there were now hundreds or more enemy troopers directly above them. Still, if Brutax Cardinal Secundus and Tertius were able to divert their enemy’s attention upwards, it was perfectly possible for them to have misstepped and still complete their mission. 

			They entered a long, broad corridor formed of a shallow stone staircase that sloped downwards for several hundred yards. Sticking to the outer wall, they moved quickly and quietly, weapons trained ahead. Several times Kech brought them up short as they heard or saw something suspect, but the battle raging outside provided the perfect cover.

			‘–agonies of the birth, it is the birth that is the hardest part, the rebirth, as we sloughed away our old selves and accept the truth of the new–’ 

			Bayer winced as the babble filled his ears. He tapped the side of his helmet vigorously with his index finger. It was clear that others were suffering the same audio malfunction.

			‘–but once the rebirth has taken place, the memories of the agony fall away, and the clarity provided by the crystal shines the brighter and cuts the deeper. For the truth is like a knife wrought from crystal–’

			‘Anybody else getting this?’ Bayer grunted. His nose was bleeding, and it was filling the inside of his rebreather to the point where he was aspirating the droplets through the filter. 

			‘–there is an immutability to it, its lattice of atoms a counterpoint to the disorder of the warp and life itself. This is what makes crystal the perfect lens. Through it, we can understand the sorceries that are there for the plucking, like overripe fruit–’

			‘What’s the matter?’ Calder whispered from behind him.

			Bayer wrenched his helmet off. Calder’s eyes widened as she saw the state of his face. 

			‘Your ears are bleeding,’ she said.

			‘Throne damn it,’ he muttered, watching as several other members of the team pulled their own helmets off. 

			‘Lids off, everyone,’ Bayer said, and the command was passed down the line. Soon, all of the remaining members of First and Fourth Squads were helmetless. They affixed them to their combat belts, and then he motioned for them to press on. They continued down the corridor, the soft footfalls of their boots and the gentle clink of their armour echoing abominably off the hard surfaces all around them. 

			And then they stopped. 

			‘Reliquarium of the Tenth Hate,’ Calder whispered, reading the Gothic script chiselled into the entablature. 

			Bayer peered through the gloom to where the staircase opened into a broad, rectangular chamber. Beyond it was a circular chapterhouse that evidently stood proud of the north wall of the Sanctuary, for the domed roof was made of glass. 

			They waited for a moment, strung out along the outer wall of the corridor, taking cover wherever they could find it, until eventually Kech signalled: I don’t like it. 

			Bayer could feel it too. There was something in that chapterhouse which set him on edge – and the infernal whisperings hardly helped. If he listened hard enough, he felt as though he could still hear them despite having removed his helmet.

			Still, what were they going to do? Turn back? Leave? Give up?

			And so he gave the order to advance. 

			Then the firing started.

			I’ve missed you, father, Gustavus said as he and his dozens of crystalline avatars slaughtered their way through the Nymeans. I had no idea it was you. Not with the change of name.

			+Yes, well,+ Longstaff said. He sounded irritated and preoccupied. +It’s been a long time.+

			Adrax, Gustavus said. He rolled the word around in his mind, gauging the weight of it. The Convocator. Who are you convocating? Or what?

			+That is not your concern,+ Adrax snapped, with such a sudden depth of anger that Gustavus mentally recoiled.

			Have I done something to anger you, father?

			+You are distracting me. The Imperials are gaining ground – and quickly. I have bestowed upon you great gifts. Why is it that you are unable to stop them?+

			I am stopping them, Gustavus said as he ripped a man in half. He was aware of hundreds of las bolts hitting him, but to his surprise and immense pleasure, they were having no effect. He was surrounded by a prism of solid air, a sorcerous force field being projected by the Convocator himself. As he waded through masses of enemy troopers, his mind filled with wild imaginings of potentialities, a web of infinite possibilities being crystallised in real time via the lens of a prism. This, he imagined with great hubris, was what it must be like for the Changer of Ways: imagining and considering endless possibilities and potentialities – those in which an autocannon round exploded his head, or he was vaporised by a Leman Russ Exterminator, or the immense weight of lasgun fire became too much even for his new form – and threading him through the eye of the needle of time so as to avoid all fates except the one planned for him. What a mind of breathtaking capability it must take, to lay such plans millennia in the making, twisting infinitesimally small threads into one cohesive plot to reach fruition here and now. 

			He swelled, buoyed by his awe and admiration and gratitude to be in the service of such a magnificent being.

			I am stopping them, he repeated with savage glee, and continued his bloody work.

			Massen watched from the cupola of her Chimera as the disgusting spawn that had once been their regimental priest began to rip Nymeans apart like wet red tissue paper. 

			They had been taking cover in a drainage trench running parallel to the South Processional, but a sudden deluge of pilgrim-ash-infused water from the River Nachida had swept through the Basilicanum Marina and the Shrine of the Supplicant and filled it, forcing them out lest they be drowned. 

			Unfortunately for them, a wave of cultists, drawn to Gustavus’ poisonous heresy, had arrived at precisely the same time, and crashed into the soaking, bedraggled Nymeans as they hoisted themselves out of the vast rockcrete gutter. The result was a catastrophic flank-turn, and the entire First Motorised Infantry Regiment was on the verge of a full rout.

			‘W-where should we–’ the driver began as she ducked back into the hold. 

			‘Just keep going!’ she ordered. She was practically vibrating with fury. The voice in her head had disappeared, but the damage had been done. Whatever private fears she had ever harboured about her faith had been unearthed and laid bare. Every time a trooper turned to look at her, she did not see an enquiring, frightened soldier, but an accusatory believer. They were not seeking comfort, they were looking to root out an apostate. ‘Drive over them if you have to!’

			‘But–’

			She pulled out her bolt pistol and pressed it into the back of his head. ‘I said, Keep. Going.’

			The man began to weep as he pressed down both of the Chimera’s accelerator pedals. Ahead of them, Nymeans fled in abject terror as Gustavus tore into their lines. Just by looking at him, Massen found herself fixed with a profound existential dread. It was like being exposed to infinity; nothing stripped away the trappings of faith quite like knowing the true nature of one’s insignificance.

			Gustavus turned to face them, framed by the enormous gatehouse of the Basilicanum Marina. His dreadful expression was visible even from several hundred yards away, even through the rain-soaked darkness. He looked at Massen through the vision slit of the Chimera’s multi-laser turret, and grinned. 

			I’ve been looking forward to this, he said. 

			Massen lurched forwards, smacking her face directly on a steel spar in front of her. The driver had braked sharply. 

			She felt rage flow through her. 

			‘Forwards! Now!’ she roared.

			The driver shook his head, weeping. Urine spread through his fatigues. ‘No way,’ he said, over and over again. ‘No way.’

			‘Drive forwards!’ Massen screamed. 

			The man made to reverse. She pulled the trigger. There was a single blam, a strong smell of cordite, half a dozen perforated eardrums, and an explosion of head and brains.

			She stopped, aghast. She had not performed a field execution for so many years that she could barely remember the last time she had done it. The soldiers in the Chimera’s troop bay stared at her through the open hatch of the driver’s compartment in abject shock. 

			‘C-commissar?’ one of them stammered. 

			‘Throne’s sake, get out of my way!’ she screamed as she pushed past the stunned troopers and threw open the debarkation ramp.

			Then, when her feet found the stone of the South Processional, she thumbed on her chainsword, and began to advance on Gustavus. 

			‘Why isn’t he dying?’ Velterson demanded of Zyma. ‘God-Emperor knows they’ve hit him enough times! Why isn’t he dying?’ When she didn’t respond, he grabbed the lapels of her storm coat. ‘Zyma!’

			‘They’re not missing him. He’s being shielded,’ she replied. 

			‘What are you talking about?’ he thundered, getting angry as he always did when confronted with the unknown. 

			Her brain swirled with visions of potentialities – in each of which Gustavus was killed over and over again in a variety of ways. Some of them were dramatic, others were laughably anticlimactic. A personal favourite was when, through a comedy of errors, he was reversed over by a Rogal Dorn. It wasn’t that these deaths were happening; these were the deaths that had been avoided by the Changer of Ways’ scheming, plans laid before time was time, swirling currents of eternity sculpted and moulded by a dimensional conscience inscrutable to mortal minds. By virtue of her proximity to Gustavus and Adrax’s psychic fallout, these flickers of potentiality filled her brain, brief possibilities before the one true reality achieved full focus – the reality in which Gustavus was a Chaotic agent laying waste to the Cadian 2002nd Mechanised Infantry Regiment. 

			‘He is dying. Just not in real life.’

			Velterson let out a groan, as he often did when matters took a turn for the arcane. ‘What are you seeing? Do I even want to know?’

			‘No.’

			‘How do we stop him, Zyma? Seriously, how do we do it?’

			She thought for a moment, wishing more than anything that she had Leonara nearby to offer counsel.

			‘I need to break his psychic bond with Adrax.’

			She watched as Velterson drew a hand down his forehead. ‘Do you know how?’

			Again she considered the question for a long time. ‘Yes,’ she said eventually. ‘But it will take me some time. And a lot of energy.’

			‘What do you need from me?’

			‘Keep him occupied.’

			Velterson grimaced. ‘I was worried you were going to say that.’

			These were not the random Nymean cultists they had been encountering the length and breadth of the Genkovan continent – weak, insane, emaciated creatures sitting in stubber nests filled with their own excrement. Nor were they the more ordered, disciplined voluntary traitors infesting the Holy City and Adoration’s environs. These were members of the inner circle, men and women who had been Adrax’s priests, his monks and nuns, his confessors and ministers. They combined the desperate warp insanity of the cultists with the martial capability of their former planetary defence formations. 

			Yes, Bayer realised as he blew the brains out the back of another’s skull; this was a formidable adversary. 

			But then, so was the hotshot volley gun. 

			The reliquarium and chapterhouse were filled with searing-hot bolts of las as the Kasrkin fired and manoeuvred. They leapfrogged in disciplined teams of two, with the foremost elements of the unit blitzing the enemy positions with liberal sprays of plasma and volley shot, allowing the rearmost elements to gain ground and move up. Bayer told Calder in no uncertain terms to remain in the rear, though she seemed to have been possessed by a strange new esprit de corps, and would not be held back in spite of his many injunctions.

			They pressed forwards, always pushing on and on. Constant movement was crucial in situations such as these. The second they allowed themselves to get jammed up, the assault would bleed momentum. The doorway was chewed to pieces, as were the statues beyond, and presumably the relics lining the walls too. Bayer didn’t give a shit about inanimate pieces of wood, saints’ finger bones, silver skulls, iron crosses, any of it. What he cared about was the lives of the men and women under his command. 

			They pressed into the reliquarium. Here were several acolytes and a solitary ragged priest with a sniper rifle. Now Thumper took the lead, taking one of the priest’s shots directly in the slab shield, before blasting him to red ruin with his grenadier gauntlet. As for the acolytes, they were in the process of doing… something, some ritual or piece of magic, before one had her skull bashed in by Thumper’s maul, and the other was simply shot dead. 

			‘Keep moving! Push up, push up, push up!’ Bayer thundered. There was no surprise now, no stealth. Somewhere in this enormous cathedral was Adrax the Convocator, and a huge number of people needed him very dead, very quickly.

			They cleared the last of the cultists in the reliquarium, and then pushed into the chapterhouse. After filling that with a hail of las and thoroughly killing the trio of monks inside – who took so many las bolts that their habits caught fire – they swiftly moved into what Bayer’s map told him was the Muse Hall, another ornate passageway filled with statues and oil paintings of the Holy City’s many dignitaries. 

			Here they paused. 

			‘Do you… hear that?’ Kech asked, wiping the sweat from his brow and the blood from his ears. Bayer’s ears had started bleeding afresh, too. 

			Bayer looked to the left. Branching away from the Muse Hall was what looked like a sequence of monastic apartments, surprisingly understated after the grandiosity of the chapterhouse and reliquarium. 

			‘I hear it,’ he murmured. It was a voice they were all dismally familiar with, booming through the cathedral’s interior. 

			‘Is that…?’

			‘Yeah,’ Calder growled. 

			‘Rhetorios.’

			‘Right,’ Velterson said, turning back into the Taurox’s hold. ‘Evelina, get the standard ready. You two, with me. If we’re going to create a distraction, we’re going to create a distraction.’ He turned to Pelletier, but the man was a spent force. He would have to be retired, or replaced as Velterson’s vox-operator, of that there was no question.

			‘Let’s go,’ he said, and threw open the rear hatch. 

			Outside, the air felt saturated with not only ash and sludge, but malign whispers too. Every time he peered through the gloom, he fancied he could see one of Gustavus’ avatars lurking in the shadows, a temporal echo. Ahead, stretching away down the East Processional, the long line of Cadian vehicles sat idling with their blackout headlamps on, most ­emptied of their occupants, who were engaged in sporadic fighting along the length of the adorationals. The tanks of Horvat’s 21st were shooting at some­thing on the Sanctum Imperialis; half the structure had been razed. There was going to be hell to pay with the subsector commanders. 

			Behind him, cutting through the remnants of the Nymean First Motorised, was Gustavus himself. 

			‘Men and women of Cadia!’ Velterson shouted, once again pulling out Voidsplinter for dramatic effect. It crackled with bright blue corposant – thirsting for Archenemy blood, so the legend went. He turned briefly to Vissier. ‘Unfurl it.’ She let the regimental standard fly. ‘I have asked much of you these past days. The Emperor has asked much of you these past years. There is one last effort to be undertaken to free this place from the yoke of our most hated enemy. There are many in this human empire of ours whom I would not ask – would not trust with this. But, my brothers and sisters, we are a rarer breed. We are Cadians! And there is no war on this world or any other that we cannot win. So I ask you here and now, in the shadow of Adoration – are you with me?’

			I’ll always be with you, Venom. Gustavus spoke in his head, his voice dripping with malevolent delight. It distracted him just long enough to miss the charge of the very soldiers whom he had just exhorted to battle, and as he turned, joining what was now the middle of the formation, he saw–

			‘Viktoria?’

			Ahead, undertaking her own desperate charge, was Massen, with her chainsword roaring and buzzing through the darkness. 

			‘Hellfire,’ Velterson grunted, and, knees protesting, he joined what seemed likely to be his last act as the colonel of the 2002nd.
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			XVII

			GRAINS OF SAND IN AN INFINITE DESERT

			The sounds of battle from the basilicanum faded. The horrors in the catacombs died. Thorne climbed down, back through the bones, picking his way gingerly between mausoleums and gravestones. His boots were slick with slush, and to slip now, crack his head and die would be a ridiculous and ignominious end after everything he had been through.

			He reached the Cadian line, where the remains of Fourth and Fifth Platoons lay. The horrors had done their bloody work, and either discorporated or retired – only the Emperor Himself knew where such creatures came from, how they manifested, and if they could truly be killed – and he moved frantically from soldier to soldier, seeing if any had been merely wounded.

			Eventually, he reached the spreadeagled form of Sergeant Ainsley. The man had been absolutely savaged, his flak jacket and helmet scored with great rents, his left leg completely transmuted to a stalactite of amethyst. Worse, one side of his face was purple and scaled, and his eye now resembled the yellow orb of a felid.

			‘Did you do it?’ he gasped, breath rattling in his throat. 

			‘Yeah,’ Thorne said, taking a knee next to him. Had they done it? Had the Vendettas all crashed and burned after all? He didn’t know. But he was not going to deprive the old sergeant of the satisfaction of knowing. After all, it was all any of them could hope for – not even a glorious death, but at least a meaningful one.

			Ainsley nodded. ‘Tell Venom I did steal his stovetop recaff pot.’

			Thorne paused. ‘God-Emperor, not that one he still–’

			‘Yes. It was me.’

			Thorne guffawed, and Ainsley rumbled out a laugh, though it was a sickly, terminal sound. ‘Tell him I said thank you for being a good friend.’

			‘I’m sure he knows it.’

			‘I’m sure he does too. Still doesn’t hurt to say it every now and then.’

			Thorne nodded, grasping the sergeant’s outstretched hand. ‘I will.’ 

			Ainsley looked up at the iron dome ceiling. ‘Here I go,’ he said.

			‘The Emperor protects,’ Thorne said quietly.

			‘Let’s hope so,’ Ainsley replied, and died.

			They moved outside. It was true night-time now, the darkness if not natural then at least expected. Here the remnants of the two platoons gathered, and a quick headcount revealed fifteen survivors from Fourth Platoon and twenty-nine from Fifth. 

			On the other side of the road, the rest of First Company, as well as Red Company under Keara Glass, marshalled at an impromptu staging area. Thorne watched as they popped open Chimera and Taurox engine panels, checked bullet and cannon holes, pintle-mounted weapons, and distributed ammunition, rations and medical supplies. By his chronometer it was approaching midnight, and the fighting to the west seemed only to be intensifying.

			As he walked over to Captain Glass, he caught sight of Trooper Chung and her compatriots, Vardanyan and Alto – Lange either absent or dead. Something snapped in him then. To think, he had ever wanted to impress these people – be respected and liked by them, be one of them. They were here, cowards and criminals, whilst heroes like Ainsley were dead. These people didn’t know what it was like to lead, to be part of a whole. They were only out for themselves.

			He detoured from Captain Glass and stormed straight over to them. Their eyes widened as he approached, their braggadocio forgotten. Now they looked precisely like what they were: frightened, tired soldiers.

			‘Captain–’ one of them began. 

			‘When this is over,’ he hissed, swelling with righteous fury, his own misdeeds forgotten, ‘so are your lives. Stand to attention when I am talking to you!’

			They stood to attention, or what might pass for it in the circumstances. Around them, other Cadians watched the spectacle with jaded expressions. 

			‘Do yourselves a favour and make for the front. The very front. Because unless you three sorry excuses for Cadians are about to perform some miracle of valour – and I very much bloody doubt it – it’s the firing squad for you tomorrow. Do I make myself clear?’

			He didn’t wait for an answer. He walked back over to where Glass stood, consulting with her vox-operator.

			‘Everything all right, Thorne?’ she asked. 

			‘No. What’s the latest? Is that thing working?’

			The vox-trooper, who had two crusts of dried blood running from her ears and down her neck, shook her head gravely. 

			‘Well, if we’re all done here, I suggest we head west,’ he said.

			‘I agree,’ Glass replied, sniffing and then spitting a glob of phlegm on the floor. ‘Just working on some final repairs–’

			‘I’ll see you there, then.’ 

			Glass, a proud and capable commander, could not help but take this as some sort of slight.

			‘For the God-Emperor’s sake–’ she began angrily, but she was already speaking to his back.

			Massen’s breath rasped in her ears and Gustavus’ voice rasped through her head as she engaged the first of his many enslaved cultists. Her chainsword bit nothing but air as a warp-corrupted woman – a feathered, beaked, two-headed creature haloed by pink sorcery – jinked to the right. Massen screamed as her second swing cut into its neck and got as far as its spine before it discorporated and another cultist appeared, this one more or less human in appearance.

			‘Viktoria, wait, it’s me!’ the man shouted in Gustavus’ voice, holding his hands out in supplication. It nearly worked, too; she actually pulled the blow, before his mouth opened impossibly wide, filled with knifelike teeth, and he lunged at her. The teeth clamped around her armoured shoulder pad before she twisted away and shot him in the guts with her bolt pistol. 

			‘How could you! How could you give in to it? How could you betray us?’ she screamed as more figures lurched through the dark and rain. A few desultory shots from Nymean traitors streaked past, the las bolts hissing through the droplets as they went. 

			‘I gave in to nothing,’ he snarled. ‘I just saw the galaxy for what it is.’ 

			Massen reached for the ragged strands of her faith like a drowning woman reached for flotsam. ‘The God-Emperor is the light–’

			‘Oh, spare me,’ he said, and reared out of the darkness. Immediately his cultists scurried off, leaving the spawn of Gustavus standing in front of her.

			Massen wept openly, then. How could the God-Emperor – at least, the version of Him as espoused by the Imperial Creed – permit such an abomination to exist? Was He indifferent to the struggles of His many trillions of mortal children? Or was it that He was simply incapable of holding back the inevitability of Chaos? Nothing more than a failing dam struggling to deny the sheer weight of warp corruption?

			‘Yes,’ Gustavus said, looming over her. ‘Now you see.’

			Massen felt tears trickling down her cheeks as her chainsword sputtered and died, running out of promethium. She dropped it to the floor.

			‘Join me. Surrender to the Great Change. Soon will be the Return, and– No!’

			Massen turned sharply as hundreds of Cadians, screaming through their fear, charged Gustavus and the traitor Nymeans. In the midst of them was Velterson, power sword held aloft, and next to him, Vissier, doing her level best to keep the standard flying in spite of the deluge of rain. 

			Massen sank to her knees, her spirit broken, as the two sides crashed into one another and the bloodletting began in earnest. 

			Standing in the cupola of a Taurox, Zyma watched as her countrymen charged into the fray. It was precisely the distraction she required – it was just a shame so many of her comrades would pay for it with their lives. Still, the Imperium was nothing if not consequentialist.

			As Gustavus began to tear Cadians to ribbons, or transmute them to gibbering mutants with great coruscating arcs of pink fire, she centred herself and once again dipped into the warp’s wellspring. At least this time she was not troubled by Gustavus himself, simply his warp echoes.

			Here in the shadow of the Sanctuary of the Novem Vias, the power of Gustavus’ malign sponsor was strong. The cathedral itself was rendered in her mind’s eye as an enormous crystalline fastness, into which flowed an infinite number of temporal pathways – and infinite fractal potentialities of Gustavus’ violet death. Adrax himself, a ball of boiling violet energy in the centre of the fortress, was so utterly consumed by the act of maintaining his protégé’s psychic force field that he was paying almost no attention to Zyma.

			But there was someone else in that cursed church who was.

			Rhetorios.

			She felt his attention on her keenly. But while Adrax’s malevolence was born of the dehumanising process of being exposed to the vast infinity of the warp, Rhetorios was a spiteful, resentful creature, evolved and mutated into a ghastly form, enslaved to his role as a mouthpiece for Adrax’s insanity. 

			She continued to push her mind into the ceaseless recesses of the crystalline fortress. Here was something she could use, if only she could eliminate Rhetorios from the equation.

			Bayer led them into the apartments. Each door had a name printed in Gothic lettering above it. As they moved through the passageway, the infernal whisperings grew louder and more constant, until they began to form an almost physical sonic barrier.

			‘God-Emperor, it’s like moving through treacle,’ Sergeant Kech muttered. 

			‘It’s getting worse,’ Calder muttered from behind him. It was affecting her, Bayer could tell. It was affecting all of them. Kasrkin of all ranks and levels of experience were swiping their ears, batting the sides of their heads, turning sharply at imagined – or perhaps not imagined – whispers, hissing, taunts. 

			He ordered the team to halt. Now he pulled out a dataslate from his webbing and consulted it. Something was bothering him and he couldn’t put his finger on what.

			He thumbed through the pages of the mission briefing until he came to the objectives page.

			‘Gregorio Gosselin,’ he breathed, and then looked up. Gosselin was a Nymean cardinal whom some general from the Nymean Sixth Division had asked them to rescue. And here, in the very nexus of Rhetorios’ audio heresy, was apparently his home.

			‘Kech, knock,’ he said. 

			The sergeant slammed a melta mine on the door, and they all took cover. A moment later the thing detonated in a searing blast of white flame, and the Kasrkin poured into the breach, hellguns up.

			Bayer came up short. He had seen many things over the course of his career, including the death of his home world. But every so often the warp came up with some fresh, novel way of revolting him. 

			The thing that had once been Gregorio Gosselin took up most of the chamber’s internal space. It was a dreadful mixture of flesh and crystal. The latter sprouted from the floor and walls and ceiling, great prismatic eruptions of purple and blue. Of the former, great sheets of it lay draped over these amethystine concentrations, as though Gosselin had burst apart in all directions. 

			In the centre of this despicable marriage of crystal and flesh was an enormous head, an oversized, overstuffed skull, eyes like geodes, and grey matter festooned with cables. His mouth was a vox-grille, sealed to his face like a tomb plate, and it was from this ghastly arrangement that his constant sermons were vomited out across the continent. It was from here, from this very spot, that they had been plagued for years by heresies and malign portents.

			Bayer regarded the thing that Gosselin had become with abject disgust. Calder appeared next to him, plasma pistol trained on Rhetorios’ face. Her hand was trembling. 

			‘Go on, Merlin,’ he said. ‘Kill it.’

			‘I don’t understand,’ she replied, as those featureless eyes seemed to perceive her and the air swirled with the creature’s insane nonsense. ‘Why do any of them do it? The traitors?’ She turned to Bayer. ‘If you knew this is how you would wind up, would you not rather die?’

			‘Let’s find out,’ Bayer said. He clamped his hand over hers, and pulled the trigger. 

			The aether suddenly cleared. It was like experiencing a cold, fresh breeze after a violent tropical thunderstorm. Zyma was suddenly able to cut through the noise like one of Barber’s scalpels through flesh. 

			‘There you are,’ she said, finding the thread linking Adrax to Gustavus’ force field. It was a swirling strand of connective warp tissue, a fractal, branching thing, loaded with potentiality. It was like looking at a cross-section of a lung. Without the insane psychobabble of Rhetorios, which had cloaked the whole thing in a haze of mind-bending static, she could see with dismal clarity how Adrax was able to protect his acolyte. 

			She realised, then, even as she expanded her telekinesis into the psychic umbilicus and strangled it like a ligature around a limb, starving it of warp-vitality, that they could never succeed. In exposing Gustavus to mortal destruction, they had simply postponed the inevitable. It was worthless in the grander scheme of things, a thing that had meaning only to them and their primitive minds – their brains, which could only perceive of time as a slow, linear crawl. It was a human confection, the meaningless progression of events that had no objective, measurable effect on anything whatsoever.

			As she cut Gustavus off from his ability to evade death, she did so at the expense of the last strands of her sanity. This was the very thing she had wished to avoid, the consequences of exposing herself once more to the warp. Now she was burdened with the immutable certainty of the insignificance of everything they did. Everything – this battle, the war, the campaign, the Imperium itself – was a triviality, a grain of sand in an infinite desert, half a blink of the cosmic eye. The Changer of Ways would fail here and shrug. 

			At least Gustavus was frightened. There was some satisfaction to be taken from that.

			Velterson crashed bodily into someone and brought Voidsplinter up, ready to eviscerate them. But to his shock and surprise, it was none other than the commanding officer of the First Nymean Motorised Regiment, Colonel Burkhardt de Page.

			‘Gabriel?’ the man asked, astonished. His immaculate uniform was in tatters, his face spattered with mud and blood. In the wan light of midnight, he could have been just another trooper.

			Velterson grabbed the man’s hand and pulled him to his feet. 

			‘What the hell is going on with your bloody priest?’ de Page demanded. 

			‘Not now, Burkhardt,’ Velterson replied. ‘Just help me kill him.’

			It seemed like madness to charge the gross, horrifying form of Gustavus, who reared many feet above them. But something had definitely shifted in the air. For one, there seemed to be the welcome return of human vox-babble – operators hunched over sets, shouting into mouthpieces, index fingers plugged into ears. But it was not just that; an intangible cloud had evaporated, too. Some patina of heresy that had once coated everything – even suffused the air itself – had gone. He looked over to the Sanctuary, but could discern nothing from its enormous, indifferent holy stones.

			Gustavus waded through the troopers. He was being shot from all sides now. Long gone was the curious prismatic effect which seemed to allow him to avoid even the most withering salvos of solid and energy fire. Now he was being pummelled. Velterson watched one autocannon shot tear his left arm off at the elbow. He saw another massive accretion of las fire actually set the priest’s torso ablaze. His wings were perforated until they became ragged strips of useless skin. As Gustavus collapsed to his knees, Velterson lunged forwards and took one of his antlers off at the stem with Voidsplinter, before the accursed old weapon lost its charge.

			Cadians and Nymeans alike, emboldened, filled Gustavus in with dozens of lengths of steel. He screamed and writhed in agony as his skin and flesh and vital organs, even those sustained and given artificial vitality by the dark powers of the warp, bled and died.

			In what Velterson would later reflect was a nice piece of martial theatre, Vissier plugged the sharp, broken end of the regimental standard directly through the spawn’s eye socket, finally eliminating him from the battlefield calculus.

			‘Good,’ Velterson said, standing over the corpse. De Page nodded, hauling in deep lungfuls of breath.

			‘Good,’ he agreed. 

			Behind them, the fighting continued desperately as those remaining traitors and horrors realised that the war for the soul of Adoration had tipped irretrievably against them. 

			Velterson and de Page eyed one another, not as friends, nor even as comrades, but at least with a small measure of respect. De Page may have been many things – foremost amongst them an arsehole – but his bravery was beyond question.

			The Nymean offered his hand, and Velterson briefly took it. 

			‘Let’s finish this,’ Velterson said.

			‘Happy hunting, colonel,’ de Page replied, and returned to his ragged, failing lines.

			Velterson turned and moved quickly back to the other side of the South Processional, where his Taurox sat idling. He squinted through the rain, which was finally lightening off, to see something draped across the roof. It looked like a pile of old rags, until he realised it was–

			‘Zyma!’ 

			He broke into a sprint. ‘Someone get me Barber up here, now!’ he roared to a pair of random troopers as he reached the side of the Taurox and, using the steel handles, yanked his bulk up onto the roof. 

			‘Hellfire, speak to me, Zyma,’ he muttered, turning her over. To his incredible relief, she was breathing. In fact, she was crying. Crying and laughing. Her expression was all over the place, and for a moment, Velterson was terrified she had completely lost her mind.

			‘Zyma, for the love of the God-Emperor, speak to me,’ he said. Once again he cradled her, and once again he stroked her face with his thumb. 

			‘It’s all nothing,’ she said eventually, helplessly. ‘It’s all for nothing. For no reason. All of it.’

			Velterson, who had been riding in a command vehicle with Zyma for many years now, was used to these existential outbreaks. But there was a frightening intensity to this one that unnerved him.

			‘You did it,’ he said, hoping it was true. ‘Was that you? Over there, with Gustavus? You did something, didn’t you? It worked. He’s dead.’

			‘He’s dead in no way that matters,’ Zyma replied, her head resting on the steel roof of the Taurox. As she spoke, she looked up at the sky. Velterson followed the line of her gaze, to where the sickly blue star flickered through a gap in the clouds.

			He turned back. ‘Think of all the people who are alive now thanks to you. All the troopers, all the Cadians and Nymeans. The human beings, Zyma. That’s what it’s for. For the Emperor, and the Imperium.’

			But again, she shook her head, immune to his clumsy attempts at reassurance. ‘None of it matters. None of it. Just grains of sand.’

			‘Hey!’ he snapped. He pointed his index finger at her face. ‘We make our own meaning. You understand me? The meaning is us. It’s each other. It’s the regiment. It’s Cadia. It’s humanity. You can’t just switch off from it. You understand me? You don’t switch off from us. I know there are many in the regiment who have turned their backs on you. Well tough shit. This is war. Suck it up. Understand me, Zyma? We need you, and I need you. So come back out of that mind of yours and fight.’ He shook her by the shoulders. ‘You fight!’

			But she just shook her head. The spark of recognition had gone from her eyes. She regarded him briefly with bewildered indifference, as though he were nothing more than a mildly annoying stranger. 

			‘Just grains of sand,’ she murmured to the sky. ‘Just grains of sand.’

			Velterson opened his mouth to say something, but decided against it. He stroked her cheek again, briefly. 

			‘I’ll come and see you later. When you’ve had a chance to gather your thoughts,’ he said. 

			He wouldn’t admit to himself that he had probably lost her forever.

			He saw it all as he died. The web of temporal strands sprouting away behind, an infinite number of possibilities concentrating in him. He saw, as his potentiality collapsed and he was eliminated from every state of being, the great lie of it all. The great malignance at its core. He realised, with a profound sense of terror and loathing, how completely he had been duped. There was nothing noble in this barren infinity. They had to fight for meaning in an uncaring universe. Their enemies were doing it constantly, except that the meaning they were fighting for was utterly malign. He saw, then, in that moment, when it was far too late for him to do anything about it whatsoever, how imperative it was that the Imperium fight with everything it had – that humanity claw its way up through the mud of existence with ragged, bloody fingernails. That to surrender to the Changer of Ways was to do nothing except accept their own extinguishment.

			Their faith in the God-Emperor of Mankind was not simply a hollow thing – it was the most important, cohesive, binding force in the human galaxy. And he had turned his back on it. He had rejected it. A billion, billion miles away, he saw it – the Golden Throne, a distant glow forever lost to him. And it was with a profound sense of longing and regret that its radiance was extinguished in his gaze, as he turned away from the light of the God-Emperor 

			All he could see, in those final moments of eternal nothingness, was the blue star, and the great temporal fortress encasing it.

			He awaits the Return in a crystal fastness. 

			And he saw what the Return was. 

			And he wished he’d done something to stop it while he’d had the chance.

			‘C-commissar? Are you all right?’ 

			Massen looked up. Standing over her was a gore-smeared trooper. He looked at her gormlessly. She recognised the expression. Once, her role would have been nothing more than to administer discipline, and the troopers had treated her accordingly. But years of filling in for Gustavus, taking his sermons, administering the sacrament, even acting as a sort of unofficial confessor, had made her more of a maternal figure than anything else.

			The man looked at her questioningly. He wasn’t interested in her well-being. He was interested entirely in his own. If Massen was all right, then everything was all right. 

			But Massen was not all right.

			She stood.

			‘What outfit are you from?’

			‘Red Company.’

			‘Where are they?’

			He turned, scanning the city around them. Eventually, he pointed. ‘Over there, ma’am.’

			‘Then why are you standing here, speaking to me?’

			‘I thought–’

			‘Oh, you thought, did you? You thought. What did you think, trooper?’

			The man looked about, clearly wanting nothing more than to leave, bound by rank and duty to remain until dismissed.

			‘That the Emperor will be pleased with–’ he began, but stopped as the snout of Massen’s bolt pistol found his forehead. ‘Throne, commissar, plea–’ he began, and then there was a single shot, and his brains decorated the pavement. She already had one summary execution under her belt; the second came surprisingly easily. Like easing back into a well-fitting, well-worn leather storm coat.

			‘I shall not tolerate desertion in this regiment,’ she snarled, holstering the pistol. Around her, Cadians looked on, aghast. ‘What?’ she barked at them. ‘Does anybody else have a question?’

			Nobody else had a question.
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			XVIII

			THE LIGHT OF THE GOD-EMPEROR

			Bayer watched dispassionately as Rhetorios burned. The whole head went up in flames, the skin peeling away, the skull charring black, the remaining mutant grey matter bubbling out of the nose and eyes and mouth and ears. In minutes, the whole room was ablaze, and the fire was spreading.

			At least the heretical ravings had stopped.

			‘All right, everybody, lids back on,’ he said, donning his own helmet. Now, instead of the demoralising babble of Rhetorios, he heard the much more welcome enquiries from Brutax Cardinal Secundus and Tertius.

			‘–Vitis transmitting on all operational frequencies, I repeat, this is Sergeant Vitis transmitting on all operational frequencies, Brutax Cardinal Primus, Quaternus, come in–’

			‘This is Bayer, we have eliminated Rhetorios and are moving on to the primary objective,’ he said.

			‘Glad to hear your voice, sergeant.’

			‘What’s your status?’

			‘Moving down to the Sanctuary’s core at speed. No word from Secundus.’

			‘Bad news?’

			‘Possibly. We heard firing.’

			‘Understood. We’ll rendezvous at the narthex.’ 

			‘See you there.’

			Bayer led them back out of the apartment complex and through the maze of corridors and passageways. The death of Rhetorios, far from galvanising their enemy into retaliatory fury, seemed to have shattered them. The Kasrkin cut through dozens of the inner circle, shooting dead monks and nuns and cardinals all corrupted by Adrax, many of them physically. Bayer didn’t like to think about it too much – the horrifying transmutations to which these people had been subjected, and subjected themselves. He just put them down like the animals they had become, and moved on. Dwelling on it was the business of his nightmares, and his weapon for that was alcohol.

			Outside the Sanctuary, the orchestra of battle continued to play.

			‘Hopefully the vox-network will be back up and running for the rest of the regiment,’ Calder said next to him as they entered a large and clearly deserted hall.

			He turned to her briefly. ‘Yeah. Hopefully,’ he said as Kech moved the length of the hall with Quaternus and checked it was clear of traps and enemy.

			She looked at him askance. A few beats of silence passed. Next to them, Thumper stirred, uniquely attuned to the toxicity of their sparring. ‘No witty remark? No sarcastic comeback?’

			But Bayer simply shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Merlin,’ he murmured. The image of Rhetorios loomed large in his head. He had seen first-hand the destruction of Cadia, and had fought the many despicable horrors of Abaddon’s host. He had watched the planet burn, fleeing with so many others aboard a flotilla of Naval vessels. That sick feeling of futility and helplessness and rage had burned in him – that and the profound mental injuries from battling the noxious creatures vomited forth from the Eye of Terror. In the intervening years, the former had remained, whilst the latter had scarred over, like knots of callus lodged in his brain. In the time since the Fall, he had vented his psychic damage on his friends and colleagues – until he had none of the former left. He had hated those Cadians who had not been there to defend the planet, hated those Cadians who had been there but had failed, and hated the Cadians who had been born since, or who had been amalgamated into Cadian formations – Cadians who weren’t Cadians at all except for administrative nomenclature. 

			But something about Rhetorios, a disgusting creature filling an entire chamber with his weird, mutant bulk, had reopened some of those old psychic scars. And he realised, looking around him at Calder, and Thumper, and the rest of Brutax Cardinal, that trying to impress everybody with his misanthropy was not the way to live the remainder of his years. That their future would be built on a foundation of fraternity and mutual respect. That it was good and right to belong to, and fight for, something greater than himself. That the Cadians in the 2002nd – in the Ninth Division – were his brothers and sisters, and would be from now until his inevitable death.

			He looked at Calder again, and saw that she was looking at him. Something unspoken passed between them then, as though she, too, shared his thoughts. He nodded once at her, and she to him.

			‘It’s clear, sarge,’ Kech’s voice crackled in his earpiece. ‘There’s… something here you should see.’

			It seemed like the entire structure was being crystallised. Not being filled with crystal, but literally transforming into it. Enormous pillars, vaulted ceilings, great halls of stone were all crystallising. It was almost as though the Sanctuary were turning invisible.

			The most disarming thing was the floor. It was like walking on a plane of solid air. 

			With the vox-network back up and running, they had coordinated with Brutax Cardinal Tertius until they were reunited with Sergeant Vitis and his Kasrkin. They were a man down, having encountered significant resistance, but between them they now had the better part of thirty Kasrkin, as well as Thumper. It was a formidable force.

			‘What the hell is going on here?’ Vitis asked, looking around the rapidly transforming structure. Even with Rhetorios dead, they were far too close to Adrax’s nexus to escape the arcane whispers fully.

			‘God-Emperor knows,’ Bayer muttered angrily. He rapped a gloved knuckle against the nearest crystal wall. ‘I’m not sure even orbital would bring this down.’

			Bayer was a Kasrkin sergeant, and considered no mission beyond him, but now they were here, amidst this sorcerous horror, he began to seriously doubt their chances of success.

			‘What do we do?’ Calder asked.

			Bayer checked the power level on his hellgun, and then shrugged. ‘What we came here to do,’ he said.

			They pushed through the hallways. Very quickly Bayer was losing all sense of direction. Kasrkin turned sharply as the whispers returned in force. Bayer began to see things in the crystal walls and floor and ceiling, dark shapes looming just beyond the surface. The walls themselves stopped acting as thick glass structures, windows to the next chamber, and became portals into some unknowable, maze-like labyrinth that filled all of them with a sense of deep dread. They might have been Kasrkin, but they were still human, and Bayer was beginning to wonder whether they should retreat and escape the rapidly growing, spreading crystal.

			‘It’s so…’ one of the troopers from Tertius said. Bayer watched as the woman removed her glove and poked an index finger into a solid crystal pillar. Before he could shout at her to stop, her finger had fused to it, and slowly, surely, she was transmuted into a clear statue of herself, as though someone had chiselled her out of amethyst.

			They all stopped and watched. Their expressions were lost behind their helmets, but Bayer knew a collapse in morale when he saw it.

			‘Focus, Brutax Cardinal,’ he snapped over the microbead. ‘Focus, men and women of Cadia. Kasrkin. Hearts of iron prevail.’

			For so long had he abdicated any and all semblance of moral leadership, losing himself in bootleg beer and gwirod, that the fact he had even attempted a piece of rousing oratory was enough to snap everybody’s minds back to the task at hand.

			Calder turned and gave him a brief, weak smile.

			‘Heads up!’ Kech shouted, and suddenly the hallway was filled with fire.

			Thorne led them back the way they had come, and then up the length of the South Processional. Their biggest enemy now was lack of fuel. As dawn broke on the third day, most of the vox-operators spent their time hectoring the regimental support group for promethium.

			They stopped in the shadow of the twin colossi of the Victory Gate as the vehicles of First Company drank their fill. As weak grey light filled the air and the downpour ceased, Thorne could hear a brutal exchange of fire to the north, outside the Sanctuary of the Novem Vias.

			‘Let’s go,’ he broadcast over the vox once two-thirds of the vehicles were ready to go. He would be damned to hell before he missed the climactic battle of the campaign.

			First Company roared up the South Processional, crunching over hundreds of glassy cultist bodies, sloshing through days’ worth of unevaporated rain. Under the grey morning skies, they added their Chimera’s multi-lasers and Taurox’s volley guns to the weight of fire, sending hails of energy shot into the remaining cultists as they frantically fought to preserve their last holdouts. Here was a huge jam of wrecked vehicles where something had absolutely ripped through the Nymean First Motorised Regiment; burnt-out trucks, skeletal and black, created an enormous roadblock stretching a quarter of a mile south from the Sanctuary. Thorne had no choice but to order their debarkation, and they pressed up through the vehicles on foot, leapfrogging north by platoons. He saw, at the tip of the spear, Chung and her friends, who seemed to have taken his threats to heart. They charged enemy positions with reckless ferocity, knowing their lives were forfeit either way. In other circumstances, he might have reassured them that the threats were hollow, let them off with a warning. But the death of Ainsley had hardened his heart, and he had no intention whatsoever of recanting.

			‘Tani, get the colonel on the vox!’ he roared over the chattering fire and explosions. All around them, tank rounds smashed into buildings. The adorationals were a blasted craterscape; the Reliquary of the Nine Hates was an inferno, in spite of the night’s torrent, boiling with a ferocious, unnatural purple flame. The Basilicanum Marina was being steadily eroded chunk by chunk. At its base, hundreds of cultists were a squashed red ruin, burst apart like pelted fruit. There would be hell to pay at sector command – no doubt the Cadians would take the brunt of the political recriminations.

			But even with this storm of fire and steel, none of them could get close to the Sanctuary of the Novem Vias itself. Its enormous black edifice reared over them like a galactic mausoleum. Around it, try as the Cadians and Nymeans might, they could not penetrate the traitors’ holdout. Here, despite the attempts of the massed armoured companies, heavy weapons platoons, and repeated human wave tactics – and he could see the Nymean Sixth Division’s penal legion had been entirely spent on the cathedral steps – they were not gaining ground at all.

			And then, as they approached, Thorne saw why.

			‘Holy Terra,’ he breathed. Something was happening to the cathedral. It looked initially like the thing was becoming transparent, fading out of existence, then he realised that through some bizarre, warp-induced alchemical process, the very stones of the place were transmuting to crystal. Worse, within those new, kaleidoscopic, prismatic walls, dark shapes flitted and loitered, filling the air with their heretical babble.

			‘Let’s hope the Kasrkin can do it,’ Tani said from next to him, her face aghast.

			Thorne didn’t answer. It didn’t feel appropriate to reveal just how desperately he hoped she was right.

			He turned, trying to distract himself with something he could usefully order to be done.

			‘Let’s get Second Platoon up into cover,’ he said eventually, knuckles white around the grip of his laspistol. 

			Above the Sanctuary, the clouds once again began to gather.

			Bayer had been wrong. This was the inner circle.

			These things had once been human beings, human men and women of piety and professionalism. Now they were weird, twisted mutants, feathered and beaked freaks, moulded in the image of their new god. 

			Bayer had fully accepted that he and the rest of Brutax Cardinal would die. The only question that remained was whether they would take Adrax with them.

			Thumper led the charge, his slab shield absorbing beams of hurled sorcery. By the time it came to discard it, most of the thing had been turned into crystal and flesh, and when it was struck, it cried out in existential agony.

			By that time, it was too late for the horrors in that passageway. At close range, Thumper was unstoppable. His grenadier gauntlet barked, once, twice, three times, blowing horrors to great prismatic sprays of organic matter and sorcery. Others he just brutalised with his maul. The bullgryn moved in the grip of a frenzy, smashing the horrors – literally – to bloody, glassy pieces.

			By the time Bayer and the rest of the Kasrkin moved up, the space had been cleared, and Thumper stood, chest heaving, his respirator hissing as it struggled to keep pace with his breathing.

			The sergeant nodded to him, and the bullgryn nodded back. 

			‘Let’s finish this,’ Bayer said.

			The Sanctuary itself was so shrouded in invisible warp sorceries that it took all of Brutax Cardinal’s strength to simply move through the air. Here, in the central hall, everything had been completely transformed into crystal. It gave the impression of a castle floating through the sky, for beyond the walls was a swirling maelstrom of violet light, a teeming mass of indistinct shapes, and a tangible aura of malevolence.

			In the centre of it all was Adrax, a cloaked man formed entirely of crystal – as though someone had animated a glass mannequin. 

			‘Let’s have it!’ Thumper roared, charging forwards.

			‘Thumper, no!’ both Calder and Bayer shouted simultaneously.

			As Brutax Cardinal fanned out, weapons trained on the hazy, incandescent figure in the centre of the chamber, a talon of sorcery licked out like a corposant whip and flung Thumper backwards as though he were a child’s toy. Calder ran over to where he lay awkwardly and began performing first aid.

			‘What the hell do we do, sergeant?’ Kech asked as a strange stand-off ensued, in which Adrax made no move whatsoever, and the Kasrkin stood in a wide arc ready to liquidate him.

			Bayer all but shrugged. What the hell else was there to do?

			‘Shoot him,’ he said quietly into his microbead. 

			They hit Adrax with everything they had: hotshot and volley las, plasma, melta, krak. For such a small assemblage of men and women, it was an awesome display of firepower.

			The violet incandescence flickered and flared, to the point where Bayer was worried they were actually somehow feeding the energy. But a moment later, there was a soundless explosion, and a sorcerous blast wave sent them all smashing into the surrounding pillars of crystal. 

			Bayer’s head was spinning as he staggered back up to his feet. His arms were like leaden protuberances that no longer belonged to him. He struggled to lift his hellgun. He pulled off his helmet and spat blood onto the crystal floor. His ears were ringing and there was a strange taste in his mouth, not unlike cordite.

			He fired instinctively, before even looking, not wanting to give Adrax a chance to press the attack as they all regained consciousness.

			But after a few seconds, it was clear he was firing at nothing.

			Adrax had gone.

			In his private chamber aboard the Octavia, Inquisitor Raith looked over sharply. Something shifted in the hololithic display, a large, cubic depiction of the subsector slowly rotating in the corner of the room. Next to it, Leonara, plugged into the holo-projector via her skull socket, winced.

			Raith moved quietly over to the image, examining where Battlefleet Tengkorak sat, a mass of static green ideograms pulsing quietly over Nymea. There was some sort of interference cluttering up the image. Further away, in the quarantined Charon Sector, the haunted blue star of their enemy flickered and crackled, the Naval auspex cogitators struggling to define precisely what it was they were looking at.

			Leonara moaned softly. The veins on her head were visibly pulsing, and the wince turned into a grimace. Raith watched the muscles of her jaw work.

			Gingerly, he reached out a hand and touched hers.

			He released it, gasping as though he had touched a boiling kettle.

			‘No! Not again! No!’

			On the hololith, the blue star winked out of existence.
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			XIX

			THIS IS IT

			The main assault was over in three days, but it took another three weeks to fully clear out every last pocket of Archenemy resistance in the capital. 

			The Sanctuary of the Novem Vias was quarantined, and none were permitted to approach. This rankled greatly with the remaining members of Brutax Cardinal, since their sergeant claimed that an entire squad was still missing inside, possibly with survivors. Calder made similar claims about the pilots and copilots of the two Vendettas which had landed on the roof. But hope quickly diminished of ever seeing any of them again.

			General Hansen set up her headquarters in the Sanctum Imperialis, directly to the east of the Sanctuary, and so Velterson did the same. It was left to him to count the Cadian cost of the assault, his most hated task, and one he now had to face without the company of his oldest and best friend, Maldyn Ainsley. 

			‘Two hundred and thirty-two dead and missing. A thousand wounded. Two Dorns, four Russes, a Sentinel, two Salamanders, thirty-one Chimeras and four Tauroxes,’ Velterson said after Commissar Massen had knocked upon his door and entered his office. Something had shifted in the woman, he could tell. There were stirrings in the regiment, whispers. People were unhappy. Massen had been a notorious soft touch for years now, more interested in the 2002nd’s spiritual well-being than maintaining discipline. Now she had oscillated sharply in the opposite direction. According to the rumours, she had performed two field executions on the third day of the assault, and had authorised at least a dozen floggings since then, with a further two troopers facing the hangman’s noose on charges of drunkenness and disorderly conduct. Velterson had had an agreement with Massen for such a long time now that he’d forgotten he had no technical authority over her whatsoever.

			‘Less than a tenth of our combat mass. The dead, anyway.’

			Velterson tossed the dataslate onto the desk in front of him. He gestured to it. ‘A few hundred of those wounded are combat ineffective. Permanently.’ They would drift into other service roles, either within the regimental support group, or take unofficial roles amongst the camp followers. A not insignificant number would be lost to suicide. Others would be stranded on Nymea, in hospitals and in veterans’ communes. 

			Massen shrugged. ‘We are lucky we did not lose three times as many.’

			Velterson grunted. ‘On that we can agree.’ He clasped his hands in front of him. It was a mild morning, overcast, and the ecclesiopolis felt strangely silent. ‘What’s going on, Viktoria?’

			She bristled. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘I hear talk of field executions. Unwelcome talk.’

			‘Entirely within the bounds of my authority.’

			‘I am not for a moment suggesting they aren’t,’ Velterson replied. ‘But I thought we had an accord.’

			‘We had an accord.’

			He regarded her a moment. ‘Am I to understand that the accord has lapsed?’

			She nodded once.

			‘May I ask why?’

			She seemed to genuinely consider this for a moment. ‘You may not.’

			Velterson shifted uncomfortably in his chair, grunting and fidgeting as he did when he was trying to contain the rage which came all too naturally to him. ‘Viktoria, I have long considered you a friend.’

			‘I apologise that I allowed that misconception to develop. And you should address me as commissar.’

			He narrowed his eyes at her. ‘What happened to you? I mean it. What happened? What did you see? Was it Gustavus?’

			She opened her mouth to deny it, and paused.

			‘It’s that, isn’t it? He was something of a mentor to you, and he allowed himself to be taken.’ 

			Massen took a deep breath. ‘Will that be all, colonel?’

			‘Why are you asking me? As we’ve clearly established, you don’t need my permission to do anything.’

			She turned on her heel and strode towards the door. 

			‘Viktoria?’

			She paused at the threshold.

			‘I preferred it when we were friends. I hope we can return to that one day.’

			She loitered for a moment. ‘You really should address me as commissar,’ she said without turning. Then she straightened out her uniform, and left.

			Velterson sighed loudly in the empty chamber. ‘Bloody hell,’ he muttered, and snatched up the dataslate.

			General Hansen was taking a rare moment alone on what transpired to be a balcony abutting the chamber she had requisitioned. She was smoking one of the shilhos – the same narcotic lho-sticks which Massen was having troopers flogged for possessing – when Velterson joined her. 

			‘What’s the damage?’ she asked, not taking her eyes off the weird, iridescent crystal formation that had overtaken much of the bottom third of the Sanctuary ahead.

			‘Two-fifty dead. A thousand wounded.’

			Hansen whistled. ‘You got the raw end of the deal.’

			‘How did the others do?’

			‘About half that apiece for the Twenty-Nineteenth and Twenty-Twenty-Seventh.’

			‘Yes, well. We were in the thick of it.’

			Hansen turned to him, and gave him a brief, scornful look. ‘And your priest went mad, and probably accounts for half of those killed in action.’

			‘I hope you’re not going to lay that at my door.’

			‘Really, Venom, how could you not have known? How could your commissar not have known?’

			He sighed. ‘How indeed.’

			Hansen sniffed. ‘Well. He’s dead now.’

			Velterson thought back to Zyma’s words uttered in the rain-soaked darkness on top of his battered Taurox. He’s dead in no way that matters. 

			‘Verily.’

			They stood in silence for a while. 

			‘What’s the latest? When are we getting off this rock?’ When Hansen didn’t answer, he gripped the railing of the balcony. ‘Teodara, don’t tell me we’re staying here.’

			‘No. Actually, I’m not sure what’s happening. But you can count on a visit from Inquisitor Raith again.’

			‘Emperor,’ Velterson muttered. 

			They both turned sharply as an explosion boomed in the distance.

			‘Mine,’ they both said quietly, simultaneously. 

			Hansen straightened up, and flicked the butt of the shilho off the balcony. ‘He’s going to come for you,’ she said. 

			‘Who? Raith?’

			‘Mm.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Why do you think?’

			‘The priest?’

			‘Mm. And Adrax himself. The last I heard from Lord General Fabre was that Adrax was a nom de guerre for one “Father Longstaff”. That isn’t to go beyond us, by the way.’

			‘Why is that name familiar?’

			‘He was Gustavus’ teacher and mentor on his home world. Yonah.’ 

			‘Hellfire,’ Velterson muttered. He thought for a long minute, then gestured expansively to the city around them. ‘We do all this only for the Inquisition to come and decimate us.’

			He hoped she would shake her head and deny it, castigate him for being dramatic. But she did the worst thing of all: she nodded, absently, accidentally agreeing with him. 

			‘Get your house in order, Venom. Don’t give them any excuses.’

			‘When have they ever wanted for an excuse?’

			‘Well. Quite. Now, go away. I’ve got a lot to do.’

			‘Shouldn’t you be back up there somewhere?’ Bayer asked as he approached Calder. 

			She followed the line of his finger upwards, to where the sky was grey and overcast. Somewhere above them, the ships of Battlefleet Tengkorak moved and marshalled, ready to embark them all and quit Nymea. That was their lot in life, after all – especially with the loss of Cadia. They could do nothing now except move from one warzone to another, until everyone in the regiment was replaced, and none of its original essence remained. The 2002nd in name only.

			For those without faith, it was a bleak prospect.

			‘I should,’ she said, busying herself with supplies. Her Vendetta was long gone. Indeed, it seemed none of the Vendettas that had been supplied to them by the Imperial Navy would be returned now. It was something Bayer was genuinely upset about. Those august old vehicles, loaded up with lascannons, kicked like mules, and were perfect insertion gunships for the Kasrkin. And if he was upset, he could only imagine how Calder would be feeling.

			‘But?’

			‘But,’ she said, and gestured to one of a dozen green-and-brown camouflaged Valkyrie troop carriers arrayed on the Campus Stellae. These were beaten-up workhorses of the grandly titled Ninth Division Air Cavalry Wing – in reality little more than a dozen poorly provisioned, often neglected Valkyries seconded to the Cadians so many years ago that any lingering connective tissue to the Aeronautica Imperialis had long calcified and withered. 

			‘You’re going to fly one of these instead?’ Bayer grunted in amusement.

			Calder’s expression immediately collapsed. ‘Yes. What’s the problem?’

			‘No problem at all. Just something of a demotion.’

			‘Yeah, well,’ she muttered. It seemed for a moment she was going to leave it there, but then she rounded on him, her expression serious. ‘You know, Bayer, you’re not above this. Any of it.’

			‘What do you mean?’ he asked, but he knew exactly what she meant.

			‘You changed in the Sanctuary. We all did.’ She gestured to his face, describing a circular motion around his face with her hand. ‘This bullshit, this… suicidal pantomime. It’s got to stop, mate.’

			There had been a time – and it was not long ago, less than a week – when he would have angrily rejoined. But he had lost interest in maintaining that side of him. Such misanthropy required too much energy. And besides, he’d seen things in those crystal walls. Things which had wormed their way deep into the core of his being, and lodged there. Things which frightened him – truly frightened him. And he was Kasrkin. There were very few things in the galaxy which frightened him.

			‘I did. Change, I mean.’ Change had become a dirty word in the regiment. Too often they had heard it in the endless stream of psychotic vox-babble generated by the Archenemy. Even as he thought about it, the image of Rhetorios’ enormous, ghastly head burning to a crisp filled his mind’s eye. 

			‘You know then. Why I want to stay.’

			He nodded, and shrugged. ‘Yeah. I know.’

			And he did. The fact of the matter was, this was it. Cadia wasn’t coming back. And even if Cadia still existed, the chances of them ever seeing it again were infinitesimal. And slowly the number of true-blood Cadians would dwindle. And that was fine. Because as long as there were troopers to pass on traditions and lore, Cadia would live forever. They did not shout ‘Cadia stands’ in battle for nothing, after all.

			If Calder wanted to be a part of that, that was fine by him.

			They stood in silence for a little while, drinking in Adoration. After a little while, Thumper walked up and joined them.

			‘How are you feeling, big fella?’ Bayer asked.

			Thumper performed an enormous shrug. ‘Not sure if I’ll ever feel better, sarge.’

			Bayer looked out across the ecclesiopolis. It was approaching the middle of the day, and the smell of rations being boiled on portable stovetops carried on the air. It beat the hell out of the smell of the Crematoria.

			‘I hear that, Thump,’ he replied. ‘I hear that.’

			‘Absolutely not,’ Velterson said, striding down the South Processional to where the regimental support group was marshalled in the shadow of the colossi. Here dozens of troopers, each laden with as many empty promethium cans as they could carry, were queuing up next to the fuel bowsers. Thorne cast his eyes over the big drum-shaped tankers. Each of them had stencilled messages on their sides: Feeling lho? Time to go! Or Sensible blokes = no smokes, or This ain’t a game: no naked flame.

			Nearby, on a large piece of flakboard, Massen had written: Anyone smoking in the vicinity of the fuel trucks will be shot on sight. He wrinkled his nose at that one. 

			‘I’m not up to the task,’ Thorne said. He was struggling to keep pace with Velterson – a large gentleman, and the wrong side of fifty, but deceptively quick.

			‘You destroyed the anti-air battery, did you not?’

			‘With Sergeant Ainsley’s instrumental assistance.’

			‘You destroyed the anti-air battery, did you not?’ Velterson repeated.

			‘Yes.’

			‘You fought with great bravery and distinction.’

			‘Sir, there’s something you should know–’

			‘No. I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to hear anything about secret lodges, or gatherings, or private members’ clubs. They are to be disbanded immediately. Massen is seeing to it with alacrity. As far as I am concerned, the matter is concluded.’

			‘My unit hates me.’

			‘Your unit is shortly about to not exist.’ 

			‘What do you mean?’ Thorne asked in alarm.

			‘Josslyn Kulkani is dead, as are two-thirds of Wolf Company. You’ve lost a third of First. Do the maths, captain.’

			‘You’re merging us?’

			Velterson nodded once. 

			Thorne blew out his lips. He was surprised at how melancholy this made him. ‘A whole company in three days.’

			Velterson snorted bitterly. ‘Son, I’ve seen entire armies lost in an afternoon. A million men. Thank the God-Emperor that we only lost one company’s worth.’

			They walked on for a while, Thorne trying to think of something, anything, that would get him demoted.

			‘I’m not fit to lead,’ was all he could come up with.

			‘Will you shut up and go away?’ Velterson snapped, swelling with fury. Thorne recoiled. ‘I don’t want to hear your moaning in my ear any more. You will do your duty as an officer of this regiment, or I shall have Massen shoot you. And, I hasten to add, that is a task for which she currently needs very little encouragement. Do you understand me?’

			Thorne, boiling with resentment, saluted sharply. ‘Yes, sir!’

			‘Piss off!’ Velterson retorted, and Thorne watched the old colonel stride on down the South Processional.

			He found Chung a little while later. Under the watchful eyes of one of Terho’s enginseer minions, she and a group of other troopers were performing what repairs they could to their war-scarred Chimera.

			‘Come to kill me, have you?’ she muttered, glancing up briefly at him. She was stripped to the waist save for a filthy white tank top, and caked in grime, grease, dried blood and crematorium ash.

			‘No,’ he replied. With his blood three weeks cooled, and with news of Massen’s abrupt volte-face on field executions percolating through the regiment like shit in stovetop recaff, he had walked back from the brink of his rage.

			He stood there awkwardly until she looked back up at him. ‘Was there something you wanted, sir?’

			Thorne had played out this confrontation in his head many times in recent weeks. They had threatened to murder him, and yet here he was, seeking out her, her companionship, her approval, like a supplicant. By every statute in the Articles of War, by every human and natural law, she should have been shot or hanged. 

			He girded himself.

			‘Whose idea was it?’ he asked. 

			‘Whose idea was what?’

			‘You know what I’m talking about.’

			She busied herself with something – a bent pintle, it looked like – for a few moments, occasionally sending an awkward glance his way.

			‘Lange,’ she said.

			He looked at her pointedly. ‘Really.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Very convenient that he’s dead.’

			She turned back to her work. ‘I never wanted to be a part of it,’ she said quietly.

			‘Oh, well, in that case, all is forgiven.’ 

			‘I mean it. I nearly told Old Matron. Confessed. I tried to save you.’

			‘The only thing you did for me, it seems, is try to have me shot, rather than stabbed.’ He felt the anger building in him again.

			She lapsed to silence. 

			‘The Shilho Club is to be disbanded,’ he said eventually.

			‘I know. We already had word from Venom.’ 

			‘Gambling is now prohibited.’

			‘Sir, I know.’

			His hands bunched into fists. ‘Where are Alto and Vardanyan?’

			She shook her head. ‘I’m not sure, captain.’

			He watched her hands move. But they weren’t doing anything, simply gripping the wrench around the bolt so tightly her knuckles were white. She was rigid with tension, waiting for him to leave.

			He opened his mouth to say something, but could think of nothing fitting. Why bother reprimanding her, when he had already let her escape capital punishment? Why wait for something as pathetically meaningless as an apology, when it was clearly not forthcoming? Why continue to try and earn her trust and friendship, when she obviously disliked him? He had demonstrated his courage and valour on the battlefield many times over, and whatever anybody thought of him, there was no suggestion that he was a coward. He just lacked the necessary natural qualities of leadership to convert that bravery into respect outside of combat.

			He turned and left without saying another word, and wandered around the rear until eventually he found Massen. Normally the commissar could be found hunched over a holy text, or turning some ostensible relic over and over in her hands, eyes closed, muttering prayers. But instead she was overseeing the repainting of a Chimera. Gone was its urban grey; the enginseers were coating it in black paint with red trim, and stencilling its hull with Officio Prefectus livery. Thorne had been with the regiment for many years, and he had witnessed Massen commandeering vehicles on uncountable occasions. But she had never done this. She had never made such a bold statement about her position outside the regiment.

			‘Ma’am?’

			She turned sharply. ‘Captain Thorne. What is the matter?’

			He wrestled with himself for a few moments. As he did so, Colonel Velterson’s words echoed in his head: You command an entire company of men and women. They are not your friends. They never will be. They must follow your orders without question, and to do that they must respect you. To respect you, they must fear you – fear the consequences of disobedience.

			If the colonel was going to force him to remain a captain, then he was going to have to start acting like it.

			‘Troopers Alto and Vardanyan. First Company, Third Platoon, Second Squad.’

			‘What about them?’

			‘I want them dead.’

			‘Is that so?’

			‘They threatened me. Threatened my life.’

			Massen squinted at him. ‘I knew there was something going on in the temple. I knew it.’ She paused, thinking. ‘You lied to me.’

			Thorne was suddenly on the back foot. Would he face the firing squad as well? His initial instinct – to bury the whole incident – might have been more prescient than he realised.

			‘I did. They outnumbered us. I was worried they would make an attempt on both our lives.’

			Massen scoffed. ‘It would have been better for both of us to die attempting to eradicate them than to tolerate their treachery for the balance of the operation. I am extremely disappointed in you, captain. I shall be keeping a close eye on you and your leadership of First Company going forward. Dismissed.’

			And Thorne, feeling no sense of happiness or achievement or whatever, drifted away, back to the marshalling area, to mull endlessly over the whole dismal affair.

			After two years of fighting, the 2002nd was worn out. The whole Ninth Division was worn out. The question on everyone’s lips now, as the dust on the Nymean campaign settled, was what next? It was a question with no answer. As Nymean formations now jostled to take the lion’s share of credit for the successes, and to offload as much blame for the campaign’s various failures, the Cadians were once again left in limbo. They were not tethered to Nymea except by martial obligation and the stroke of an Administratum clerk’s stylus, and yet there was no question that there would now be some backfilling of Cadian ranks from Nymean stocks before the former was lifted off the planet and sent to the next warzone.

			And then, on the first day of the fourth week after the disappearance of Adrax, the Inquisition arrived.

			Velterson was called to a briefing in the Auditorium – at least, the part of it that remained structurally sound. There, as they had been in the staging area before the assault, were assembled the various commanding officers of the regiments making up the assault units. Lord General Ambrosius Fabre was also present, though the man had conspicuously not been included in the Inquisitorial retinue; rather, he was sitting in the front row of seats, along with the rest of the Nymean Second Army headquarters.

			Velterson was pleased to see both Colonels Milic and Demeter had survived the assault, the latter with her arm in a sling from where her ulna had been broken by a piece of shrapnel. Sitting with them was General Hansen, again conspicuously sequestered from her Nymean counterparts. There was a palpable sense of tension in the air.

			‘What’s going on, Teodara?’ Velterson asked her.

			She wouldn’t meet his eye. ‘We’re about to find out,’ she muttered.

			Eventually, Raith swept in. He was accompanied by a complement of ten black-clad Tempestus Scions, helmeted and impassive, each cradling a large hotshot lasgun. Loitering by the door was the psyker, Leonara, forsaking all her gothic ostentation for a simple black bodysuit. She met Velterson’s eye briefly, her expression grim.

			Raith, who was wearing the same impressive suit of armour that Velterson had last seen him in, took his place in the centre of the dais as though he were a lecturer.

			‘I require every vox-operator from every unit that was involved in the assault to report to me at the Campus Stellae pilgrim staging area this evening,’ he said without preamble. ‘Every single one, down to squad level. Is that understood?’

			The assembled officers exchanged looks. After a few moments, Fabre’s hand went up. 

			‘Yes?’

			‘May I ask why, my lord inquisitor?’

			‘No.’

			Fabre paused. He was not a man accustomed to being denied anything, but this was the Imperium. There was always another stratum of authority, always someone more senior, always another clearance level. This was as true of lord generals as it was of troopers.

			‘Have there been any further developments on Adrax?’ Fabre asked. 

			Raith seemed annoyed by the question, but he answered it anyway. ‘I believe Adrax was teleported off-world at the campaign’s climax. His current whereabouts are unknown.’

			‘Has he entered the Charon Subsector?’

			Next to him, Hansen winced. A few other senior officers scattered around the Auditorium seemed surprised by the question, which was apparently a bold one, though Velterson was much too junior to know why.

			‘Charon remains quarantined on my authority, and that quarantine includes information. You should not have asked me that, and certainly not in public.’

			Fabre, a man invested with an eyewatering breadth of authority, seemed to slump like a pillow with half its stuffing removed.

			+But the answer is yes,+ a voice sounded in Velterson’s head. He looked over sharply and saw Leonara smiling at him from across the Auditorium. She winked. He scowled.

			‘Vox-operators, all of them. Campus Stellae, two hours. What?’ 

			‘What of the Cadian formations?’ Hansen asked. 

			‘When I have concluded my investigation, I shall provide my instructions to the lord governor of Nymea, the lord admiral of Battlefleet Tengkorak, and’ – he spared Fabre a brief glance, the same look one might afford a piece of degrading roadkill on a hot summer’s day – ‘Lord General Fabre.’ A few more hands went up, but Raith was already leaving. ‘No. No more questions.’

			The vox-operators were duly corralled at the pilgrim staging area – seventy troopers alone from the 2002nd, including Pelletier. Velterson, sensing something was off about this whole exercise, took as strict a view of what constituted a vox-operator as possible – as a mechanised company, the true number was in the hundreds – but he sensed, correctly, that if he tried to game Raith’s instructions, the outcome would be even worse.

			The sky darkened as the afternoon faded to evening and the prevailing wind drew the crematorium smoke across them. Here, the better part of five hundred men and women from across the Second Army were gathered. They were stripped of everything, including helmets, flak jackets, and weapons, and their vox-sets were all piled up and set alight. With this exercise complete, they were ordered to form ranks and sit on the rockcrete, whilst everyone else – including Velterson and the other officers – was told by the inquisitor and his extensive retinue to clear the area and disperse. 

			‘They can’t possibly shoot them all,’ Velterson said to Milic as they retreated in Velterson’s Taurox. Such decimations were hardly unknown in Imperial formations, but Raith had barely fifty Scions with him on this occasion, a tenth of the number of vox-operators, and would be mobbed the second the shooting began.

			‘I think he’s just going to debrief them,’ Milic said. ‘They’ve been hearing all sorts of nonsense from Rhetorios for months now. He probably just wants to check that none of them have been corrupted by–’

			They both turned sharply as a distant rumbling – to Velterson, nothing more than the ambience of war – resolved itself into the screaming of fighter engines. Seconds later the Campus Stellae erupted in explosions, as a salvo of Hellstrike missiles slammed into the assembled vox-officers with despicable accuracy.

			The Taurox screeched to a halt. Velterson stood at the hatch, aghast. Overhead, a squadron of half a dozen Lightnings zipped past – several briefly spearing the staging area with lascannons – before they climbed steeply up to orbit. In their wake, they left half a thousand blasted and incinerated men and women.

			‘By the Golden Throne,’ Velterson whispered. Milic was dumbstruck next to him. They watched as the Scions closed with the survivors, and shot them dead.

			In the distance, Raith watched, impassive.
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			EPILOGUE

			 


			Three days for the assault on the capital, three weeks to liquidate the last Archenemy holdings, three months sitting in the hold of a mass conveyance at high anchor.

			Velterson tried to instil some sense of purpose in them. The mass conveyance was enormous, fully twenty miles in length, and its main training ground was almost the same size as the ecclesiopolis had been. The venerable old conveyance – the Mainland – was designed to spend several years travelling the breadth of the galaxy, either alone or as part of a battlefleet, absorbing and disgorging entire armies before ultimately about-turning and repeating the task. It had been doing so for eight millennia. 

			But try as he might to distract the three thousand men and women under his command, the fact of the matter was that all of them laboured under a death penalty. Raith had not contented himself with killing five hundred vox-operators; once the Cadian Ninth Division had been sequestered off-world, the remaining Nymeans had been subject to decimation. Nothing had been left to chance. Indeed, the scuttlebutt was that, at one point, a full Exterminatus of the Genkovan continent had been in prospect. Those plans had evidently been shelved by the Ordo Malleus, but in its place was a fatal decontamination that was cleaving to the spirit, rather than the letter, of genocide. In such circumstances, getting anyone to turn their minds to anything of substance was an uphill task. Still, Massen was giving it her very best shot.

			Velterson had made a habit of taking extremely long walks down a three-mile service corridor every morning with his recaff. Halfway down, in a small alcove, he had put a candle, a small pict of Ainsley, the man’s service tags – and to Velterson’s great and private mirth, a moustache comb. 

			‘What’s that?’ General Hansen asked him. She had joined him on the morning of their hundredth day aboard the Mainland, and Velterson had paused at the little makeshift shrine. 

			‘Couldn’t bear to commemorate him on that bloody rock,’ Velterson said. He sighed, casting his eyes briefly upwards. ‘Gone to the Great Officer’s Mess in the Sky.’ 

			‘Sergeant Ainsley was an enlisted man,’ Hansen said. ‘I hope he’s got permission to be there.’

			Velterson rumbled with laughter as they resumed their walk. He needed it. Barber had informed him that morning that Zyma remained catatonic. It weighed heavily on his mind. 

			‘We’re moving off,’ Hansen said after a while.

			Velterson lifted his recaff mug and took a long draw. It tasted like promethium. 

			‘That’s good,’ he said guardedly. ‘Do you know why we were spared? We’re as tainted as any of the Nymeans.’

			‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Venom.’

			‘I’m not,’ Velterson replied. ‘Come on, Teodara. I’m not about to mourn the Nymeans after all the shit they’ve shovelled our way, but you and I both know that there’s no reason for the disparity in treatment.’

			Hansen shrugged. ‘It comes down to ability.’

			‘What, we’re better at fighting than them, so we get to live?’

			‘Well. Let’s just say there’s a perception that we’re better at fighting than them. A perception that Cadia, and many other Imperial functionaries, have husbanded and proliferated as part of a broader… information management exercise.’

			‘Are we not allowed to use the word “propaganda”?’

			Hansen gave him a sidelong look. ‘They are not going to squander a hardened Cadian division on some Inquisitorial folly.’

			‘So there are some positives to fame after all.’ 

			They walked on in companionable silence, until they reached the end of the service corridor and turned around.

			‘Will any of them survive?’ he asked. 

			‘Last I heard, we were taking most of the First Nymean Armoured Division – their equipment, not their people.’

			‘God-Emperor,’ Velterson muttered in disgust.

			‘And some elements of the Sixth Infantry Division. Their people, not their equipment.’

			‘I wonder if Colonel de Page is amongst them.’

			‘As a matter of fact, I believe he is.’

			‘Wonderful.’

			‘They are being brought aboard as casualty replacements. So at least we’ll be back up to full strength.’

			Velterson grimaced. ‘They hate us, Teodara. This is going to be terrible for unit cohesion.’ 

			‘Better than all of us getting killed.’

			‘Still plenty of time for that. Where are we heading?’

			‘Oh, somewhere wonderful. Warm weather, lovely beaches. Lots of rest. Great food, plenty to drink.’

			Velterson closed his eyes, imagining it. ‘One day,’ he said wistfully.

			‘One day,’ Hansen agreed. 

			And they began the long walk back.
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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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