
        
            
                
            
        

    









IT IS THE 41ST MILLENNIUM. 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 WILL OF THE GODS, AND MASTER OF A MILLION WORLDS BY THE MIGHT OF HIS INEXHAUSTIBLE ARMIES. HE IS A ROTTING CARCASS WRITHING INVISIBLY WITH POWER FROM THE DARK AGE OF TECHNOLOGY. HE IS THE CARRION LORD OF THE IMPERIUM FOR WHOM A THOUSAND SOULS ARE SACRIFICED EVERY DAY, SO THAT HE MAY NEVER TRULY DIE.

YET EVEN IN HIS DEATHLESS STATE, THE EMPEROR CONTINUES HIS ETERNAL VIGILANCE. MIGHTY BATTLEFLEETS CROSS THE DAEMON-INFESTED MIASMA OF THE WARP, THE ONLY ROUTE BETWEEN DISTANT STARS, THEIR WAY LIT BY THE ASTRONOMICAN, THE PSYCHIC MANIFESTATION OF THE EMPEROR’S WILL. VAST ARMIES GIVE BATTLE IN HIS NAME ON UNCOUNTED WORLDS. GREATEST AMONGST HIS SOLDIERS ARE THE ADEPTUS ASTARTES, THE SPACE MARINES, BIO-ENGINEERED SUPER-WARRIORS. THEIR COMRADES IN ARMS ARE LEGION: THE IMPERIAL GUARD AND COUNTLESS PLANETARY DEFENCE FORCES, THE EVER-VIGILANT INQUISITION AND THE TECH-PRIESTS OF THE ADEPTUS MECHANICUS TO NAME ONLY A FEW. BUT FOR ALL THEIR MULTITUDES, THEY ARE BARELY ENOUGH TO HOLD OFF THE EVER-PRESENT THREAT FROM ALIENS, HERETICS, MUTANTS - AND WORSE.

TO BE A MAN IN SUCH TIMES IS TO BE ONE AMONGST UNTOLD BILLIONS. IT IS TO LIVE IN THE CRUELLEST AND MOST BLOODY REGIME IMAGINABLE. THESE ARE THE TALES OF THOSE TIMES. FORGET THE POWER OF TECHNOLOGY AND SCIENCE, FOR SO MUCH HAS BEEN FORGOTTEN, NEVER TO BE RE-LEARNED. FORGET THE PROMISE OF PROGRESS AND UNDERSTANDING, FOR IN THE GRIM DARK FUTURE THERE IS ONLY WAR. THERE IS NO PEACE AMONGST THE STARS, ONLY AN ETERNITY OF CARNAGE AND SLAUGHTER, AND THE LAUGHTER OF THIRSTING GODS.




Location: Formal Prime, Sabbat Worlds, 755.M41

THEY WERE WALKING by torchlight, finding their way by the criss-crossing beams of their lamp packs. They were deep underground, so of course it was going to be dark.
Except it seemed unnecessarily, extravagantly dark. Lightless. As though some kind of anti-light, an un-light, had been poured into the gloom to thicken it.
Every few seconds, and to no particular rhythm, the earth shook.
Ibram Gaunt could feel it through his boots. He swapped his lamp pack to his right hand and placed his left palm against the tunnel wall. He felt the rough surface transmit the vibrations. At every subterranean quiver, dirt trickled down from the ceiling or spilled from loose sections of the old, decaying arches.
The men in the advance squad could feel the shaking too, and it was putting them on edge. Gaunt could tell that by the way the beams of their lamps jerked and shifted at every tremble. Gaunt knew someone should say something. That someone was him, a part of his duty.
'Shelling,' he said. 'The Warmaster has focused the artillery divisions on Sangrel Hive. It's just shelling.'
'Feels like the world's moving,' muttered one of the troopers.
Gaunt tilted his lamp to find the man's face. Picked out starkly by the bright beam, Trooper Gebbs shielded his eyes at the glare.
'It's just shelling,' Gaunt assured him. 'Concussion from the shelling.'
Gebbs shrugged.
The ground shook. Pebbles skittered.
'Why are we here?' asked another man. Gaunt's lamp beam moved to identify Trooper Ari Danks.
'You getting all philosophical now, Ari?' Gebbs asked with a chuckle made throaty by the dust in the air.
'I just wondered what the Throne we were supposed to be doing,' Danks replied. 'There's nothing out here. Just these endless, pitch-black bloody ruins...'
'So you'd rather be hacking your way through Charismites in the hive-stacks, would you?' asked Trooper Hiskol.
'At least it wouldn't be as black as up my—'
'Enough,' said Gaunt. He didn't have to raise his voice, and the troopers didn't have to turn their beams to see his face and read its expression. They ceased their chatter. Some of them had served long enough to remember when Gaunt had just been ''the Boy'', Oktar's cadet, but none of them were about to forget what that young cadet had become. Gaunt was the commissar. He was discipline.
The ground shook again. Gaunt heard a little river of grit spill down the curve of the tunnel wall. He had to admit that Trooper Danks had a point. What were they doing here?
Gaunt understood the mission parameters clearly enough, and frankly, given the intensity of the hive-war, this advance detail was a blessed relief.
Even so, he'd calculated the journey time that morning, overestimating to allow for detours where the maps didn't match the navigable reality of the undersink, and they should have reached the destination two hours ago.
Gaunt told the men to wait, and used his lamp to pick his way along the unlit tunnel. The officer in charge of the detail was standing at the next bend, checking his charts.
Major Czytel glanced up at the lamplight bobbing towards him.
'That you, Gaunt?'
'Yes, sir.'
'We may have taken a wrong turn back there, Gaunt,' Czytel said. 'At that junction where the tunnel split.'
He turned and twitched his beam back the way they had come, partly as an indicator, partly to pick out Gaunt's face.
Gaunt nodded. He'd presumed as much. Galen Czytel was old school, and most definitely remembered the time when Gaunt had merely been ''the Boy''. Unlike the rank and file, he had never really got over the idea that Ibram Gaunt was an over-educated, over-privileged scholam boy with too much book-learning and not enough actual soldiering. Czytel liked what he called ''honest men''. He seemed to be allergic to anybody who had an air of the officer class or entitlement. Czytel had 'dragged himself up through the Hyrkan ranks. He'd freely tell you that, possibly several times in the course of one regimental dinner.
In fact, when Gaunt received his full promotion at Oktar's deathbed on Gylatus Decimus, Czytel had been one of a group of officers who had formally requested that Gaunt be transferred out of the Hyrkan 8th to another unit. They felt that it would ''undermine morale'' because the men ''would not take seriously the authority of an individual who had previously been the regiment's mascot''.
General Caernavar had thrown the request out quickly. Ironic that it was officers like Czytel, and not the regular troops, who had found such difficulty in accommodating Gaunt's maturity.
Gaunt, for his part, had learned that it was best not to correct Czytel unless absolutely necessary. An officer's mistake could be carefully smoothed over by a diligent commissar. An open argument between an officer and a commissar had potentially devastating effects on discipline.
'We'll go back,' Gaunt said. 'It's not far. Or we could go on to the next intersection, and move east.'
'The next intersection?' asked Czytel.
In the lamplight, Gaunt could see that Czytel was looking at him with a sort of sneer. 'You haven't got your chart out. You just remember that, do you?'
'I reviewed the route this morning,' Gaunt replied. 'I don't have my chart out because—'
He stopped. He had been about to say ''because you, as officer in charge, were leading the route''.
'I will double-check,' Gaunt said. 'I could be wrong.' He reached for the data-slate pouch attached to his webbing, but Czytel just handed over his own slate. It looked like impatience, that Czytel didn't want to wait while Gaunt produced his and woke it up. But it was actually a small concession, one which allowed for the idea that Czytel might have made a navigational error. The major wanted to keep the peace too.
Gaunt reviewed the screen.
'Yes, you see, sir? The next intersection seems to allow for access to this sinkway here. That should lead us directly to the shrine.'
'If it is a shrine,' said Czytel.
Which is the point of us being here, Gaunt thought, but did not say it. He just nodded.
Czytek turned the squad.
'Pick it up! Let's go!' he called into the darkness.
The crusade had finally begun.
The crusade.
The top brass had been talking about it for years, and received wisdom was that the region known as the Sabbat Worlds was past saving. It was a vast territory at the rimward edge of the Segmentum Pacificus, a major Imperial holding that had, in the course of two bloody centuries been overrun by the marauding armies of the Sanguinary Worlds. Some worlds had fallen to the Eternal Archenemy. Others, like Formal Prime, had struggled on, surrounded by the barbarous foe, fighting to maintain their Imperial identities. The Sabbat Worlds deserved the protection of the Throne, their seneschals and governors pleaded for it, but liberation was a monumental task. Few thought that High Command would ever sanction the massive expenditure that a crusade war would require.
Until Slaydo. Lord Militant Slaydo was a persuasive beast, and with the victories of the Khulan Wars on his honour roll, he had been declared Warmaster and allowed to prosecute the Sabbat Worlds Crusade.
It was the biggest Imperial mobilisation in the segmentum for three centuries. The Departmento Tacticae Imperialis estimated it would take a century to successfully complete the campaign.
Ibram Gaunt had no real interest in looking that far ahead. The fighting to retake Formal Prime's ancient and crumbling hives had been some of the most brutal and intense he'd experienced, and his career with the Hyrkans had not been lacking in bloodshed. Eight years since he'd joined the Imperial Guard as a Commissariat cadet, and he'd seen plenty of action, but nothing like this.
Sangrel Hive, the world's most massive hab centre, was the stronghold of an enemy ''magister'' or warlord, a monster called Shebol Red-Hand. His cult followers, the Charismites, held their ground with a zealous rage that was quite intimidating. The previous week, Gaunt had seen more men die in one hour than he thought possible.
So this, this lamplight detour mission into the rambling, pitch-black undersinks seventy kilometres beyond the recognised limits of Sangrel Hive, this could be seen as something of a perk. It got a squad of men out of the line for a few days. It had the personal sanction of the Warmaster. The surroundings might be dismal - the unnerving darkness, the steady seep of tarry ground-water, the smell of rot and mildew, the vermin, the unsafe sections of tunnel - but the Hyrkan soldiers were out of the front-line action, and there were no screaming waves of spear-wielding Charismites rushing their formation every few minutes.
The ground shook. Dirt trickled. Gaunt noted the agitation of the men once again, the flickering beams. He realised there was a chilly lick of sweat between his own shoulder blades. Sangrel Hive was a long way away. If they could feel the earth-shock of the artillery bombardment at this distance, what kind of hell had the main front turned into?
The assault on Formal Prime was part of Operation Redrake, the Warmaster's opening move. Named after the famous predatory serpent, Redrake was intended to be a lightning strike against multiple targets: four significant worlds at the trailing edge of the Sabbat group: Formal Prime, Long Halent, Onscard and Indrid. Slaydo had chosen to lead the Formal Prime assault personally. It was the keystone world.
If Redrake failed, then the crusade was as good as botched before it had even got going. The High Lords of Terra would recall Slaydo. Tactics would be reconsidered. The Sabbat Worlds might be left to rot for another thousand years. Another ten thousand.
Gaunt tried not to think about it. He was an ambitious young man. He had achieved his status in the Hyrkans through sheer hard work and perseverance. He had welcomed the possibility of a major new campaign, because it was an opportunity for an ambitious young man to prove himself and make a name.
The reality was bitter and exhausting. War was not a glorious thing, no matter what memories or reputations resulted from it. War was about suffering and loss, about struggle and sacrifice. It was about blood. Just a few weeks into the opening engagements of the conflict, Ibram Gaunt no longer thought about it in terms of proving himself, or building a reputation.
He had realised that the Sabbat Worlds Crusade was something he was going to have to endure. It was something a man simply had to survive.
Gaunt wondered what kind of strength that feat was going to require. He wasn't sure he had it. He wasn't sure he'd ever had it. He was just an over-educated, over-privileged scholam boy with too much book-learning and—
The ground shook.
'Here,' said Gaunt. 'Sir?'
Czytel turned. Gaunt shone his lamp down a side passage that was partly obscured by architectural debris.
'This is the junction?' the major asked.
'Yes, sir,' said Gaunt.
Czytel shrugged, and clambered through. The men followed, lasguns across their chests. Gaunt wanted to assign them a covering pattern, to send some men ahead to recon. However, the Hyrkans - excellent, well-drilled battlefield soldiers though they were - generally lacked an aptitude for scouting and recon.
Besides, it was not Gaunt's place to issue commands. That was the officer's job. Gaunt was merely the commissar.
The sinkway ran for about eighty metres, then opened out into a series of large, irregular caverns. It was part of the old arcology that had once formed the massive underhive realm of Sangrel, when the hive had been in its prime. Using his lamp, Gaunt could see rusted threads of technological out-ports and power cables embedded in the crumbling walls, and the remains of cross-arch roof supports and rockcrete pillaring. But the space was old, and had not been maintained at all in the century or more since the hive had shrunk and its outer quarters had been abandoned.
Like the undersink they had trekked through, it was derelict. The ceiling had collapsed in places, littering the ground with rubble and twisted metal rebar. Pools of oily water had accumulated in the darkness. Gaunt could hear the scratch of vermin. He could see the partial remains of an old, tiled floor: the relic of grander days.
There was light ahead. It seemed strange, out of place. Glow-globes and lumen units had been strung from the exposed girders or threaded up on wire supports to hook pins that had been power-sunk into the rock. They could hear the low, background throb of a generator.
Gaunt sniffed. He could smell rock dust, the fine dry powder kicked out by an excavator's drill.
Czytel flashed a few gestures, and the advance sharpened up. Lasrifles swung up ready, covering style, as the men fanned out and prowled forward. Zennet, the squad's sniper, unsleeved his long-las and popped the cover on the scope. He and Breccia, the squad's sweeper, had been lugging the charge panniers, so Zennet took up a spot nearby, allowing him to both survey the area and stay close enough to guard the payload. Breccia began to unpack and assemble his sweeper broom. His lascarbine lay ready on the ground beside him.
Czytel had drawn his laspistol. With his left hand, he flashed some more fingers, indicating numbers and groupings. The advance scurried forward, switching off their lamp packs and adjusting their eyes to the light of the strung lumens.
Gaunt took out his bolt pistol. It felt far too heavy.
Danks and Hiskol were beside him. Gaunt nodded, and they moved ahead into the lit cavern.
Right in front of them was a woman in work overalls, carrying a tray of pot shards.
She saw them and yelped, dropping the tray as though it was red-hot. The contents smashed on the ancient tiles.
'Calm. Calm!' Gaunt told her. He reached for her and pulled her down into cover. 'Don't shout,' he said firmly.
'You're Guard?' she asked, breathless, looking up at him.
'Yes.'
'The Guard detail we sent for?'
'Yes. You're with the dig team?'
She nodded.
'You scared the living shit out of me,' she said.
'Kallie? Kallie? Are you all right?'
A man's voice echoed through the cavern. He appeared at the far end, bracing an autorifle.
'Kallie? I heard you cry out. Kallie?'
'Put it down,' Danks told him, aiming his lasrifle from the cheek.
'Do as he says,' Hiskol emphasised, closing from the other side, lasrifle aimed, one eye closed.
'Throne!' the man said, and lowered his rifle to the floor, terrified.
'Don't let them hurt him!' the woman told Gaunt.
Gaunt rose.
'Stand down,' he said. He approached the man, who was on his knees. Danks had kicked the autorifle away.
'Imperial Guard,' Gaunt said. 'Hyrkan Eighth. Are you a member of the survey team?'
'Yes,' said the man. 'Yes.'
'We came in response to your message,' Gaunt said. 'I'll need to see some identification.'
The man immediately reached for his pocket. Gaunt's aim with the bolt pistol was unwavering.
'Do it gently,' he advised.
The man produced an ident slate and proffered it to Gaunt.
'Wal Desruisseaux,' he said. 'Survey Advance. You scared me.'
'Yeah, we're supposed to do that,' said Danks, his aim still steady.
Gaunt suppressed a smile. He studied the slate.
'This survey was undertaken with the authority of the Warmaster,' Desruisseaux said. 'His personal authority—'
'I understand,' said Gaunt.
'No, he really—'
Gaunt looked at the kneeling archaeologist.
'I understand, sir. Warmaster Slaydo is particularly concerned that the crusade recovers, authenticates and preserves all traces of the Saint Beati Sabbat, especially her votive shrines. It is an underlying standing order. It explains why so many archaeological and survey teams have been allowed prominence in the vanguard. It explains your presence here, and why we have responded so directly to your call for help. Believe me, I understand sir.'
He tossed the slate back to the archaeologist. Desruisseaux caught it and got to his feet.
'Are you the officer in charge of—' Desruisseaux began.
'Throne, no,' replied Gaunt. 'You'll meet him shortly. How many of you are there?'
'Eight,' said the archaeologist.
'Get them to come out right now. Into the open. My men are tight on their triggers. Let's not have an incident.'
'I thought you said they weren't your men?' said Desruisseaux.
'Get them out front,' said Gaunt.
They herded the eight archaeologists into the globe-lit inner cavern space. Czytel's squad surrounded them and kept watch.
Desruisseaux was in charge. The girl that Gaunt had grabbed, the survey team's second, was his wife.
'Explain what you have found,' Czytel said, lighting a lho-stick. 'Come on, now, professor, we've come a long way through the dark.'
Desruisseaux glowered at him.
'So have we, sir,' he replied.
'We've spent our lives documenting and determining the history of the Sabbat Beati,' said Kallie. 'This crusade provides us with an unparalleled opportunity to physically investigate her—'
Czytel blew a raspberry.
'You're an encumbrance is what you are. Throne-damned academics, worming away where war is happening. We're dying, don't you know, a Throne-awful lot as it is, without having to risk our lives protecting the likes of you.'
The Beati—' Desruisseaux began.
'Shut it,' said Czytel.
'But this shrine—' the woman said.
'What have you found?' asked Gaunt.
It was a huge rockcrete plug, filling what might have once been the mouth of a tunnel or a cavern in the rock. The walls around were covered in votive offerings and the calcified drip of wax from a million candles. Though this undersink had been deserted for over a century, people had continued to come here and place offerings at the wall. This was sacred ground.
And it shook. The distant artillery bombardment made the cavern throb.
'This is your shrine?' asked Czytel.
'Sir, yes. It is obviously so,' Desruisseaux replied. 'See the layers of votive wax here, and the number of offerings. Even in modern times, during the cruel reign of Shebol, hivers have flocked here through the dark to make observance.'
'I don't really know what I'm looking at,' Czytel said, stepping back and frowning.
'As I understand it,' said Gaunt, 'the shrine lies in the cavern beyond. This rockcrete plug is sealing the entrance.'
'Exactly,' said Kallie. 'So, I take it you've brought the explosives?'
Breccia and Zennet had been carrying the charge panniers. Cold-packed fyceline gel in ten-mil cases. Enough to bring down a curtain wall.
'Drill them in,' Czytel ordered.
Breccia nodded and hurried to oblige.
'Sir,' said Gaunt, taking him to one side, 'is that wise? We have no idea what we're—'
Czytel turned to look at him.
'Gaunt, they've called us in to blow up that rockcrete plug. Behind it, most probably, is a shrine to the Beati. If there is, the Warmaster will praise us. If there isn't, then he will approve our efforts to confirm or deny. Whichever way it turns out, we are going to blow that plug out.'
Gaunt stepped back and took a moment to look at the cavern. The idea of revealing a genuine shrine to the saint thrilled him, but there was something unnerving about the tilt and balance of the light in the space, something that gave him pause.
'There was some inscription here,' Gaunt said.
'Yes,' said Kallie, following him along the wall beside the plug. 'It collapsed. It crumbled.'
Nearby, Breccia was drilling charge holes into the plug. He was fitting the explosives into position a stick at a time. Gaunt knew there was about an hour before they'd have to withdraw to a safe distance. Breccia was good at his job.
He reached down into the stone litter at the foot of the wall and picked up a shard on which there was a scrap of inscribed script.
'You never thought to piece this inscription together?' he asked.
'There's been too much work to do,' she replied. 'Why?'
'It looks significant,' Gaunt said. 'And it looks as if it's been cut away deliberately. As if the surface had been chipped or blasted away.'
'No, it just collapsed. It crumbled,' she insisted. 'It was very old.'
'Exactly. But you didn't think it was an imperative to reconstruct it?'
She looked at him.
'You're a soldier. What does it matter?'
'I'm an over-educated, over-privileged scholam boy,' Gaunt replied. 'That's why.'
Gaunt drew Czytel aside quietly and told him he thought they should stop placing the charges.
'Stop?' Czytel frowned.
'I believe we need to know more about this site, major. We—'
'For Throne's sake, Gaunt,' Czytel began. 'That's why we're going to blow it open. To find out. To prove it is a shrine. This is a fool's errand and a waste of time. 1 want it resolved one way or another.'
'I have a gut feeling that detonating the charges would be a bad idea, sir,' said Gaunt.
Czytel sniffed.
Gaunt's gut feelings were all too real and all too unreliable. He'd almost been split in two by Dercius's chainsword two years earlier. The sight of the scar across his belly made even veterans shiver.
Czytel looked at the young commissar.
'We're going to blow this open, Gaunt,' he said. 'We're going to find this shrine, and we're going to go back to the line and report a duty completed. The Warmaster will smile upon us, and we will all be warmed by that smile.'
Gaunt wanted to speak, but he hesitated.
'Yes, sir,' he said.
The ground shook.
Breccia was working diligently. Gaunt watched for a while, then wandered along the outer wall of the alleged shrine. To either side of the rockcrete plug, the tunnel walls were thick with wax from the candles pilgrims had brought to light. The wax had set around old, dry flowers, coins, medals and other votive offerings fixed to the wall. Though they had been on site for a good while, the survey team had made no attempt to clear the wax and examine the wall. Gaunt was still puzzled by their disinclination to recover the inscription. The only real effort they seemed to have made was in futile drilling to unseal the plug.
The ground shook.
'Vedic?' Gaunt called. The squad's flame trooper hurried over from where he been waiting, chatting to fellow members of the advance.
'Sir?'
'Get a low heat on this section of wax,' Gaunt told him.
Vedic frowned, but made no comment. He tightened the flamer's light and washed a little fire over the wall. Old wax bubbled and streamed. Flowers crisped. Coins, loosened and heated, dropped onto the ground.
Gaunt had been hoping for more inscriptions, inscriptions that had been covered up by the wax. But the exposed wall was bare. The only inscription around the shrine entrance had been the one that had mysteriously crumbled.
He noticed that Breccia had stopped work.
'What's the matter?' Gaunt asked, crossing to him before Czytel noticed. He walked up the stone ramp to where Breccia stood by the plug.
'Something odd,' Breccia said, looking a little worried. He didn't want the commissar to think he was slacking.
He'd been using his sweeper unit to scan the plug and choose the best places to drill his charge holes.
'When I got closer to this side,' Breccia told Gaunt, 'I started to get a ghost return. It's not coming from the plug, but it's strong. I'd say a lump of metal or something, buried in the wall this side of the plug.'
'How deep?' Gaunt asked.
'Not deep at all.'
'How big?'
'The size of a munitions crate perhaps?'
'What was the survey team doing if they didn't detect this?' Gaunt asked.
'Beg your pardon, sir?' asked Breccia.
'Nothing,' Gaunt said. 'Keep placing the charges, or Czytel will get grumpy. Leave this with me.'
Gaunt unfastened his entrenching tool from his pack, locked the folding blade in place and started to dig away at the wall. It wasn't as tough as rockcrete, but it took some effort to chip the surface away.
'What the Throne are you doing?' Desruisseaux called out.
'Something you should have done,' Gaunt replied. He nodded to the men to keep Desruisseaux and his team back. Stone chips and dust began to spatter out of the hole he was making.
'Gaunt?' Czytel asked, approaching.
'One moment.'
'Gaunt, in the name of the Throne—'
'Just give me one moment, major,' Gaunt said more firmly, working hard and not looking at the other officer.
'I'm not in the mood for this, Gaunt,' Czytel growled.
'Just wait!' Gaunt snapped. He'd made a hole, and exposed what appeared to be a small cavity or sealed alcove. He cut some more away, grabbed his lamp, and peered inside.
'Throne!' he gasped.
'What is it?' Czytel asked, crowding in behind him. 'What can you see?'
Gaunt reached in with both hands and gently, reverently, lifted out the object inside the cavity.
It was old, covered in dust. It had evidently been damaged.
It was a helmet from a suit of Adeptus Astartes armour.
'Glory!' said Czytel.
Gaunt set it down, and wiped some of the dust away.
'Iron Snakes,' Gaunt said.
'How do you know?' asked Czytel.
'I studied at scholam,' Gaunt said. 'The Chapters of the Adeptus Astartes were a particular draw for me. This emblem is of the Iron Snakes of Ithaka.'
'Why was it buried in the wall?' asked Breccia.
Czytel looked at Gaunt.
'The Adeptus Astartes would only leave something this precious here if the place were significant,' Gaunt said.
'Exactly. A shrine,' replied Czytel.
'Or a warning,' said Gaunt. He looked over at the vox officer.
'Transmit to Assault Command,' he said. 'My security code. Ask them for instruction. Tell them I want to talk to someone in Tactical. Someone with archive access. Tell them we will wait and hold position here until the bombardment is over, if necessary.'
'Gaunt!' Czytel barked.
Gaunt turned to look at the advance's commanding officer. He couldn't remember ever seeing the major this angry before.
Czytel beckoned Gaunt over to him, away from the men.
'Throne damn you, Gaunt,' Czytel hissed, as soon as Gaunt was close enough. 'I've had enough of this. You're out of line. I'll be speaking to the general about your performance. You don't give orders. You do not have command here. You have gravely overstepped your remit, and—'
'Then start giving some orders that make sense,' Gaunt replied, his voice equally low. 'With respect, sir, you seem to be ignoring basic evidence. There are questions here, too many questions. They should be resolved before we continue.'
'Oh, such as?'
Gaunt hesitated. He thought of the serpent symbol etched on the helm, and how he had immediately connected it to the snake the operation was named after. Foolish. Such connections could be made wherever you looked in the galaxy. They meant nothing. Just another example of his oh-so-unreliable gut instinct. Except it didn't feel unreliable.
He couldn't explain it. He knew Czytel would ignore him if he tried, but he also remembered what Oktar had taught him: 'In war, Ibram, the instincts that really count are the ones that feel so strong and sharp, you can't put them into words'
'I think this is a mistake,' he said.
'What are you saying, Gaunt?'
'I'm saying... your command decisions are questionable right now. You may disparage my education, sir, but I've always admired your inherent wit and intelligence, neither of which you seem to be employing at the moment. I'm asking for good judgement.'
Czytel's face flushed red in the cheeks and jowls. He began, in a no longer suppressed tone, to tell Gaunt exactly what he thought of him. Gaunt let it come. He stepped back, not even listening. His mind was settled. He began rehearsing in his mind the precise wording of Commissariat Article 297. By the authority of my rank, and by the terms agreed in Article 297 of the code, I have to inform you your actions in command have been found unsound, and therefore you are hereby removed from command until further notice.
As a commissar, Gaunt had never had to resort to command level censure before. It was a serious step. As soon as Czytel stopped ranting, he would look him square in the eye and recite those words.
He hoped the evidence would uphold such a drastic action. If it didn't, it would be the end of Gaunt's career.
'Sir!'
They both looked around. The vox-officer had approached them. He looked very uncomfortable.
'Sir, I sent your message, as instructed,' he said. 'I told them quite specifically we would wait until the bombardment had stopped if necessary.'
'And?' asked Gaunt.
'The bombardment ended about three hours ago, sir,' said the vox-man.
No one spoke. Gaunt looked at Czytel, and saw a new emotion crossing the major's face. The ground shook, and a little patter of dirt spilled down from the tunnel wall.
Gaunt turned, got back up on the ramp, and walked to the rockcrete plug. He took off his glove and pressed his hand against the plug's outer surface.
He felt the vibration. He felt something heaving and shaking deep underground, behind the massive plug. Something trying to get out.
He looked back at Czytel.
'We stop,' he said. 'Right now.'
There was a sudden blast of gunfire from behind them.
Everyone scattered, desperate for cover. Las-rounds zipped through the chamber. Gaunt ducked behind a support beam, and saw that Wal Desruisseaux had snatched a lasrifle from Trooper Gebbs and opened fire. Gebbs was dead. Another two men had been dropped, dead or badly hit. Blood decorated the ancient tiled floor.
Desruisseaux was retreating back up the cavern, firing from the hip on auto. In the confined space, it was enough to keep everybody ducking.
'Get him! Shoot him!' Czytel yelled, then grunted as a las-round hit his left elbow and spun him onto the ground. Head down, Gaunt dashed across the space to the major's side.
'I'm all right! I'm all right!' Czytel growled, clutching his arm. 'Just get the bastard!'
Gaunt nodded. He had already drawn his bolt pistol. He started yelling orders to the men pinned around him.
Desruisseaux had reached decent cover in the rear part of the chamber. He had excellent angles on any assault that came at him. That smacked of military training. It would be suicide to move until the maniac had run out of ammunition.
Gaunt realised they didn't have that long. Desruisseaux was concentrating his fire on the area of the plug and the ramp. He was trying to hit the panniers of charges that Breccia had left there.
He was trying to set them off.
Gaunt winced as a las-round banged off the edge of one of the steel containers. The gel charges could take quite a lot of rough treatment before they'd detonate, but a square-on hit from a las-bolt was not a healthy idea.
'Zennet!' Gaunt yelled. The squad's marksman was in cover on the other side of the chamber. He had lined up behind a pile of stone blocks, his long-las cradled. He had no clear angle.
'I'm going to try to buy you one clean opening,' Gaunt yelled over the gunfire. 'Don't waste it!'
Zennet nodded, and took aim.
Gaunt took a deep breath and then popped up fast, firing his bolt pistol in a two-handed grip. The bolt pistol was a powerful piece. Neither it, nor any of the other weapons carried by the advance, had enough penetrative power to get through the cover Desruisseaux was using, but the bolt pistol's mass-reactive rounds exploded on impact. Unlike the las-fire that Czytel's men had been able to throw at Desruisseaux, which had chipped and dented and sparked off his cover, the bolt-round produced a withering cluster of explosions that sent debris spitting and flying in all directions.
It was enough to make Desruisseaux start and react. He moved sideways, towards the cover of a nearby pillar.
He was open for a second.
Zennet took the shot and the long-las howled.
They looked at the body. Gaunt tore open the front of Desruisseaux's worksuit, and they saw the old tattoo on his chest. It wasn't something you'd want to look at for long.
'A cultist,' murmured Czytel. He was looking on as Danks bandaged his elbow.
'A Charismite, I suspect,' said Gaunt. He got up. 'Check the other members of the survey team,' he told Hiskol. 'Have them strip down and check them for marks. He might have been working alone, infiltrating a genuine survey team, but I doubt it.'
Hiskol nodded.
'So,' mused Czytel, 'the Ruinous Powers wanted us to do their dirty work for them.'
'There's something behind that plug,' said Gaunt. 'Something they wanted to let out. No doubt it would have caused great disruption to the invasion of Formal Prime. Maybe stopped the whole crusade in its tracks.'
He glanced back at the plug.
'This cult evidently didn't have access to the explosives they needed, so they bluffed us into doing it.'
'What do you suggest we report?' Czytel asked.
'That we found a shrine. It just wasn't one of ours.'
Gaunt paused.
'Although, it was. The Iron Snakes closed this off a long time ago, and left a warning. I think the offerings here were offerings of respect to them and their efforts, not to whatever lies behind that plug. That's our shrine, the wall outside. The years of devotion.'
Gaunt holstered his bolt pistol.
'We inform the Inquisition and let them deal with it. The area will probably be interdicted. Some things are better left buried. For the good of the Imperium.'
He looked at the battered helm.
'Though we should see if we can have this sent back to Ithaka. With honours.'
The ground shook.
'Gaunt?' said Czytel quietly. 'What about... about our altercation? I want to—'
Gaunt shook his head.
'It was a difficult situation. We both did what we thought best. My report will say so.'
'But—'
'For the good of the Imperium, remember?' said Gaunt. 'For the Hyrkan regiment, at least. Some things are better left buried.'
The ground shook again.
'I think we should pull back from this area,' said Czytel.
Gaunt nodded.
'Look, I appreciate your attitude, Gaunt,' Czytel said. 'I showed you disrespect and I'm sorry. I think you've got a fine career ahead of you, no thanks to old bastards like me. Maybe one day you'll end up serving alongside a major who'll show you the proper respect, eh?'
Czytel tried to make a jolly laugh.
'I'm sure I will, sir,' said Ibram Gaunt.
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