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DedicatedtoMumandDad,

becausethey’dkillmefiIdidn’t.
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Itisthe41stmillennium.FormorethanahundredcenturiestheEmperorhassatimmobileontheGoldenThroneofEarth.Heisthe master ofmankindbythewillofthegods, andmaster ofamillionworldsbythemightofhisinexhaustiblearmies. HeisarottingcarcasswrithinginvisiblywithpowerfromtheDarkAgeofTechnology.HeistheCarrionLord oftheImperiumforwhom

athousandsoulsaresacrificedeveryday,sothat hemaynevertrulydie.



Yeteveninhisdeathlessstate,theEmperor continueshiseternalvigilance.Mightybattlefleetscrossthedaemon-infested miasmaofthewarp,theonlyroutebetweendistantstars,theirwaylit

bytheAstronomican, thepsychicmanifestation oftheEmperorswill.VastarmiesgivebattleinHisnameonuncountedworlds.GreatestamongstHissoldiersaretheAdeptusAstartes,theSpaceMarines,bio-engineeredsuper-warriors. Theircomradesinarmsarelegion:theImperialGuardand countlessplanetarydefence forces,theever-vigilantInquisitionandthe tech-priestsoftheAdeptusMechanicustonameonlyafew.Butforalltheirmultitudes,theyarebarelyenoughtoholdofftheever-presentthreatfromaliens,heretics,mutants—andworse.



Tobeaman insuchtimesistobeoneamongst untoldbillions.Itistoliveinthecruellestand

most bloody regime imaginable.  These are the tales of those  times. Forget the power oftechnologyandscience,forsomuchhasbeenforgotten,nevertoberelearned.Forgetthepromiseofprogressandunderstanding,forinthegrimdark future thereisonly war.There is no

peaceamongstthestars,onlyaneternityofcarnageandslaughter, andthelaughterofthirsting

gods.
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PROLOGUE

TheWaya WorldDies



I



At firsttherewassilence.



People died,buttherewasnooutcry. Thebodiesrestedinnoiselessrepose intowerhabitationspires;intheprayerroomsofgreatmonasteries;inguttersby thesidesofstreets.Thedeathswentunnoticed. Thiswasaworldthatsawtenmillion newpilgrimseachmonth—itwasnostrangerto

off-worldersmakingplanetfallonlytodiesoonafter.



Theshrineworld ofKathur,namedforthesainthimself,wasabeaconoffaithandhopeforthepeopleofScarusSector.Faithflaredorwitheredforthosewhocametotreadtheholy soilofthisblessedworld,seeking affirmation forliveslivedwithoutmeaning.Hope floweredordiedforthosewholandedhereseekingtotouchtherelicsofalong-deadsaint andbehealedofinjuryorillness.

Whenpeoplebegantodietherewasnoplanet-widepanic,noringingsirenswailingacrosscities,andnodistresscallstonearbyworlds,cryingofadevastating disease.Thesicknessspread,tearingthroughthepopulation,buttothosewho watchedforsuchthings,itwasjustaspikeinthenumbers.Thesethingshappenedfromtimetotime.



Aplaguebroughtfromoff-world, theworld’sleaderssaid.Faithwillscourgethetaintfromthe

righteousandpure.



Nowarnings.Nopanic.



Silence.



II



Thesilencedidnotlast long.

Atthedawnoftheoutbreak’ssecondweek,thereweretoomany deadforthefuneralprieststo

haulintotheconsecratedincinerators,andtheEcclesiarchy governorsrealisedtheirplanetwassuffering nonaturalplague.Thedeathtollwascatastrophic,andtheKathuriteacolytestraditionallytaskedwithfuneraryriteswalkedthestreetsingangs,losingthebattletodo theirsimpleduty.

The initial astropathic cries for help reached out from Kathur.  Several hundred  psykers

worldwide screamedtheirpleasintothewarp,beggingforassistance.Imperialforcesinthesectorresponded tothecriesforaidinimpressive time:ScaruswasforevertheArchenemy’s ripesttarget,andtheEmperor’s servantsneverrelaxedtheirvigilancehere.Fleetsofshipspowereduptheirenginesandbroke intothewarp,chasing  thesourceofthepsychicscreamslikebloodhoundspursuingthescentofprey.

Thestreamofcomm-channelmessagesandpsychictransmissions fromKathurtoldofaplaguewithoutend,ofmillionsalreadydead,of aplanetdying.

TheImperiumwasnostrangertotheCurseofUnbelief.Evennow,theplaguewrackeddozens

ofworlds across SegmentumObscuras—butKathurwastheanomaly,theoneworld thatbroke thepatternofinfection.Theotherinfectedworlds stoodontherimoftheWarmaster’s BlackCrusade.Kathur,however,wasfar fromtheGreatEye andthesystemsdrowninginthetidesofbattle.
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Allthisdeathmadenosense.TherewasnospaceshipoftheArchenemy tospreadthetaint,no

touchofheresydetectedamongthepopulace,andnosignofChaosintheplanet’srule.



ButitwastheCurse.



TheCurseofUnbeliefrippedacrosstheshrineworld now,takingthosewholackedtruefaithintheGod-Emperor. Itrottedfleshandturnedorgansputrescentwhilethevictimsstilllived.Manyturnedtosuicideratherthandecay inagony.Riotsbrokeoutovertheplanet.Funeralpyresburned

endlessly,thestreamsof blacksmokechokingtheskyaroundthelargestcathedral-cities.

TheAdeptushierarchsreceivingthefirstwaveofcommunications fromKathurorderedtheplanetcutofffromtheImperiumatthefirstsignsoftheCurseofUnbelief.Assembledintheheavensabovethedoomedworld,amightyfleetcoalescedoverthecourseof severaldays.Theydid

notcometosavethepeople—theycameonlytostopthepopulationevacuating.Thetaint,thefleet-captainsknew,mustnever be spread.  On the commanddecks of ImperialNavyvesselsstationedinhighorbit,stern-facedinquisitorsoversawtheblockade’smanagement.

Novaccinehadeverbeenfoundtoeasethesufferingsoftheafflicted.In thewordsofInquisitor

Caius,ashestood onthebridge oftheGothic-classvesselInHisName,“Weconsignthesesoulstooblivion,formercynowwoulddamnusall.”

TheblockadeofImperialNavy vesselshunginthereachesaboveKathur,enforcing  thequarantine withlethalvigour.ThousandsoftheEmperor’s citizensdiedundertheangerofImperialgunsastheblockadevesselsfiredonany shipfleeingtheplanet.Itwasn’tlongbeforetheattemptsceased. Thepeopleonthesurfacewere eithertoo ill tomakethejourney,oralreadydead.

Bizarrely,pilgrimssoughttomakeplanetfall,stillwishingtowalkamongthecathedral-cities of

thesaint’sworldandreceivetheblessingofSaintKathur.Any attemptsbypilgrimvesselstoreachthesurface were deterredbysternthreatsandtheweaponsbatteriesofCobra-classdestroyers.Suchwarnings,abarefacedpresentationoftheEmperor’s might,wereenoughformostships.Asingle

vesselhadbeenfilledwithsoulspiousenoughtoruntheblockade.Thisship,awallowingbargelittlemore thanacargohaulerandpackedwiththreehundredpilgrims,ultimatelydid make itdowntothesurfaceofKathur.Whatremainedoftheshipafteritsbriefencounter withImperialFuryfightersflamedthroughtheatmosphereandcrashedintothewesternocean.



InquisitorBastian Caius of the Ordo  Sepulturumstayed in vox-contact  with the EnforcerMarshalofKathur,amanby thenameofBannecheck,untiltheveryendofImperialcontrol.Thecommander oftheplanet’sEnforcersremainedintouchwiththeinquisitorforseventeendays,

describing thescenesofcarnageandplagueravaging thesurfaceashismentriedtoretainorder.Every  word was recorded. Each syllable of his rhythmic  cant, distorted as it was by voxinterference.Through thiscrackling monotone,Caiuslearnedoftheerosionandbreakdown  ofImperialrule.

Onthethirdday ofcontact,themarshalreportedcultsrisingamongthedwindling KathurPlanetary  Defence Force, and of cultists within being spared the curse’s death. The DictateImperialiswasbroken,theEmperor’sLawabandoned. By thistime,thegloballawenforcementforce was already effectivelydestroyed. It fell to the elite Enforcers to take to the streets,slaughteringcultistsinaseriesofbrutal raidsonhiddenstrongholds.

Despiteinitial successes,theyweredoomedto fail.

Onthesixthday,chanting rosefrom templesacrosstheplanet—nolongerinpraiseoftheEmperor, butnowpleading totheRuinousPowersformercy.Controlacrosstheplanetwasunderthreat,withthecapitalcityofSolthanestanding outasthefinalbastionofImperial order.TheEnforcersenteredthecathedraldistrictsofSolthaneinunprecedented force,leadingtheshattered

remainsofstill-loyalPDFandthestill-living lawenforcementofficers. Theirobjective wastoquelltherisingcultsacrosstheplanetinadecisive anddamninghalf-weekoffighting.

Bannecheckreportedlossesamonghisforcesofninety-threepercentonthemorningoftheninthday.Thecults’numberswerefargreater thanhad beeninitiallysurmised.Thosethatwerenot

alreadywell-armedbythePDFdefectorsovercameEnforcerassaultteamsbysheerweightof
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numbers.Themarshalproducedevidence,inbothaudioandpictform,ofhismendraggeddown

andeatenbyplaguevictimsinsomedistricts,andfallingunderfirefromhordesofcultistsinothers.

Caiuslookedatothergrey,blurry pictsbeamedupfromthesurfacebyBannecheck.HereanEnforcer team’sRepressor tankflamedinthestreet;thereahordeofplaguevictimssurroundedamonasteryfilledwithdyingcitizens.

Toomany ofthedeadhadnotbeendestroyed.Thestill-livingpopulationwerepayingforthe

failureofthefunerealpriesthoodnow.

On theeleventhday,reportsbecameincreasinglychoppyanderratic.Theswellingcultsclaimedwholedistrictsofthedyingcities,eachmembersavedfromdeathby theirnewallegiance.Chaosemanationswreathedtheplanet,erodingallreliability  inastropathiccontactandpainingallpsychically-gifted soulsaboardtheblockadefleetvessels.Theships’Navigatorsandallpresentinquisitorshadalifetimeoftrainingtoresistsuchinvasivepsychicagony,buttheystillsuffered.ThetouchofChaosinfectedmany ofthosewithoutpsychictalents:incidentsofhomicideandapostasy  brokeoutaboardthedestroyervessels.Thesewerequicklycrushedbyinquisitor-ledpurges, though theCobradestroyer Terra’sSpitewaslostwhentheunrestwithintheship’sbowelsledtoexplosions intheenginarium.Threehundredsoulslost,andthewreckagerainedonthe

cathedralcitiesbelow—astormoffire fromtheheavens.

The inquisitors  ordered the blockade into a higher orbit after the shipboard  purges werecomplete.Kathurwas  nowan unholybeaconwithinthewarp,and  proximitytothefoulnesssweeping theplanetwasdeemedamoralthreattotheNavalcrews.Smallclustersofdestroyers

orbitedtheplanetinshifts,thenbrokeaway toallowotherstheirturn.Nocaptainwishedtoriskhis

menbecomingtaintedbytheArchenemy’semanationsrisingfromthedoomedworldbelow.

Ontheseventeenthday,thehordeofcursevictimsbesieging theEnforcerprecinctheadquartersbattereddownthefinalbarricades,andthehandfulofstill-livingblack-armoured peacekeepersfell.InquisitorCaiusrecordedtheEnforcerMarshal’sfinalwordsforOrdoSepulturumrecords.

“WewillstandbeforetheThroneandwewillnotflinchbeforeHisjudgement

,forwediedoing

ourduty.”Theinquisitorcould hearthemoistness oftheman’slipsineachword.The marshalhad

beendying,coughing upmouthfulsofdiseasedblood.Hefinishedwithastrained“TheEmperor

protects.”

Intruth,therehadbeenmore,butCaiusdeletedtheman’sfinaloathscriedinagonyandthe

wailsoftheplaguevictimsintheroom.Somestoriesdidn’tneedtobetold.

Withtheblockadeinplace,there wastalkofExterminatus,ofbombardingtheworld fromspaceinthenameoftheEmperor.Suchdiscussionwasquicklyquenched.Orbitalbombardmentwouldnotbesanctioned: thedamage totheplanet’spreciousarchitecture,aswellasthelossofsomanyrelics,wouldbethegravestsin.Tousevirusbombswoulddestroy allhopeofresettlementformonthstocome,withoutguaranteeing thefinaldeathsoftheplaguevictims.Tousecyclonic

torpedoeswouldravagetheplanetonthetectoniclevel —blasphemybeyondbelief.

SoKathurwasallowedtodie.



III



PreparationsweremadeonworldselsewhereinScarusSector.Thetalkofoutbreaks,quarantinesandblockadesbecameplansfor invasion.Weekspassedbefore thesepreparationsborefruit,butforall itsslowness,theImperialwarmachinewasarelentlessbeast.Howdid thishappen?

Thequestionragedthroughtheorbitingfleet,andthroughtheechelonsofImperialrulethatwereevenallowedtobecomeawareofthesituation.Nothing madesense.Noresponseseemedwithoutmyriadflaws.Theshrineworldwaspreciousbeyondreckoning,yethadfallenwithoutcause.Elsewhere,undertheshadowof theWarmaster’snew crusade,allworldsfallingtotheplaguehadbeenbesieged,assaulted,orotherwisecorruptedbythemasspresenceofArchenemyvessels.

WithKathur,therehadbeennothingbutsilence.
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At last, itwas decided.RegimentsofImperialGuardwerewithdrawnfrom thegreaterwar effort

around  the  Eye of Terror, and assigned as the vanguardto a larger force  of conquest.  Thisblasphemywouldnotbetolerated.Thisdesecrationwouldnotbeallowedtostand.

Intheheavensabovetheshrineworld, asmallfleetofhulkingshipsdrewclose,fallingintoarestfulorbit.Theblockadeof destroyersscatteredtothewarp,leavingtheirwardinthecareof these

newarrivals,thetroopshipsoftheImperialGuard.

One other vessel of note broke from warp  space and glided into orbit alongsidethesemonumental trooptransports:astrikecruiseroftheAdeptusAstartes, blackasdeathinthenight,bearing themarblecorvidsigiloftheRavenGuard.Thefleetdrewclosetotheplanet,casting

colossalshadowsasthegreatshipsblockedoutthesunontheworldbelow.

TheKathurReclamationwasunderway. TheImperiumofManhadcometotakebackitsholy

world.

Among  thesilentcathedralsandtoweringmonasteriesonthesurface,themonths-deadpopulationsensedthepresenceoftheEmperor’sservants.Theylookedup, staring,waiting.

Asthefirsttrooptransports camethroughthecloudcover,allovertheplanetagreatcry wasraised.Thevoicesoffifty milliondeadmen,womenandchildrenrosetothesky inalongandtorturedchorus.
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WordsofTruth

TheEagle&Bolter



The Kathur Reclamation hascommenced!



Thefollowingregimentsof HisMostGloriousMajesty’sImperial Guardandsupporting

forcesarecommittedtoretakingtheshrineworldfromthehatedArchenemy:

Vednikan12th

Rifles303rd

Uriah25th

KiridianIrregulars

Janus6th

3rdSkarranRangersHadrisRift

40thArmouredCadian88th

MechanisedInfantry



Halfa companyof theEmperor’sbelovedRavenGuardAstartesChapter.



Agentsof HisDivineMajesty’sHolyInquisition—theOrdoSepulturum.



ReportsfromLord General Maggrigsentdirectly totheEagle&Boltercitethat the initialtrooplandings arecompletewithminimalcasualtiesandallresistancetodateutterlydestroyed.Themainforceof theReclamationisduetoarrivein severalweeks.

The25thKiridianIrregularsaretobecommendedfortheirvaliantdefencelastweekofavitalcommunicationstowerinthecapitalcityofSolthane.TheKiridiansfoughtaheroicbattlelastingseveraldays,ultimately defeatingthediseased dregsoftheKathur PlanetaryDefence Force(theso-called“Remnant”)assailingtheirposition.Casualtieswerelight.

TheJanus6thhaspresseddeepintoenemy-held territory,securingamonasterydedicated

totheHolyGod-Emperor.



Evenas we  gotopress,theycrush  all remnantsofthePDFthatseek to ousttheir

successfulbeachheadinSolthane.



TheCadian88thMechanisedInfantry, proudlyboasting acaptainbearingtheWardof

Cadiamedalforhisvalourintheopeningengagements oftheThirteenthBlackCrusade, istaskedin thecomingdaystoassistin theJanusians’defiantinfiltration.



Forward,theJanus6th!

TheEmperorprotects!
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PartI

CurseofUnbelief
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CHAPTERI

Unbroken



“We’retheCadianShock.Inourveins beatsthebloodofathousandgenerations oftheImperium’smostdevotedguardians.We’llneveragainseeblasphemy asblackasthatwhichwefaceonthisworld.Takesolaceinthat,sonsoftheEmperor.Afterthiswar,nodutywilleverseemasdark.”

—CaptainParmenionThade,firstdayoftheKathurReclamation



Solthane,Capitalcityof Kathur



“TheJanus6thisdead.”

VertainsatinhisSentinel’screakingcockpitseat,monitoring thewalker’sprimitivescannerdisplaysandstaringoutof thevisionslits inthevehicle’sarmouredfront.Several hundredmetresin

thedistance,throughthebuildingseithersideofthestreet,hesawthemonasteryburning.Apillarof orangerageandblacksmoke choked thesky,andhecouldn’tevenreportittothosewhoneededto know.

Asreconmissionswent,thisonewaslooking toendprettybadly.Vertainlookedathisauspex

display again,checkingwheretherestofhispatrolgroupwas.Itlookedfine.Itfeltlikethey werescrewed,becauseVertainwasdamnsurethisnightwasgoingtoendinbloodshed, buttacticallyspeaking,hisSentinelsquadronwereinperfect formationastheystalkedandscoutedtheabandoned

streets.

Ahead,thecolossalmonasterystillburned.Thecaptainhadwarnedaboutthis,damnit.He’d

saidtheJanus6thwaswalkingintotheirdeaths.

Andnowthevoxwasbitchingaroundagain.Nothingeverworkedrightonthisdamnplanet.

Thecity’ssilenceamplifiedtherattlingclankofhisSentinel’sungainlystride,andthatdidn’t

exactly helpVertain’shearing,butthecommsbeingscrewedtothe Eyeandbackwerethemainissue.Vox-ghosts, lostsignals,channelsslipping,vox-castersdetuning…Hell,they’dseenitallonKathursofar.



“InsurgencyWalker C-Eighty-EightPrimus-Alpha,”thevoicecame overthevoxagain inatone

ofagonisingcalm“R.epeat,please.”

Thiswasaproblem.Theonly half-reliablevox-channelVertainhadbeenabletousethroughKathur’s interferencewasaroutebacktomainheadquarters. Mainheadquarterswasthreedozenkilometresaway inthewrong direction.Helpwasn’tcomingfromthere,andtheyweren’ttheones

thatneededtobetoldaboutthisdevelopment justyet—eveniftheycouldn’talready tellfrom

orbitalsurveillance.Otherearsneededtohearitnow.

Tomakemattersworse,theyapparentlyhadanidiotmanningtheforwardreconchanneltonight.SofarVertainhadmanagedtorelayhisIDcode,andthatwasaboutit.He’dbeentryingforoverfiveminutes. “Interferenceornot…You’d think they could’veboostedthesignalby now.I’llbetayear’spaythisbastardisn’tCadian.”

“ThisisScout

-Lieutenant AdarVertainoftheCadian88th.Iamleadingthereconmissionto

assesstheprogressoftheJanus6th.PutmethroughtoCaptainParmenionThade.”Hespilledout

theroughcoordinateswheretherestoftheregimentwasbasedinthecityforthenight.



“Repeat

,please

”

.
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Vertainbroughthiswalkertoahalt.Itstoodinthedeadstreet, judderingasitsengineidled.The

spotlightbeamedforwardintonothingness, slicingintoadarkalleybetweentwosilentbuildings.

Thiscitywas atomb.

“InthenameoftheEmperor

, theJanus6thisuptoitsneckinit.Getmeavox-link tomy

captain,immediately.”

“InsurgencyWalkerC-Eighty-EightPrimus-Alpha

.Yoursignalisweak.Repeat,

please.” Vertainswore,andkilled thelink.“Ihatethisplanet.”

Controlsticksgrippedinglovedhands,Vertainpushedforwardandsetthenoisy Sentinelclankingaheadinaslowstrideofgracelessmachinery. The searchlightboltedtothecheekofthewalker’spilotpodtore left andright inthedarkness,cuttingaharshwhiteglarethroughthedeserted

streets.

Abandonedbuildings.Bodieshere andthere. Nothingbutsilence.

Vertainwasunshaven, asifhe’dspentsomuchtimehiding withinhisSentinel’scockpitthat

he’dnothadtheopportunitytoshaveinaweek.Thiswasn’ttoofar fromthetruth.

“VertaintoDeadMan’sHand.Acknowledge signal”

.Fourvoicescamebackinturnaseach

memberoftheSentinelsquadron voxedtotheirofficer.Noonewasdead.Thatwassomething, at

least.“Formupinparallelstreetsandproceedtothemainplazaahead.Stalking pattern:Viridian.

Tonightwe’retheEmperor’seyes,nothisfists.”

“Acknowledgepattern: Viridian,”camethree of thefourvoices.

“Copythat

.Noheroics,”camethelast.

TheSentinels,scatteredbuteachwithinscannerrangeofallfourothers,strodetowardstheburningmonastery.Occasionalgunfirerangoutastheyannihilatedsmallgroupsofplague-slain,destroyingthetainteddeadthat clungto falselife,rovingthestreetsinpacks.

Splayedclaw-feetofbattered,blessedironstompedonthesmoothstoneroads.Vertainrode

withthegentleside-to-side motionofhisSentinel’sgait,asfamiliartohimasstanding inhisown

boots.

ThecapitalcitySolthanewasbuiltinworshipoftheEmperorandHisgreatsaint,Kathur.Itsonepurposewastolookbeautiful:apurposehundreds  ofplanetarygovernorsandranking

Ecclesiarchshadbeenbuilding onforthousandsofyearsasnewshrines,placesofpilgrimage,monumentsandchapel-habswereerected.Allsenseofthe originallayoutwas centuries lost,buriedanddistortedintheever-expandingmassofnewconstruction.

Solthanenow,tornbackmetre by metre by theImperialGuard,wasalabyrinthofwinding and

meanderingstreets populatedonlybyabandonedtraders’cartsstillfilledwith cheapwares andfalserelics.Desertedpromenades werepunctuatedbymarblestatuesdepictingKathur,lessersaints,andthenamelessRavenGuardheroeswhohadoriginally servedinthewartotaketheworld,ten

thousandyearsagointheGreatCrusade. Shortcutalleystwistedintheshadows ofthetoweringchapel-habblocks,allof whichwereencrustedwithgranite angelsstaringdownat thedeadcity.

Inhisopinion—andasleadscoutfortheCadian88th,hisopinioncountedinevery planningsessionhebotheredtospeakit—Vertainbelievedthechapel-habsweretheworstaspectofthe

city’scurrentstate.Thehabitationtowersdominatedtheskyline,thrusting upatrandomwherevertherehadbeenspacetohousethevastnumbersofpilgrimsforevermovingthroughthecity.Solthanewasbeauty turnedtouglinessinitsrichexcess,anditgaveenemytroopsamillionplacestohide.Thechapel-habs nowstoodasgreatapartmentspiresfilledwiththedead.Noregimentwantedtodrawthedutyofcleansingthoseplaces,seekingoutagentsoftheArchenemy lurkingamongtheplague-slain.Noonewantedtoriskwalkingknee-deepinbodiesonlyfortheplagueslainto riseagain.

AheadofVertain,themonastery burned,fillinghisviewingslitswithorangewarmth.Hisscannerchokedinburststhroughstatic,buthecouldseethewallsliningtheedgeoftheholy site’s

groundsrisingupattheendofthestreet.Hiswalkerstompedcloser,ironfeetthuddingontothestoneroad.Noenemieswerevisibleoutsidethethirty-metrehighwalls,butatthisrangeVertain
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couldhearthefaintcrackofcountlesslasguns andtheheavychatterofboltweapons.TheJanus6th

wasfightingalosing warwithinthetemplegrounds. Heclickedhisvox-linkliveandwasaboutto

tryforthecaptainagain, whenanothervoicecrackledover.



“Sir

, I

’vegot

…something.”

Thevoxwashellishly distortedevenatcloserange,sotheotherpilot’svoicewasgarbled,renderingthespeakerunidentifiable.Ittookaglance atthescannerdisplaytoseeGreer’splacementbeaconflashing.Hewas threestreetstothewest, closetothefrontgateof themonastery’sgrounds.

“Specifics,Greer,”saidVertain.

“If Ihadspecifics,I’d give youthem

.Myvoxkeepsdetuningto another

frequency” “.YoutoldmeEnginseerCuiusfixedthat twonightsago.”

Nowwasnotthetimeforinstrumentfailure.Theenemycouldeasilypickupstrayvoxoninsecurefrequencies.Greer’sinstruments hadbeenthesubjectofrepeatedrepairsincehe’dtakenarockethit onthecockpitpodayear ago,fightinghereticsinthecitiesof BeshicV.Thescorchedandtwistedmetalthat hadblackenedhiswalker’scheekwas gone,butthemissile’slegacyremained.

“Hedidfixit

.I

’msaying  it’sshakenlooseagain.I’mhearing… something

.I

’llpulsethe

frequencyover.Listen foryourself.”

“Sendmethefrequency”

.

“Can… hear

…at?

”Greeraskedinasurge ofvoxcrackle

.Vertain tunedhisreceiverand

narrowedhiseyes.Inhisheadset,awhispering voicehissedthesamethreewordsinanendless

monotone.



CounttheSeven…CounttheSeven…CounttheSeven…

“Ihearit.”

“That’swhatthey heardatKasrPartain,”Greersaid.“Backwhenhomefirstburned.”Vertainnodded, feeling thewordsleaveabittertasteonhistongue.KasrPartainhadbeenoneofthefirstfortress-cities tofallonCadia,onlyahandfulofmonthsbefore.Homewasstillburning, damnit.Andtheyshouldbebacktherefighting forit,notwandering likeratsinthiscityofthedead,halfa

sectoraway.

“Sir?”

“I’mhere,”Vertainswallowedbackabitter growl“

.I

’mhere.”

HesethisSentinelstridingforwardagain,opening achanneltothewholesquad.“VertaintoDeadMan’sHand.Changeofplans.Everyone formupon my positionimmediately.Stay invisualrangeofoneanotherfromnowon.Searchpattern:Unity.”

“Acknowledged,”thechoruscameback.

“Farl,youheadbacktothecaptain.Cyclevoxchannelsasyourun,alertinghighcommand aswellasCaptainThade.Thisisnotsomething thelordgeneralwilllearnfromorbitalpicts,andheneedstobetoldimmediately.”

“What’stheexact message

,sir?

”Farlasked.

Vertaintoldhimwhattosay.Thesilencefromtheotherpilotswasdeafeningastheydigestedthe revelation. After Farl had voxed an acknowledgementand broken away from the looseformation,Vertainsatinthecreaking leatherseat,hispounding hearttheloudestsoundinthecloisteredconfinesofhiscockpit.



TherestofC-Eighty-EightAlphaclosedaroundhim,drawingalongsideinanorchestraofrattlesandclanks.Eachwalkerhadaplaying cardpaintedonthecheek,abovethestencilledpilot’s

name.DeadMan’sHand,theeliteSentinelsquadronoftheCadian88thMechanisedInfantry.



“Weneedvisualconfirmation ofthis.Primeweapons,checkyourcoolantfeeds”

,theirleader

said.“Andfollowme.”



CaptainParmenionThadehadn’tbeenhomeinthreemonths,exceptinhisnightmares.
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ThereportsfromCadia still listed over sixtyper cent of the planet in the hands  of the

Archenemy,butthenumberswerealmostmeaningless. Thestatisticswerecoldanduncomfortable,butnowhere nearasrawandrealashismemories. Those memoriesreplayed behindhiseyeseachnight.Overandover,hesawhisworldfall.

TheThirteenthBlackCrusade. For thefirsttimeintenthousandyearsofdefeat,aWarmasterof

ChaoswalkedthesoilofCadia.TheArchenemy finallyhaditsfirstrealvictory,andtheCadianstheirfirstreal defeat.



Thesky hadburnedforweeks.Literally,itburned.Thefiresofthefortress-citieschokedtheheavens fromhorizontohorizon.Amongsttheflamesof burningcities,defencecannonsroaredinto

thesky,defyingthelandingattemptsof enemytroopships.Thiswasnotsomeprovincialworldwith avolunteerPlanetaryDefence Force.Thiswas Cadia, warden-worldof theonlynavigablepathfrom theOccularisTerribusinto theImperium.Theplanetwas secondonlyto HolyTerrainitsmight and importance.

Cathedral-likevesselsofBattlefleetScarusringedtheworld,fillingthenightskywiththeirangerastheyfiredupontheChaosfleetpouringtowardstheplanet.Every cityonthesurfacewasabastionofgunemplacementsandvoidshieldgenerators.Every citizenhadtrainedtofirealasriflefromtheirpre-teen childhoods.Theplanetitselfresistedtheattack.

By  thetimeKasrVallockwaslosttotheflamesofinvasion, thepopulacewasalreadyunderground.RegimentsoftheCadianShock andtheInteriorGuardguided thefleeingcitizensintothetunnelsbeneaththecity,engagedinafightingretreatasthelegionsoftheArchenemy floodedintothetunnelsinpursuit.It wasthesetunnelsthatThadedreamedof.



Eachnight,he heardhismenshoutinghisnameagain,overandover.Theyneededorders.Theyneededammunition. Theyneededtogetoutofthetunnelsbeforetheenemy destroyedthepowerreactorsinthecity above.Already,theevacuationtunnelswereshaking,rainingdirtonthefleeingdefenders.Theywere far fromtheevacuationcarriersthat wouldtakethem to anotherKasr.



Thadehadturnedtohearthehowling soundsoftheirpursuers. Hestillhadbothhishandsthen,twohandsofflesh,bloodandbone.Ashebarkedorders—ordersforbayonetsandbladesforanyoneoutofammunition—thosehandsgunnedhischainswordintolife.He’dfiredhisboltpistol’slast roundin the bloodbaththat erupted  when the  traitors spilled  throughthe Kasr’ssunderedwallstwohoursbefore.

Thedisruptions abovehadkilledthelightsinthissectionofthetunnelnetwork.Theonly lightnowcame fromthenarrowflashlightsfixed tothesides of thesoldiers’blasthelmets.Twodozenofthosebeamscutacrossthepassagewayatvariousanglesasthemenlookedthiswayandthat,usingtherespitetoidentifycomradesamongthesurvivors.

Thetunnelshookagain,showeringgritandpebblesoftheconcreteusedtoreinforcethepassageways. Achunkofstonethesizeofachild’sfistclackedoffthecaptain’shelmet.Similardebrisrainedontheothers,clatteringdownseveral timesaminuteastheywaitedinthedarkness.

“Thatisn’tthereactors”one

,soldiersaid.

“Toorhythmic

.Tooloud.”

“Titan,”anothermanwhispered.“There’saTitan upthere.”

Thadenodded, setting hishelmettorchcuttingdownandupintheblackness.Hisheartbeatagainsthisribsinanticipationofthenexttremor,whichshookhisboneswhenitfinallycame.Onthesurfaceabove,atoweringGod-Machinestrodeunopposedthroughtheburningcity.EverysoldierdowninthedarknessknewtheoddswereheavilyagainsttheTitanbeingoneoftheImperium’sown.

“They’recoming

,sir,”someonesaidinthenear-darkness. Thadefacedthewayhismenhad

come,hearingtheenemy’scriesgettingcloser.

“MenofCadia!”Thade’schainswordroaredinemphasis, thesound jaggedandcloseenough toequaltheearthshakingfootstepsofthegigantic war machine above“T.heGreatEyehasopened andhellitself iscomingdownthatcorridor.Stand. Fight.Everyson anddaughterof thisworldwas born
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to slaythe Emperor’sfoes!Ourbloodflowsso humanitymaydraw breath!No  bloodmore

precious!”

“Nobloodmoreprecious!”thesoldiersshoutedasone

.



“Calmheartsandiceinyourveins,”Thadespokesoftly inthelesserrumblings oftheTitan’swake.Riflesandblades were raised aswild,spasmingshapes flashedintoview,screamingdownthetunnel.



“88th!Fire!”



Achorusofcrackssounded.Thelas-firevolleyscytheddownthefirstwaveofshriekinghereticsinfrontofThadebeforetheywereeveninfullview.Morewererounding thecornerandrunning towherethetunnelwidened,butbloodoftheEmperor, ifitwasjustahandfulofcultistsdownhere,theymightwinthis…

Andthenhesawit.



Attheheartofthesecondwave,boots crunching corpsesunderfoot,camedeathitself.Likeahuntsman leadingapackofdogs,thefoethatwouldtakeThade’srighthandtoweredametreandmore above itslesser minions.Gibbering,howlingcultistsranintothetunnelbearingbloodyknives

andsolid-slugpistols.Betweenthem,walkingwithadistance-eatingstrideallthemoreterrifying

foritsslowness,wasanimmensefigurein ancientarmouroffilthybronzeandcobaltblue.



Itmovedlikeadeadthing,mindlessly treadingforward,scanninglefttorightwithmethodicalpatience.Its helm,warped intothevisageofanancientTerrandeath maskfromsome long-dead

civilization,emittedachuckle.Thelaughwasahollow, brittlesound thatwheezeddustfrom thearchaic helmet’sspeaker grille.Inthefigure’sfists was abolterof antiquateddesign,notched with ahundred centuriesofwearandtear.Themuzzle wascoal-blackfromcountlessfiringsoncountlessbattlefields.

Thade’smenhadbeenfiringfromthemomenttheenemy enteredthetunnel,butwhilerag-cladcultistsdiedindroves,theirarmouredoverseerbarely flinchedatthehailoflaserfireglancing fromitscarapace.Itfinisheditsscanoftheroom,sighting themortalshouting orders.Thatwastheone

that hadtodiefirst.



TheTraitorAstartesfiredonceasitadvanced,barely pausingtoaim,unleashing theshotthatstoleThade’srightarmfromtheelbow.The Cadiandropped hissword, clutchedwhatremainedofhisarm,andhitthegroundhard.Throughtheagonyofhisbolt-destroyedforearm,hecouldstillhearhismencryingout, callinghisname…



***



“CaptainThade?”

Heawokewithajoltasthedreambroke.Hisadjutant,Corrun,stoodatthesideofhiscot.Theotherman’sexpressionwasserious.“NewsfromtheSentinels.”

Thadesatup.Hisuniformwascrumpledfromarestlesssleep,andhisbody armourwasneatlystackedontheground byhisbedroll.The88thwascampedforthenightinanabandoned museum,sleepingfitfullyamongstathousandminorrelics.Here, agoldenfigurineof aRavenGuardAstartesonasmallmarble pedestal—shaped byaminoracolyteof Kathurmanythousandsofyearsbefore.There,a cabinetoftrinketsoncewornbythefirstofKathur’sfaithful.



Therelicsdidn’timpressThade.Apilgrimtrap,nothingmore:something tokeepthevisitingdevoteesbusywhiletheyfilledtheplanetarycoffers.

Hisheadstillachedfromtheday-long planningmeetingwiththelordgeneralearlier,andhelethisthoughtsclearwhilehesippedfromthestandard-issuecanteenbyhispillow.Themuseum’s airtastedofdust.



Thewaterdidn’thelpmuch. Thechemicalcompoundsusedtopurifyfluidrations leftacopperyaftertasteonhistongue.Evenknowingallthewaterwaspurifiedaboardtheshipsinorbitdidn’t
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helpmorale.TheGuardwerefighting onatombworld. Thelastthing theyneeded waswaterthat

tastedlikeblood.ItwasasifthedeathonKathurtouchedeverything thatcametotheplaneteven

aftertheplaguehadburneditselfout.



“HowlongwasIasleep?”Thadeasked,looking aroundthehalf-fullchamberwherethirty

soldiersstill slepton.

“Twohours,”Corrunsaid,knowing ithadbeentheonlytwohoursThadehadsleptinthelast

fifty.

“Felt liketwominutes.”

“LifeintheGuard,eh?Sleepwhenyou’redead.”

“Ihearthat.”Thadestretched,notaltogether thrilledattheclicksinhisbackashearchedit

.

Cadianstoicismwasonething,but“…HasanyoneshottheMunitorumofficerresponsiblefor

givingoutthesebedrolls?”

Corrunchuckledathiscaptain’sbanter“.Notthat I’m awareof”.

“That’sacrime

.ImaydoitmyselfThadewasalreadylacinghisboots.

“Briefmenow.What

hasDeadMan’sHand found?”

“It’sjustTrooperFarl

.Vertain

’stakentheothers closertothemonastery

.Voxisdown.”

“Voxisdown.Throne

, I

’msickofthat refrain.”

“Farl returnedwithamessage.”

“They’vesightedprimarythreats,”saidThade

,notadoubtinhismind.Fewotherreasonswould

besevereenoughtosplittheSentinelsquadron.

“They’veinterceptedvoxtrafficthat suggestsprimarythreatsclosetotheir position,

yes.” “Listentoyou,dancingaroundtheissue.”

Corrungrinned.ItwasagrinThadewasveryfamiliarwith,andusuallyprecededsomething

cockyatbest,rashatworst“.Didn’twanttogetyourhopesup,sir.”

“Howdecentofyou.So whathavetheygot?Pleasetell meit’smorethaninterceptedvox.”

“Justthevox

.ButFarl

’sgotarecording

,andit…Well,comelistentoit.”

Thecaptainbuckledhishelmet,pullingthechinstraptight.Embeddedonthefrontwashis

medal — the medal hewas knownfor.An eagle-winged gatewaymarked byacentralskull,glintinginthedimlightofpre-dawncomingthroughthe stainedglasswindow.TheWardofCadia,flashingsilverontheblackblasthelmet.



“ReadytostareintotheEyeitself

,sir

”C

.orrunsaid.

Thadesmiledashefastenedthelastbuckleonhisflakarmourjacket,andstrappedonhisweaponbelt.Aheavycalibreboltpistolhung againsthislefthip.Againsthisrightthighrestedanornatechainsword, itsironfinishpolishedtochromebrightness,withacid-etchedrunesinstylised

HighGothicalongtheblade’ssides.Tosay abladelikethatwasworthafortunewouldbetounderestimatebynosmalldegree.Lordgeneralswieldedbladesofpoorerquality.



“IsRax ready?”thecaptainasked,hopeevidentinhisvoice

.



“No,sir

,notyet.”

“Ah,well

.Let

’s goseewhatDeadMan’sHandhasfound.”
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CHAPTERII

Shrine



Solthane,Monasticsector



“CounttheSeven,”thevoxrecording crackled.Thewordswerebrokenbydistortion,butclearenoughtobesure.CaptainThade’ssquadsoftheCadian88th,afullthreehundred menandthirtysupportvehicles,movedouttenminuteslater.Thepotentialsightingofprimarythreatsnecessitatednothinglessthana fullresponse.

Dawnwasn’tfaraway,thougheveninthedaylightSolthaneremainedgrey.Thefuneralpyresofweeksbeforestillblackenedthesky withdarkcloudcoverthatrefusedtodissipate,andthehabitationspireswerediscolouredbythesmokethat untilsorecentlyhadchokedtheskies.

Withhullsthecolourofironandcharcoal—adrabnessthatmatchedtheirsurroundings —

Chimeratrooptransportsrumbledfourabreastdowncityavenues,treadsgrinding preciousmosaicsintoshardsbeneaththeweightofthetanks. Whentheerraticcity layoutrequireddivergentroutes,thetroopcarriersnavigatednarrowstreets andalleys insinglefile.

OccasionalsniperfirefromPDFremnantforceswasanswered withsquadsdeployed tosweep

andcleansebuildings bythesideoftheroad,andorderstocatchupwhenthey could.Voxcontactwasajoke,butThadewasn’tworried.Hetrustedhismentodotheirjobsandgetbackinlinewithoutahitch.Theywerenostrangerstourbanwarfare.NoCadianwas.

Theconvoy rodeontowardstheburningmonastery,towardsDeadMan’sHand,andtowards

primary-classthreats thatmightor mightnotactuallyexist. The atmospherewithin eachof the tankswasanunsmiling mixofprofessionalreadinessandamutedsenseofgrimanticipation.Noonewantedtoengageprimary threatsunlesstheoddswereheavily stackedintheCadians’ favour,but

duty wasduty.TheShockknewitwasbettertheyhandledthisthananyoftheotherregiments

garrisonedinSolthane.

TheJanus6thwasagreenunit.Iftheinterceptedvoxtrafficwasn’tjusttwistedpropaganda orvox-ghosts,thentheywerealreadydead.Theirambitiousassignmenttoholdthemonastery,the

greatShrineoftheEmperor’sUnendingMajesty,wasover almostassoonasithadbegun.

Thadefocused,rollinghisshoulders inhismatt-blackflakarmourandcheckinghischainswordfortheeighthorninthtime.Itwasalmostanhour sincehe’dwokenandthelastvestigesofthememorydreamwerefinallyfadingfromhismind.HehatedtorememberCadia.Remembering

home ledhisthoughts intohowheandhismenshould bebackthereevennow,andtotheEyewiththisupstartbastardof alord general thatdemandedCadianunits bewithdrawnfromthefrontlineoftheDespoiler’sCrusadetohelpwithhislittleshrineworldreclamation.

Thefamiliarrattlingofthearmoured personnelcarriersoothedhisthoughts. Hisrighthand,

gloved inblack,whirredwithsoftmechanicalpurrsasheclosedhisfingers intoafist.Hefelttheroughmechanicsofhisaugmeticwristandknuckle-joints rotating,hearingthelowbuzzingclicksbetweentheinfrequentmetallicjuddersoftheChimera’sinterior.

“Captain?”thedrivercalled.



16


Thaderosefromhisseatinthepassengercompartment andmovedtoleanonthedriver’sseat

frombehind.Through thewidevisionslit,thesoot-blackened marble ofKathur’slargestcathedral

districtwasvisible.ThiswastheheartofSolthane,in all its fire-touchedmajesty.



“Whata cesspit,”thedriversaid. It wasCorrun,as always,drivingThade’scommandChimera

.



“You’requitethepoet,”saidthecaptain.“Nowtalktome.”

“Twominutes,sir

.We…Wait,hangon,we

’vegotaroadblock.”Thecompartmentshuddered

asifkickedbyaTitan,generatingaroarofcomplaintsfromthe tensoldiersstrappedinto their seats

intheback.Thade’smechanicalhandsnappedvice-tightonthehandrail,keepinghisbalance.



“Roadblockcleared”t

,hedriver grinned.

“Go aroundthenextone

, Corrun,”Thadetriednot toimaginewhat thatroadblockhad justbeen.

“Yousaidtwominutes?”



“Confirmed, sir

.JustundertwominutesuntilwecomeuponwhereDeadMan

’sHandhave

withdrawn.Thesestreets areabitch. Notexactlymadefortanks”.

“Pilgrimroads.Ihearyou.” Thade narrowedhis violeteyesandstaredoutofthevision slit

.The

limitedvistaondisplay racedpastinablur ofblackenedbuildings. “Ican’tseeadamnthingout

there.Anythird-classthreatssofar?”

“Constantly

,sir.”Againwiththetrademarkgrin.

“Whatdoyouthinkthat last roadblockwas?”



“Delightful

.You’reploughingdownplaguevictimsnow.Whathappenedtorespectingthe

dead?”

“They’renot exactlyrespectingus”

.

Thisgenerated chucklesfromthesoldiersintherear.



“Point,”Thadeconceded,“butyouknowwheretheorderscamefrom

.Thesepeoplewere

Imperialcitizens,Corrun.Pilgrims.Priests.”

“Iheardthestories,Cap

.Theywerefaithless.

‘Only thefaithlesswillfalltothisplague’

,isn

’t

that whatwe’vebeentoldathousandtimes?”

Thadedropped it.Hedidn’twanttodredgethisupagainbecausehefound ithardtoarguewithhisdrivertonight.HebelievedasCorrun did.Thefaithless hadfallen.Theydeservedthisfate.To

hellwithamandatefor“cleankillsatalltimes”and“preserving theplague-slaintoberedeemedin

consecratedincineration”.



ButKathurReclamationprotocol stressedrespectforthevictimsofthe Curse ofUnbelief.ThelordgeneralwaskeentofosterpoliticalallieswithintheEcclesiarchy byretaking thisworldascleanlyandcarefully aspossible.Theemphasisonrespecting thetainteddeadwasjustonemorepettyprotocolinalonglistthatThadehatedtothinkaboutsincehe’dmadeplanetfall.Destroyingthedeadwasn’tenough.Theyhadtobeputdownwithgrace,gatheredbyGuardsmenwithahundredbetterthingstodo,andrituallyburnedinthereactivatedfunerarycremationfacilities.

BytheEmperor’sgrace,the88thhadn’tbeenselectedforgatheringdutiesyet.Killingthosethat

refusedtodiewasbadenough.

“Drive,”Thadesaid.“Anddon’targue

.Besides,ifEnginseer Osironfindsoutyou

’reusing my

command Chimeratoramgangsofplaguevictimsclogging theroad,he’llhaveyourhead.It’san

insulttothemachine-spirit.”

Corrun,grinninglikehe’dwonamonth’swages,wrenchedthesteeringwheeltotheleft.Another threesoulsintheruinedragsofKathuritepilgrims mettheirfinalendunderthechurningtracks of theracingtroop transport.Therewasabriefwrenchingofgears assomething—somepartofoneoftheplaguevictims— got caughtupintheAPC’smovingparts.

Thadeclosedhiseyesforamoment“I.neverwanttohearthat again.”

“Itwasapurr!”



“You’re good, Corrun.Butyou’renotirreplaceable

.Itwouldgrievemetoseeyoushotfor

disrespect.Playsafethistime.Bythebook,andnohackingoffthemachine-spirit.”

“Notatall.”Thedriverlickedhislips.“Theoldgirllikesitrough.”
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“WhenIsay‘rammingspeed’

,thenyouget toplayyourgame.”

“Understood,sir.”

Thade’s vox-beadpulsed inhisear.The captaintappedtheearpiece,activating thefingernail-



sizedreceiverstrappedtohisthroat.Ashespoke, itpickedupthevibrations fromhislarynxand

filteredoutbackgroundnoise.



“CaptainThade

,Cadian88th.”

“CounttheSeven,”someone hissed.Eventhrough thevoxdistortion, thevoicewaswetand

burbling“C.ounttheSeven.”

Thadecut thelink.

“Neworders?”askedCorrun.

“Justvox-ghosts.”Thadeturnedtothetensoldiersintheback.Eachonewatchedhim—quiet

,

attentive,attheready“.Janden,”henoddedtohisvox-operator“. Changecommandfrequencyand

sharethenewwavelengthwiththeothersquads.Thecurrentoneis compromised.”

He sawthequestioninJanden’seyesbutgave noanswer.Thevox-officerleaneddowntowherehisbulky  backpackwassecuredbyhisseat,andmadethenecessaryadjustmentstohiscommunicationgear.



“Done

,sir.”

Thadegrippedthehandrailrunningthelengthoftheceiling,supporting himselfagainstthe

shakes.“GetmeDeadMan’sHand.Patch Vertainthroughtomyear-piece”.

“You’relive.”

“Vertain,thisisthecaptain.Acknowledge.” Thadelistenedtothereply

,andnarrowedhiseyes.

“Thirtyseconds,Vertain.That’sall.”

Heswitchedtothecommandchannel“88.th,attheready!Disembarkinthirtyseconds!Theplazaaheadisflooded withplague-slainandDeadMan’sHandneedsextraction.Wegoin,wekillanythingnotwearingour colours,andwemoveontothemonastery.Corrun…”

“Sir?”Hewasalreadygrinningagain.

“Rammingspeed.”



Theautocannonroared.

“Fallback!”Vertaincried,wrenching hiscontrolsticks.Hiswalkerreversed,thebackwardsjointedlegsprotestingwithahissofangrypistons. Solidroundspingedandclangedfromthepod’sslopedarmour,whiletheSentinel’sunderslung cannonrepliedinapercussiveburstofthunderclapafterthunderclap.

Theplaza haderuptedingunfireafewminutes before.Anexpanse ofconcrete inlaidwithamosaicofthesaintformedacourtyardbetweenseveraltowering temples.Thesquadronhadbeenscouting herewhenthefirstsnipershotsrang out.Withinaminute,plague-slainwereshamblingfromthetemples,ledbycultistswearing raggedremainsofKathuritePDFuniforms.Theycameinatide,immediatelybrokeninplacesastheSentinelsopenedupwiththeirautocannons,drowningoutthe gruntsandwailsofthedead.

“Wearenotdyinghere”V

,ertainspokeintohisvox-link. “Breakformation andfallback.”He

neverheardanacknowledgement fromtheothers.Hecouldbarelyhearhisownvoiceoverthe

carnageunfoldingaroundhiswalker.

Thesquadronwasn’tgoingtowinastraight-upfight,andtheyallknewit.Theywerescouts,

andtheSentinels werearmedfortakingshotsatarmouredinfantryandlighttanks.Thehigh-calibre

roundsfromthewalkers’autocannonsweretearingholesinthecrowdsofplague-slain,butthey

werenexttouselessagainstsuchahorde.



Greer’swalkerstaggered, almostthrown frombalanceasitsstabilisersstrainedtodealwithstridingoverpilesofmovingcorpses.Inamoveworthy ofamedal,Vertainsawtheotherpilotcondensehislegpistons,loweringhiscockpitpodforamoment,thenspringupwardstoclearthe
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mound ofwrithingdeadhe’dbeenstanding atop.Greerlandedwithathuddingclankthatshook the

ground, turningashewalkedbackwardsandopeningfireontheplague-slain again.Aswarmof

corpsesdressedasmonksflewapartinagrey-redcloudasthree auto-cannonroundshit home.



“Thatwasbeautiful,”saidVertainthroughclenchedteeth ashekeptlayingdown

fire“. Ilookforwardtomypromotion,”crackled Greer.



VertainjoinedhisfirearctoGreer’s,andfelthisSentinel’sgaitstarttodrag.Hewaslimpingnow,limpingbadly.

“You’vegotthreeofthemonyourrightleg

,sir,” Greercrackled.

 “Kickthemfree.”

Vertaintried.HisSentinelrepliedby lurchingviolently totherightwithascreechofprotestingstabilisers.Alarmsflashedacrosshisconsoleashislegpistonsventedairpressure.



“They’veruinedmy stabilisers.I’mnotkickinganything forawhile”As

.hespoke,Vertain

’s

cockpittiltedagain.Hishelmetedheadsmackedagainstthesideofhispod,thepainpainting his

visioninapaletteof greys.

Thedeadwereclimbinghiswalkernow.Heheardtheirfistsbeatingonthearmourplatingon

hiscockpit.Theymightevendraghimdownif enoughofthemcouldscrambleup.

Hisvoxsparkedlivewithaburstofstatic“.Vertain,thisisthecaptain.”Emperor’s blood,

Thade’svoicewas clear.Hesoundedclose“. Acknowledge.”

Withsickonhisbreathandhalf-blindthroughaconcussion, Vertainreportedthesituation,

endingwiththefourwordsCaptainThadehadbeenprayingnottohear.

“DeadMan’sHand:Broken.”

“Thirtyseconds,Vertain.That’sall.”

It turnedouttobejustundertwentyseconds.

TheChimerastoreintotheplaza,arolling thunderhead thatslammedintothehordeofwailingdead.Blackasapanther,thecommandChimerapoundedintothefirstgroup,grinding themintobloodygobbets.Itswervedtoahalt,cuttingdown theplague-slainnearbywith angrybeamsof lightfromitsmultilaserturret.Theirritatedwhineofhigh-energy las-fireshrilledabovethemoansandcrunchesofcombat.



TheotherChimeras, theirhullsagun-metalgrey,followed inthewakeofdestruction. Dozerbladesboltedtothefrontofthetrooptransports—specificallybannedfromungentleusein clearingroadsofcorpses-nowhammeredtheplague-slaintothe groundtobecrushedunderheavytreads.

Thedriversspreadouttoformaprotectivering around theembattledwalkers, turretfireslicingthroughthebodiesofanyoneapproachingthetanks.Inachorusofclangs,thirtyrearrampsslammeddownontothemosaicground,andthe88thspilledfromtheirtransports:gunsupand

firingredflashes.ThadewasfirstoutofhisChimera,chainswordraisedandhowling.



“Securethewalkers!FortheEmperor!”



Thecaptain’sfirstfoe wasn’t dead.APDF traitorranathim,slowed bythediseaseravaginghisbody.Inhisfistwasabrokenbayonet.Thade’schainswordsanginasavagebackhandswing,andthetraitor’sheadleft hisshoulders.

“FirstbloodtoCadia!”someoneshoutedtohisleft.

Thefightlastedlessthantwominutes.Lasgunscrackedouthead-shotsinorderly volleys,scythingdowntheenemy inwaves.TheCadiansstayedshoulder toshoulder intheirsquads, takingnocasualtiesinthebriefbattle.Whenthelastoftheplague-slain wasdraggedfromthelegofVertain’swalkerandshotinthebackofthehead,Thade holstered hispistol.Thesergeantsfromallfifteensquadsringedhim,everymanstandingankle-deepinthedead.Thestenchrisingaroundwasenoughforseveralmentodontheirrebreathermasks.

“88th:status.”

“Unbroken”f

,ifteensquadleaders chorused.

“Unbroken

,” Vertainsatinhiscockpit,thedooropenedsohecouldspeakfreely.Hemadethe

signoftheaquila“Cl.osecall,though”.
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Thadenodded.“WemovetoretaketheShrineoftheEmperor’sUnending Majesty.We’re

hearingnothingfromtheJanus6thinthere,andifthey haveanysurvivors left,they’realmostcertainlyretreating deeperintothemonastery.”Every eyeturnedtothebuildingakilometreawaythroughthewinding streets.Halfofitstillburned.“We’regoingin—securing itwheretheJanusiansfailed—andwaitingtobereinforced. Iftheresistanceisbeyondourcapabilities,thenwegetcomfortableandask Reclamationcommandwhattheywantustodo.Questions?”

“Primarythreats?”asked oneofthesergeants.

“Potentially

.Nothing solidyet.Ifwefindthem,wetakethemdown.Iftherearetoomany,we

consolidateandawait reinforcement.Vertain, report.”

TheSentinelpilotclearedhisthroat“.Wepulledbacktothisplazawhenthefighting inthe

templegroundsabated. Wewerelookingforastagingground,sir.Thelast wesaw at themonastery,theenemy’srearguardwasfollowing theforwardelementsin.Themaindoorswerebreached.Six,maybesevenhundredRemnant,”hesaid,referringtoKathuritePDFtraitors.“Doublethenumberof plague-slain.”

“Sevenhundred secondary

-classthreats,andfifteenhundred third-class,” thecaptainconfirmed.

“Nothingchanges.Wesplitintothreeforces,eachwithspecificobjectives.I’lltakeonehundred

mentothecentralchambers.LieutenantHorlarn,youtakeahundredtotheundercroftandmake

surethere’snowayintotheshrinefromunderground.LieutenantDarrick,you’vegotthebell

towers.Questions?”

Noonespoke.



“TheEmperorprotects,”saidThade“

.Nowmove

”

.



Resistancewasnowheretobeseen.Gainingaccesstothemonasteryprovedtobeuncomfortably

easy.

Thetoweringgateswerebroken,tornfromtheirhinges,andtherewaslittlesignof enemyforcesoutsideofafewshambling lonerswandering aroundtheexpansivecourtyard.Theseendedtheirpatheticexistencesunderprecisionlas-fire,astheGuardsmen filedfromtheirChimerasandmovedinsquadsupthewidemarblestairway tothefrontentrance.Theairreekedofthedeadandtheburningsectionsofthemonasteryitself,apotentmuskthat againinspiredalot ofrebreatheruse.

Minutesbecamehours.Deepwithinthelabyrinthine monastery, theShrineoftheEmperor’sUnending Majesty,almostthreehundredsoldiersoftheCadian88thwereonthehunt.Bodiesofplague victims litteredthestonefloor, justastheydidineachpassage andchambertheCadians hadpassedthroughinthelastfewhours.TheJanusianshadn’tjustbeenbesieged;they’dbeeninfiltratedandannihilated.Bodiesoftheregiment,blood soaking theirurbancamouflagegear,werestrewneverywhereinthemonasteryalongsidetheenemydead.

Theirlaststand hadbeeningloriousand,toCadianeyes, ratherunimpressive.TheJanus6thwasscattered in a poor defensive spread across the monastery’s series of awe-inspiring  sermonchambers,theirfinalrestingplacesshowingtothetrainedglancesofthe88thjustwhichsoldiershaddiedfighting,andwhichoneshadbrokenrankstoseekan escape.



Nosignofprimary threatssofar.Infact,Thadeandhisofficershadjustaboutabandonedthenotionofseeinganyfirst-classtargets.Theyhadreal problemsnow—enoughtertiarythreatstolastalifetime.Theplague-slainwereeverywhere insidethemonastery, andinfargreaternumbers thanthoseseenbyDeadMan’sHandoutside.



Roomby room,theGuardsmen cleansedtheholysite,cuttingdowntheshriekingdeadastheystaggeredinferalmindlessness,nothingbutshellsofunfocusedmalice.

Poisonous bloodshoweredCaptainThadeasheimpaledahowlingwomanwithathrustofhischainsword.A hundred  whirringteeth sawed  throughfleshyresistance,and the woman criedblasphemiesasshewasdisembowelled.

Itwashardtotellthedeadonesfrom those thatstilllived.Neither wouldliedown anddiewhen

youwantedthemto,and theyall madethesamenoises.
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Thadeyankedhard,freeingthebladefromhertorsoinalightspray ofnear-blackbloodand

fragmentsoffleshthatsmelledbeyondfoul.Therottakingholdoftheenemymadesuchworkalltheeasier.Decaysoftenedtheflesh,making itweakunderImperiallas-fireandvulnerabletothehowlingbiteofchainswords.

Thecorpsebegantoriseagain,ponderously clamberingtoitsfeetdespitebeingguttedand

missingan arm.

Thade’sbladesilencedashekilledthepower.He’dbeenfighting withtheweaponforalmosthalfanhour,andhismusclesburnedwitheffort.Exhausted tohiscore,hepulledhisboltpistolandpressedthe muzzleagainst thewoman’sbrokenskull.The airwithinthemonasterywas cold,butheblinkedstingingsweatfromhiseyes.

“InthenameoftheEmperor

,justdie.”

Theboltshellhammered intothecorpse’sheadandexplodedwithin thebrain,wettingthe

ImperialGuardcaptainwithmorechunksofdecaying  matter.Aflying shardofskullhithisbreastplatewithenoughforcetoleaveascratch.

Thesharpcracksofalas-firechorusdieddownaroundhim,andThade’scommand squaddispersedaroundthebarely-decoratedcontemplation chamber. Eachoftheninefightersscattered,butstayedineyecontactwithatleastoneothermemberofthesquad.Every manworedarkgreyfatiguesandblackchestarmourmade filthyfromtheday’sfighting.

“Ineedvox,”Thadecalledoutacrossthecavernoussermonchamber

.Jandenmovedoverto

him,joggingaroundthedipinthefloorwhereamosaicoftheEmperorhadbeendefiledsome

weeksago.Theroomreekedofurineandthevastamountsofanimalbloodusedtodefacethe

image.

JandenhandedThadethespeechhorn connectedtothebulkyvox-scanneronhisback.

“You’relive

,captain.”

“SquadVenatortoAlliance

.Acknowledgesignal and givemeasituationreport.”

ThepauseofseveralsecondsputThade’snervesonedge.Therewereamillionwaysthis

missioncouldgowrong.Evenwiththegreatesttrustinhismen,hehatedhissquadsscatteredinthis

hiveofthedead.

“Alliancehere

,captain.Situation:Unbroken.  We’reclosetothechoruschambersatopthe

northeasternbell tower.Weneedten,fifteenmoreminutestoget inplace”.

“Acknowledged,”Thade replied, and nodded to Janden. “Squad  Venator to Fortitudeand

Adamant.Report.”

Thepause thistimelastedlonger.Jandenshook hisheadatthecaptain’sglance;itwasn’t

interference.Foronce.



“Adamanthere

,captain. Situation:Unbroken.We’reenteringtheundercroftnow.”

“ThisisFortitude

,Unbroken. Moving withAdamanttosupport.Heavyresistanceinthecellars

delayedus. WefoundwheretheRemnantwere regrouping,and they’renotregroupinganymore,

sir. Fortyminutestomissionobjective.”

“Understood.Be careful”Th

,adesaid.

Andsoitwent.SquadPhalanxnext,thenEnduranceandDefiance,onandondowntheline.Thecaptainlistenedtothebriefsituationreportsfromeachofhisfifteensquads. Casualtieswerelight,

despitethefightingbeingfierce.

Thadeledhisonehundredmeninaloosescatteringofsquads,moving totakecontroloftheprimary altarchambersattheheartofthemonastery.AnotherhundredfollowedFirstLieutenantHorlarntosecure theundercroftandpurge thesubterraneantombs oftheenemy. SecondLieutenantDarrickledthelasthundred, securing thefourbelltowersthrustingupfromthemonastery’scentraldomes.Theholy buildingwasthesizeofasmalltown-the88thhadspentthebestpartofthreehourscuttingrighttothecoreofit.

Onelast vox-reporttomake.Themostimportantone.
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“ThisisCaptainThade

.88threportsprogressasexpected.Resistancemedium-to-heavy.No

signofprimarytargets,repeat:zerosightingsonprimarythreat.Resistancesofar,secondarythreatstwentypercent,tertiarythreatseightyper cent.”

Thissimple message wasallthatwasrequired.Hedoubted itevenreachedthelordgeneral’sbase,butitstill hadtobedone.



Jandentook  the speech horn  when Thadehandedit back. “Onlytwentyper cent on the

secondarythreat?Felt likemore.”

Thadesmiledat thevox-officerwiththebandagedarm“.I’llbet itdid.”

Athisorder,thesquadmovedout,headingdeeperintothemonastery.Thechambersgrewlarger,expandinginto halls,eachonemajestic insizeandincreasinglygrand inostentation,built byfaithfulhandsmany thousandsofyearsago.Archedwallsandceilingsweresupportedbygreat

spinesofstone,thickly juttingfromtheskeletalarchitecture.Stylisedpillarsrosetotheroof,each

onebathedintheweakdusklight comingthroughtheshatteredstained glasswindows.

ThetensoldiersinThade’ssquadfannedout,stalkingthroughthenear-darkness inafamiliar

ritualofstopsandstarts.Runtoapillar.Crouch,rifleuptoscanahead.Runtothenextpillar…



Something criedoutahead.Itwaseitherinhuman,orhadn’tbeenaliveinweeks.Thadelookedaroundthepillarhewaskneeling behind,onehandonthefadedredcarpetforbalance.Hesawnothing,butheardthemoanagain.

Afewdozenmetresaheadofhim,thesightblockedby thepillars,alasgunfiredwithasingle,sharpcrack.“Contact!”someonecalledout“. Tertiarythreat confirmed”.

TheCadiansadvanced, riflesupandnoneedtohide.Asmallgroup ofplaguevictims,nomorethantwenty,spilledsluggishlyfromanarchbehindatornredcurtain.

Thadesqueezedoffashotwithhispistol,detonatingtheheadoftheleadcursevictim.

“Killthem!” heshouted,andninelasguns litthechamber withflickering redflashesofpinpointlaserfire.Notasingleshotmissed,butthedisease-wrackedcorpsesstilltookseveraldirecthitstoputdownforgood.

Thesoldiersstoodaround thebodiesafterthekilling wasdone.ItwasKathur Reclamationprotocol tospeakshortprayersfor eachofthefallenwhen timeallowed. CaptainThade ordered hismenonwithoutaword.Timewasnotontheirside.



Thesquadmoved through aseriesofsmallerchambers, eachoneamosaic-rich tributetoSaintKathur’sdeeds,paidforby hundreds ofgenerationsofpilgrims. Progresswasfastuntilthesquad’seleventhman,wheezingasheleaneduponan aquila-toppedblackstaff,raspedthecaptain’sname.

Thadehalted. “Makethisgood,Seth.”

“Ihearsomeone calling

.Cryingout,asiffromagreatdistance.” Thesanctionedpsykerwipedafleckoffoamy spittlefromhislipswithatremblinghand.Hispowerswereerraticatthebestoftimes,waxing andwaning withouthiscontrol. Thiscampaignwasanightmare —Kathurwaswreathedthickinwarpdisruption, andthepsychictollontheImperialGuard’stelepathswasimmense.Fivehaddiedofembolisms intheweekssinceplanetfall,oneofheartrupture,andafurthertwohadfallenunderpossessionbynamelesshorrorsbornofthewarp.

“Callingouttous?”Thadeasked.

“I

…Icannottell.Thereissomething ahead.”HereSethpausedtosuckairthroughhisteeth.

“Somethingpowerful

.Somethingold.”

“Primarythreat?” asked Janden.Thiswasgreetedbyashortwaveof chucklesfromthegathered

soldiersandThadeshakinghishead.“Notlikely,”hesaid.

Thecaptainresistedtheurgetosneeratthewheezing,thin-limbedpsyker.Theireyesmetandthegazeheldforseveralmoments. Thecaptain’seyeswerethetypicalpalevioletoftheCadian-born,whileSeth’swereadeepblue,bloodshot underthebandofmetalacrosshisbrowthatsankcables intohisbrain toamplifyhisunreliabletalents. “Anythingmorespecific?”Thadetried tokeepthedislikeoutofhisvoiceandhisexpression.He wasalmostsuccessful.
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“AnagentoftheArchenemy”

.

“Inthenext chamber?”



“Inoneofthechambersahead. I cannotbesure

.Thewarp cloudseverything.”

Thadenodded,inclininghisheadandleadingthesquadon.“Janden,what chambersareahead?”

Thevox-officerconsultedhisdata-slate,tappingafewbuttons.“Aseriesofpurificationhalls.

Pilgrimsusedthemtobathebeforebeingallowed entrancetotheinnertemple.”

“A  bath  house? In a cathedral?”Zailen,the squad’sweaponsspecialist

,walkedalongside

Janden.Thehumofhisliveplasmagunsetthetroopers’teethonedge.Thadefelthisscalp

prickling,but foughtdownthesensationashespoke.

ItwasThadewhoanswered.“SaintKathur,Emperor resthisbones,wasfamedforhispurity.It

makessensethosewhocametoseehisremainswouldberequiredto rituallycleansethemselves.”

Zailenshruggedandlookedaway—ahabitofhiswhenhedidn’thavethewordsto answer.



Aheadofthem,thegreatdoubledoorsleadingintothepurificationchambersstoodclosed.Defiledengravingsoffemaleangels,carvedofmarblenowstainedwithbloodandbodymatter,stareddownat theeleven men.Thadeclearedhisthroat.

“TrooperZailen?”



“Yes,sir?”



“Openthedoors.”

“Yes,sir.”

Zailenraisedhisplasma gunandsqueezed thefirsttrigger. Thebaselinehumofthearcaneweaponintensifiedinanangrywhineofmassingenergy.Hebreathedaquiet“Knock,knock”…andpressedthesecondtrigger.

Theplasma gunroared.
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CHAPTERIII

CounttheSeven



TheShrineof theEmperor’sUnendingMajesty



SecondLieutenantTaan Darrickwashavingabadday.



Thereweretworeasonsforthis.Thefirstandleastimportantwasmoreofawearyingachethanarealworry —the88thweremechanisedinfantry,andbytheEmperordidDarrickhatehaving towalkeverywhere.This monasteryassaulttookalotoffoot-slogging,andwhilehisfitnesswasn’t an

issue itstillirritatedhimthattheregimenthad beenselectedforthisoperation.ReinforcetheidioticJanusiansontheirvainglorious thrustintoenemyterritory?Thefoolshadpaidforitnow. Sitinadamnchurchandholdoutforreinforcements?Ugh.Ithardly screamed“mechanisedinfantry”toDarrick.

Thecaptain,asthecaptainalwaysdid,took the orders without acomplaint andmadethebest ofabaddeal.ButDarrick?Darrickwasacomplainer anddamnproudofit.Hefeltitgavehimcharacterinthestoicranksofhisfellows.Itsimply didn’toccurtohimthathewasjustbeingannoying.

Thesecondreasonforhisbadday,andmuchmoreofarealproblem, wasthefacthewasbeingshotat.Darrick’ssquadhadmetserioussecondary resistanceastheynearedthetopofthemassivebell tower.OnKathur“s,econdaryresistance”meanttheenemyhadguns,too.

Crouched behindawoodenpodiumonceusedby prieststoleadchoirsingers,Darrickreloaded

hislasgun,slappingafreshpowercellintothestandard-issue weaponwithaprofessionalshove.A

las-roundscorchedablackstreakthroughthepulpitahand’sspanfromhisleft ear.



“Wouldn’t itbewonderful tohavealittleheavysupport?” heaskedthesoldiersharing hispatheticcover.TheotherCadiangrunted agreementashefiredaroundthepodium. Hewasnewtothesquad,andfoundDarrick’sendlessbanterdistracting,notendearing.He was hardlyalone inthisopinion.

Theenemy,raggedelementsoftheKathurPDFpickingthroughthebonesofthemonastery indisorganisedpacks,hadentered theancientchorusroomatthesametimeasDarrick’smen.A seriesofthesesamechoruschambersnestledatopeachofthefourhugespiresrising fromthemonastery.Thetowerswerecrucial,bothasalikelyhavenforJanusiansurvivors,andastheonly decentsitesImperialforcescouldeffectasupply landingforanyregimentbottledinhereforlongerthantheyshouldbe.



“I’mgoodwithaheavybolter

,youknow,”Darrickwasopiningtohiscaptiveaudiencenow,

andhissquadsharedgrimsmiles.Thelieutenant’sdeclarations werepunctuated byenemy fire

crackingandpingingoff thestone allaroundhim“And.Ienjoyit.Thekickof actuallybeingable to

shoot yourdamn enemieswithoutall this messingaround,beingdenied anytoys incasewe messup

thearchitecture.”

Oneofhismen,Tomarin,grinnedatDarrick’s observations. “It’sashametobedeniedone’spassions,sir.”

“Thatit is.Thatit is.Now,timeto ruinsomeassholes’days.”
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Darrick’s riflebuckedinhishandswitheachshot,andeachshotwasakill.Youdidn’t train

every dayofyourlifefromtheageofsixandmisstoooften.Thesecond lieutenanthadbeenfiringthesamerifleforthirtyyears,andwhilemostjuniorofficerswithdrewmoreadvancedarmsfromtheofficers’arsenaluponachievingpromotion, Darricklikedtostickwithwhatheknewbest.His

oneguiltypleasurewashisnever-endingsupplyofvariousgrenades—buttheywereinhisstoragebagbackatthebase.Alongwithheavyboltersandothersupportweaponsofanysignificance,itwashardtojustify takinggrenadesintoamonastery whenKathurReclamationobjectivesclearly

statedthearchitectureof theshrineworldwasto remain“undamagedbyrecklessinterference”.



Deniedhisfavouritetoys,Darrickscowledashegunneddowntheunarmoured soldiersofthePlanetary DefenceForce.Whenthesoldiernexttohimfellbackwithholeinhishead,DarrickhadtoconcedethatsomeoftheChaos-taintedscumoverthereweretruly wickedshots.Hebrokecover

tocrackoffthreemore rounds, killingtwoPDFsoldiersandtakinganotherinthebelly.Thatone

wouldtakeawhiletodie,thrashingaroundonthe marblefloorandturninghisblueuniformred.

Countsasakill shot,he thought,smirkingashereloadedagain.

Darricktappedthelittlepearl-likevox-unit inhisear.Therewasarat’schanceintheGreatEyehe’dbeabletomakeabreakforhisvox-officer,Tellic,whowaspinned down across theroomwithmostoftheothersinDarrick’ssquad. Las-fireflashedthroughthechamberinlethal strobes.

Rangeonthemicro-beadvoxwasawfulatbest,especially when thestonewallsplayedallhell

withthesignals,butDarrickpressedthethroatmicagainsthisskinandtrustedhisluck.

“AlliancetoVenator.”

Nothing.Notevenstatic.Tremendous.Really,justdelightful.



Darrick’sluckwasdry,andsowashispatience.Aquickkissoftheaquilanecklacehewore,



andthelieutenantbrokeintoacrouching sprintawayfromthealtarhe’dbeenhidingbehind.Lasfireslashedpastcloseenoughtowarmhisskin,buteithertheEmperorchosethatsecondtoblesshimwithfortune,ortheChaos-taintedscumwhocouldactuallyhitanything werebusy shooting

elsewhere.Whicheverwastrue,Darrickleaptbehindthepaltry coverofarowofpews,kissedhis

necklaceagain,andcame upfiringonfull-auto.

Thetower-topchoir chamberwith itshighdomedceilingandrowsof pewsnowplayedhost toatunefar removedfromImperiallitaniesandhymns.Lasguncracksformedanincessant chorustotheinfrequentpercussion ofheavyboltershammeringouttheirhigh-calibre rage.Explosiveshellsfromthesesmashedintothewhitemarblewallsanddetonated,leavinghead-sizedchunksofstoneblastedfree.RubblerainedontheCadiansfrombehindtheirmakeshiftcover.



“Howcometheygettoshoottheplaceup?”groanedoneoftheGuardsmen tohislieutenant

,

sharingthepathetic anddisintegratingcover.

“Because,”Darrickfakeda thoughtfulexpression,“it’s  morefunthis way.”  Thosewords

spoken,herose, rifleinhand.

DarrickfiredthelastshotinhispowercellrightintotheopenmouthofashoutingPDF

sergeant,andduckedbackundercover.WithasilentprayertotheEmperor ashetappedhismicrobead,herepeatedthewordshewas gettingbloodysickof repeating“A.lliancetoVenator.”



“Venator”Th

,adesaid,

“acknowledged.”

Ashespoke,hefiredhisboltpistolintothefaceofayoungplaguevictim,doubtlessapilgrimoranacolyteofthecathedral.Nowfaceless,thechildcollapsed.Thecaptainstampedonitsthroatto makesureitwasn’tgettingbackup,wincingasthespinegave way.

“Talktome

,Alliance.”Heglancedaroundthepillaredchamber,whichwasswarmingwiththird-classthreatsstaggering thiswayandthat,utteringhowlsandpiteouslittlewhines.Morewerecomingthroughthegreatdoubledoorsat theendofthehall“F.aster,Darrick,faster”.

“

…resistanceinforce.Infullforce.Secondary  targets,nofewer…seventy,reinforced…auxiliary passagesinthetowers…heavyboltersatthe…mygrenades,doyouhearme?Captain?Captain!TheRemnantis…”
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Thade heldahand tohisown micro-bead ashefellback,trying toinsulate itsohecouldhear

Darrickoverthebarkoftheboltpistol.Weightystandard-issue bootsfoundawkwardpurchaseontheblood-slickmarblefloor.



Accordingtothemaps,thiswasthepenultimatepreparatory hallbeforethefirstoftheprimaryaltarchambers.For thousandsofyears,pilgrimshadcomeheretobeblessedbyclergybefore being

allowedbarefoot intothepresence ofthegreataltarsraisedinSaintKathur’shonour.Now itlookedlikeanabattoir,smelledlikeaplaguepitandsoundedliketheEmperor-damned invasionofCadiaitself: allgunfireandscreams.

“Icopy,” Thade said,holsteringhisboltpistolanddrawinghischainsword.Hecleavedthehead

oftheclosestplaguevictimfromitsshoulders, andkickedtheheadlesscorpsebackintotwoofits

advancingfellows.“Acknowledged.RemnantsightedinthebelltowersbyAlliance.Darrick,do

youneedCruor?”

“…wouldbelovely

,Captain.”

“Copythat.”Thadekilledthelinkandgrippedhischainswordtwo-handed. Las-fireflashedpast

him,scything downthewalkingcorpsesinwaves,butthereweretoomany.They streamedatthe

Cadiansina relentlesstide,screaming,howlingandsobbing.



“Bayonetsandblades,”Thadecalled,“forCadiaandtheEmperor!”

AtthementionoftheGod-Emperor,thedeadwailedasifthroughonevoice.TheCadianslockedranks andansweredwithsilence,awaitingthefoeto reachstabbingrange.

Sethgrippedhisstaff,wheezingwetlyashestoodbythecaptain’sshoulder.Itwashewhobrokethequiet.



“Thewarpiswithinthemall

.TheyhaveturnedfromHislight.”

Thadepoweredhischainswordto fullthrottle“Th.enwewillilluminatethem.”

Thestaggering tidemetthedispersed,outnumberedGuardsquadinaroarofnoise,andthesoldierssetabouttearing theplaguevictimstopieces. Bayonetsknifedouttopunchintoeyesocketsandlaspistolsflared atpoint-blankrange.Inthecentreofthepreparationchamber,Thadehewedleftandright,hischainsword rising andfalling inskill-less rhythm,sprayingblood inalldirections asitravagedflesh.Colddropletsfleckedhisface,joiningthesweatstinginghiseyes.He’dalways

fancied himselfa fair swordsman,butaptitudeplayednopart inthiseye-to-eyeslaughter.Inascenewheretherewasnoroomtomanoeuvre,againstanenemy thatneverdefendedthemselves,alltheskillintheworldmeantnothing.Momentslikethiscamedownto  defiance;sheer,gruelling

endurance.



Ayearagotheroomhadbeendevotedtopurification. AsThademovedfromcorpsetocorpse,scythingthemdowninarelentlessrepetitionofmotion,hecouldscarcelybelievethisplacehadeverbeenanythingbutaslaughterhouse.



Hecutleft,lopping theheadoffanobeseplaguevictim,andunleashedthreeboltsintothe

wretchesstaggeringbehindit.

“Ihatethisplanet,”hesaidforwhatmay havebeenthefiftiethtimethatweek.“Janden,look

alive!Behind you!”

Janden’sheavy vox-casterbackpackmadehimaslowtargetcomparedtotheothersinthecommandsquad.Stumblingoverabodyon thefloor,thevox-officerwent downashe turnedtofacetheplaguevictimsreachingforhim.Awhiteshockofpainflaredthroughhisskullashisheadhitthegroundwithameatysmack.Handsmobbedhim,grabbingandtearing,noneofwhichhenoticed.

Dazedandbarelyconscious,Jandendidn’trealisethedullthrobinhislegwasbecauseoneoftheplague-deadhadwrenchedoffhisshinarmourandwasdevouring hisrightcalf.Theothersseemedintentonbattering himtodeathwiththeirrottingfists,thoughJandenwassooutofithedidn’tfeelmuchofthateither.Ashadowfellacrosshisnumb, unseeing face.Adeadmanwasleeringathim,asickvisageofshrunkeneyesandblackgums.
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Thegrinding bladeofThade’schainswordburstthroughthechestofthecorpse.Withprecise

strikesandafewungentlekicks,thecaptainclearedthewalkingdeadawayfromJanden.

Five morecameonwiththeircharacteristic shamble, reachingoutforhim.Eachwore thesoiled

once-brightrobesofKathuriteclergy.



“Eighty

-Eight!” Thadecried,andthrewhimselftotheground.Astormofcoveringlas-fireflashedoverhishead.

Whenitwasdone,thefiveplague-slainwereholedand twitchingontheground,goingnowhere.Thadedraggedthedelirious,bleedingvox-officerbehindapillarandsat himup.

Janden’shelmet slapped against thestonebehind hishead.Blood gushedfromthebitewoundin

hisleg,whichThadeboundwithahastytourniquet.



“Pressure

,Janden.Youhearme?Keeppressureonthis.”

“Captain,”Janden’seyesrolledback.“There’sblood.Bloodonyourmedal.”

Thade’shandwentinstinctively totheWardofCadiaonthefrontofhishelmet.Hisgloved

fingertipsstreaked even moredark goreacrossitssilversurface.



“Captain…”Jandennoddedlikeadrunk,lookingoverThade’sshoulder“Be

.hind…”

Thechainsword wasinThade’shands,revvingupasheroseandturned.Theteeth,each

sharpened toamonomolecularedge,mettheshoulderofanelderlyplague victiminthefilthy robes

ofaseniormonk.Thesword’steethcheweddownintothecorpsewithnoisy efficiency.Theholy

man,deadforfivemonths,screamedasThadesawedhimintwo.Old,coldbloodhitbothCadians

in anicyshower.

Eventhroughtheburninginhismuscles,eventhroughfear-heightenedsensesandthe

adrenaline fuellinghisinstincts,Thadewasannoyedenoughto curseatgettingsprayedagain.

Morecorpsesrantowardshim,only tobecutdownbypreciseswingsofhischainsword and

pinpointfirefromJanden’slaspistol.

“Ineedasignaltobase”

.Thade

’s sword drippedbloodasitidledoncemore

,andthecaptain

turnedtothewoundedsoldier.Jandenwaspale,sweating andbleedingfromascore ofwounds,but

henoddedtoThadewhilereloadinghispistol.



“Contact

,sir?

”



“DirectmessagetoColonelLockwood. Demandimmediatedeployment ofStrikeTeamCruor

.

Authorisation:Thadethirtysixty-two-A. CruoraretoassistLieutenantDarrickintakingobjectives

threethroughsix.Thebelltowers.Allianceislosing thebelltowers.Makesurethecolonelrealises

that.”

Janden lefthislaspistolonhiskneesashepunched inthecodeandvoxedbacktobase.Thadewasalready movingaway,runningbacktotheheartofthechamberwherehismenwerefightingtheirbrutalmelee.Asheran,hemessagedDarricktotellofCruor’simpendingarrival.



Alliancehadlostthebelltowers.

Darrickneversawthewallexplode, andneversawhalfofhissquadblown outofthegaping

hole.Asthedetonationwentoffandthrewhimaside,hewasknockedmomentarilyunconscious.

Hedid,however,recoverfast.Sharpsensesandathickskullmeanthecametoinahurry andheardthecriesasthesoldiersstillalivebegantheirlong fall.Evenoverringing inhisearsinthe

aftermathofthemissileblast,heheardthemfallingtotheirdeaths.

“Alliance

,comein.”Thade’svoicecrackledoverthemicro-bead. Darrickdraggedhimself,bleedingandbattered,fromunderapileofwreckedandsmoulderingpews.Hereachedatremblinghandtotaptheearpiece.



“Alliance”D

,arrickhissedthroughgrittedteeth.

“Broken”

.

“Repeat,”Thadesaid.Thesignalwasbad.Interferencefromtheexplosionthathadraged

throughthechoirchamberanddestroyedawholewall? Probably.
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“Iamhavingabsolutely nofuntoday”D

,arrickhissed,pullingoutachunkofshrapnelfromhis

thigh.Helookedupfromwherehelay.Hismen—thosethatstilllived—wererousing. Tooexperienced torisefullyandfaceenemyfire,they crawledthrough theshreddedfurniture,findingcoverwherevertheycould.Las-firewasalreadyflashingat themfromtheKathuritepositionsacross

thechamber.



“This isAlliance

,captain.”Darrick reachedoutbleeding fingers topullhisfallenlasgun closer.

He’dcarriedthatweaponsincehe’dbeenaWhiteshieldover twentyyearsago.Notachanceinhell

he’dleaveithere,nomatterhowbattereditwas. Hisfingertipssnaggedthestrap, andhedraggedon

it.The rifle boreapaletteoffreshburns andnewscratches,butotherwiselookedfine.Heguessedit

wouldstill fire“.Alliance:Broken”he,repeated.

“Acknowledged. Cruorinbound.HoldinthenameoftheEmperor,” wasThade’scurtreply

beforecuttingthelink.

Easiersaidthandone,thoughtDarrick.

***



Agang-rampslammedclosed.Thrustersfired.Amachinecametolife,taking itscargointotheskyonscreamingengines.

TheValkyrietorethrough theairoverthecity.Itsdownswept wingscarriedracksofair-to-surfacemissilesthepilotscouldneverfire,andthetwinautocannonsonthegunship’s cheeks

remainedsilentevenastheValkyrieflewovertertiary threattargetsalready beginning tofloodthestreetsclearedby theGuardearlierintheday.Thecannons’ silencewasnottosaveammunitionor,asinthecaseoftherockets,topreventdamagetotheplanet’ssacredarchitecture.Atthisspeed,

there was simplynowaythepilots could expecttohitanything.Dead bodieswept atthesight of thetrooptransportasitshotoverhead,enroutetotheShrineoftheEmperor’sUnending Majesty.TheValkyrie,crow-blackanddragon-loud,roaredonward.

Ononesideofthecockpit,whicharcheddownlikeasneering vulture’sfaceatthecityscapeflashingbelow,weretwowords inImperialGothiclettering.Thenameofthegunship itself:HisHolyBlade.

OntheoppositesidewasasimplewordinHighGothic.Thenameofthegunship’scargo:

Cruor.



As the 88th hunted  within,  Enginseer  Osironremainedoutsidethe  monasterywith the thirty

Chimeras.

Hewasnotalone,ofcourse.Thedrivers,armedandready,stoodby theirvehicles.Ahandfulbusiedthemselveswithminormaintenanceonenginesorarmourplating.Betweentheorderly rowsofChimeras,lobotomised tech-servitorsmovedhereandthere,usingtheiraugmetichandsandmachinetoollimbstoaidintherepairs.Oneoftheservitors—formerly adeserter,nowahalf-machine slavewithout amind—haditsforearmsreplacedwithindustrialscrubbers.Itcrouchedby

thecommandChimera,itswhirringhandsscrubbing andflushingoutgorefromthetank’streads.Anotherservitorwithahammerforaleft handpanel-beat anothertank’sdistortedfront armourbackintoStandardConstructregulationshape.



DeadMan’sHandstalkedaroundtheparkedtrooptransports, theirstepsmakingarhythmic

drumbeatofblessediron onstone.Perimeterdefenceduty.

Wreathedinacloakofbloodred,thehoodpulledoverhisheadandhidinghisfeatures,EnginseerOsironnoddedsilentlytooneofthepatrollingSentinelsasitpassed.Vertainrepliedtothetech-priest’snodwithan acknowledgementblipoverthevox.

Noneofthe88thknewOsiron’sage.Hecouldhavebeenthirty ortwohundredandthirty.His

facewasforeverconcealedbythelow-hangingcrimsonhoodandasurgicallyattachedrebreather
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maskcoveringhisnose,mouthandchin.Theonlyvisiblehumanfeaturesbeyondthepaleskinof

hischeekswerehiseyesofCadianviolet,glintinginthedepthsofthehood’sshadow.

Hisbody—whattherewastoseeofitbeneath thetraditionalrobeoftheMachineCultofMars—was anarmouredformof tarnishedplating,whirringgears andhissingpistons.Ostensiblyhewashuman,at least at themostbasiclevel: twoarms,twolegs, andsoon.

Buteverything visiblewasreplacedoraugmented withtheholy alterationsofhiscult.His

internalorganstickedandclickedloudenoughtohear.Hisjointshummedasgearssimulated bonesmovinginharmony.Hisvoicewasatoneless murmuremittedfrom thevox-speakersonthefrontofhisrebreather.Thislast aspectbetrayedhiscuriousinhumanitymostofall,turningeverybreath into

an audiblerise andfall of static.Krsssh,in.Krsssh,out.



Osironleanedonthehaftofhismassivetwo-handed axe.Theweaponwastooheavyforanunaugmented mantolift,andsportedthesplit-skullimageoftheAdeptusMechanicusonitsblackironblade.Fromabulky backpackthatthrummed withpower,amulti-jointed mechanicalarmrose

andextendedout,itsclawedhandopening andclosing asifstretching.Acutting torchonthearm’swristflaredbriefly asthepowerclawwhirredclosed.Drillbitsandother toolsfoldedbackintothearm’sbody.It coiledbehindthetech-priest’sshoulder,reposed.

“Count theSeven,” Osiron’sinternalvoxsaiddirectlyintohisleftear

.Ithadbeendoingthatfor

anhournowand,unlikethesquadsengaged intheretakingofthemonastery,Osironhaddisobeyed

orders,remainingtappedintothecompromisedfrequency.It fascinatedhim.



“Curious,”hesaidinamurmurofvox

-speakers.Theservitornexttohimturnedslowly,unsure

if ithad misheard anorder.Osirontappedabuttonon thesignumattachedtohisbelt,hangingdown

histhighlikeametalpouchdecoratedwithahundred keystopress.Theservitor cancelledits

attentioncycle,goingback tostaringmutelyahead, asdead initsownwayasthepoorwretchesstill

staggeringacrossthisplanet.



“OsirontoVertain.”

“Honouredenginseer?”

“Monitorauspexforsignsofjamming.”

“Yes,sir.”

Sir.ThetitlealwaysmadeOsironsmile.Heheldsomeminorauthorityinthe88thbydintof

expertise,hisruthlesslylogicalmindandhisclosefriendshipwiththecaptain—notfromany

formalrank.

“I’mnotseeing evidenceofjamming,”Vertainvoxedback.“Confirmedbytherestofmyteam

.

DeadMan’sHandreportsnoinstrumentglitches.”

“That

,scout-lieutenant,is exactlymypoint.Whenhaveourscannersbeensoclear?

”

“Maybewe’rejustlucky.”Osironwasnoexpertatinterpreting humanemotionthroughtoneof

voice,butVertain’sdoubtswereobviousashespoke.Hedidn’tbelievewhathe’dsuggested.

NeitherdidOsiron.

“Unlikely

.Auspexhasbeenclearforoveranhour.I detectnoneoftheinterferencewehave

cometo associate asstandardforKathurReclamationoperations.”

“Acknowledged,honouredenginseer

.I

’vealreadyloggedtheclarityofauspexreadingswith

HighCommand.Canyoureachthecaptain?”

“Amoment, please

.Suspicions  mustbeconfirmed beforethecaptainisalerted.Osironto

inboundValkyrieHisHolyBlade.”

Thereply tookseveralseconds. Whenitcame,ithitinamangledwaveofsavagedvox.Just

noise.

“EnginseerBylamOsirontoinboundValkyrieHisHoly Blade.”Thetech-priestadjustedhis

internalvoxbytweakingdialsonhisforearm.

“HisHolyBlade

.Twominutesuntil arrival,”thepilotsaid.

“Problems?”

“CounttheSeven,”Osiron’svoxwhisperedagain. “CounttheSeven.”
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Theenginseerfrowned.“Pilot,reportauspexperformance asyouenterstandardclose-range

scanningdistancerelativetoourposition.”

It was an unusualrequest.Osironwaited patientlyfor  the  pilotto check  hisinstruments.

“Standarddistortionat mediumrange

,sir.Reachingclose rangeintwentyseconds.”

Osirontimedtheestimateagainstthetickingofhisownheart-engine.Twenty-three seconds

passed.

“Auspexis…clear

.Minimalinterference

”

.

Osironkilledthelinkandswitchedchannels.“Scout-lieutenant.”

“Yes,honouredenginseer?”

“Deployavailableresourcesindefensivespread.”

“What?Why?”



“Because youaretherankingofficerhere, andwe havewalkedintoatrap”.



Thedoubledoorsweresteel-shodKathuriteoakandhadstoodforthree thousandyears; consistentlyblessed, reinforced,redecorated andrestored overthecenturies. Theywerebuilt inthesamestyleasmostofKathur’ssavagelyoverdonearchitecture,butpracticalitywasintheirconstruction,too.In

theeventofafire,thesedoorswouldsealclosedandallowthosewithinthepreparationchamberstosurviveuptoninehoursprotectedfromtheflames.

Theornatedoorsexploded inwards under theforceoftheplasmablast.With twincrashes,theyflewofftheirhingesandclatteredtotheredcarpetblanketingthefloor.Elevenmenstoodinthe

tornopening,riflesandpistolsraised.ItwasthethirdsetofsuchdoorsZailenhadopened withhisplasmagun.Whitesteam,hotenoughtoscaldflesh,hissedfromtheweapon’sfocusing ringinanangrygush.

Another preparation chamberopenedupbeforethem.Anotherhallfilledwiththeenrageddead.The corpses turned their attention to the living  interlopers,their ruined faces peeling intoexpressionsresemblingsomethinglikejoy,andsomethinglikepain.Severalbegantowail.

Thade’sswordcut theairandhissquadopenedfire.



Afterthemayhem,thesquadreformedinthecentreoftheroom.Bloodmarkedthemassurelyasif they’dbeenpaintedwith it.Theirbootstepsechoedthroughoutthechamber,bouncingoffwallsthatsportedstoneangelsleeringdownincolddissatisfaction.ThereliefsinthisroomdepictedscenesoftheGreatCrusade.WingedAstarteswarriorsstandingtallandproud—atestamenttotheRavenGuard Legionthathadforcedthisworldintocompliancesomanythousandsofyearsago.

Anotherset ofdoubledoorsbarredtheirwayintothenext chamber.Thadeshookhishead.

“We’rebeingherded. Likecattletotheslaughter”

.

TheCadiansnodded. Zailensaid,“Roomafterroomofpiss-poor resistance.They’rewearing us

downpiecebypiece.”Severalofthesoldierscheckedtheirdigitalammoreadoutsandmuttered

agreement.



“Seth?”Thadefixedhimwithhisvioletglare“

. We’rerunningoutof preparationchambers.This

istheheartofthemonastery.Whateveryou’vesensedisnearby”.

Thepsykerwastrembling.  Darkbloodleakedinaviscous trailfromhisright eye.Thade

consideredshootinghimonthespot.Seth’sunreliability todaywasalittlemuchevenforthe

captain’spatience.Heknewacommissarwouldalmostcertainlyhaveexecutedtheshiveringman

bynow,forderelictionof dutyaswellastheriskof psychiccontamination.But Thadeneeded every

advantagehecouldgrasp.



Everythingabout thismissionwasamess,rightbacktothefools intheJanus6thwho’dtriedtotaketheshrineinthefirstplace.Couldthemonastery beheld?Maybe.Coulditbeheldwithoutextreme losses?Notachance.CouldsomeamateuroutfitliketheJanus 6th—justthrown outintospacebytheir foundingworld—have anychanceto cut ithere?Never.
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Thadehadhopedtosecurethekeypointswithhisdividedteamsandsealthemselvesin,

awaitingreinforcement.Agoodplan,butgettingmoreunrealisticby thesecond.Everything fairly

reekedofdeceptionandan enemy’spre-planning.



“Seth.I’mgoing tocounttothree.”Thaderestedhisboltpistolagainstthesanctionedpsyker’s

cheek. “One”.

“Soold,”Sethwhispered“S

.oold.Sodiseased.Howdotheylive?

”

“Seth,focus.Two”

.

“Soold…”

Thadebackhandedhimwiththeweighty pistol,nothardenoughtoinjurebutnotalightslap,



either“.Seth,focus!Cadianblood,iceinyourveins.Youhaveajobtodo.We’recounting onyou.

What.Is.Ahead?”

Sethclosedhisbleedingeyes.Thetremblingceased,andevery manpresentfelttheinvisibletremorofthepsykerreaching outwithhispowers.Zailenstepped back,asiftheunseenforcesat

workcoulddestabilisehistemperamental,hummingplasmarifle.



“I’mstill hearingthevoice

. It

’strapped,barelyreachingthesurface”

…



“Seth,focusnoworI shootyouwhereyoustand

.Ignore thedamnvoice

”Th

.adeaskedagain,

“Whatdoyousee?”



Thepsykersmiled.ACadiansmile,amorbidtwistofthelips,grimandhumourless.“Traitors.”



Enginseer Osiron’s warningflashed through the vox network, squad by squad. No one wassurprised.Hopeshadhardly beenhighofthemissionbeingasuccess,andmany ofthe88thhadquestioned theinitialorderstoreinforcetheJanus6thinsuchatactically unviablelocation.Thegreenunithadpushedtoofar,toofast,anditwasdowntotheCadianstogetinthereanddotheirbesttokeepthefreshmeat alive.Intheory.

Ofcourse,therewasonly somuchyoucoulddowhentheregimentyouweresupposed toreinforcewas alreadyannihilatedbythetimeyou arrived.

Taan Darrickcrouchedbehindarowof stonepews, clutchinghisbattered lasrifle. Chunksof hiscoverbrokeaway inflyingpiecesorweredisintegratedoutrightbythebiteofheavybolterrounds.Hisglancekeptflickinguptothestainedglassdomethirty metresabovehishidingplace.KathurReclamationprotocolwasadamantaboutavoiding collateraldamage,butanysecondnow,KathurReclamationprotocolwasabouttogotohell.



Deftfingersejectedhisrifle’sspentpowerpack.Thesickle-shaped magazinefellintohisfreehand,andhestoredit inhiswebbing.

“Machine-spirit

,forgivemyactions.Soonyoushallbewholeagain.”TheLitany ofUnloading.Taan’svoicewascoolandunshaking. Cadianblood,iceintheveins.Therewasnowayhe’dlethimselfdiehere.



Heslammedthefreshpowercellinandpulledtherechargeslide,nowspeakingtheLitanyof

Loading.

“Machine-spirit

,acceptmygift.Swallowthelight,andspitoutdeath

”

.Simplewords.Evensilly, inother circumstances.Agrunt’sattemptatsomethingpoetic.YetDarrickhadbeensayingthe samewordssincehe’dloadedhisfirstlasgunatagefour.Theymadehimgrinnow.Funny howcertainthings gainsuchsignificance.

Thelasttimehe’draisedhisheadabovetherowofseats,he’dcountedclosetoseventy ofthe

Remnantscatteredinalooseline,theirnumberspunctuatedbyhastilyerectedheavy weaponsemplacements.Seventysoldiers.Therehadbeenoverahundredafewminutesago.

Seventyleft.



Taanlookedleftandright,countinghisownremaining menastheycrouchedinthemakeshifttrench,shelteredfromtheonslaughtbytherapidly-erodingstonepews.

Hecountedtwelve.Wonderful.That’sjustwonderful.
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“DarricktoHisHolyBlade

. InthenameoftheEmperor,whereareyou?

”

“Onapproach,Alliance

.Cruorrequestspict detail ofdeployment.”

“DoIsoundlikeIhave time tostartacareer asataker of rare andbeautifulpicts? We’repinned.

Youhearthatgunfire?That’snotusshooting,yousonof—”

TaanwasCadian,borninabarracksandbredunderthevioletsky.Evenasheranted,hefocused thelensofthepicterattachedtothesideofhishelmet,andtookapeek—nolonger thanaheartbeat—longenoughtotakeasinglepictofthewallofRemnantforcesacrossthecircularchorus chamber.Allthewhile,heswore. Darrickduckedagainjustasalasboltburned thestoneblackaninchfromhiseye.



“raised by dogs,youungrateful…”hetrailedoff

,clicking

“Send”onthehelmetpicter“C

….an

youseethat?”

“Quiteapartyinthere

.Patchingit throughtoCruornow.”

“Norush

.” Thepewshook asamassivechunkofitsfront detonatedunder thefullforceofa

directheavybolterroundonly threemetresaway“T.akeaslongasyouneed.I’mstartingtoget

comfortable”.



Taancouldn’tresist.Helookedup,takingapictofthestainedglassdome.Itwastheonlypointofentry unlesstheValkyriewasgoingtodropCruorthroughtheholeblowninthewall.Thatwas

unlikely.Darrickclicked“Send”asecondtime,transmittingthepict ofthepristinedome.



“Seethat secondpict?I’mnotseeingmuchdeploymenthere.”

Thepre-dawnlightfilteringthroughthedomedarkenedunderanavianshadow. TheValkyriehovered,itsthrustersscreamingastheyburned.Severalof theRemnantcriedout as colouredmeltedglassrainedontheminsticky,agonisingdrips.

“Now!”Taancalledtohissurviving men.Theyusedthemomentary distractiontobreakcover

,

twelveriflesfiring.Twenty-twoRemnantsoldierswentdown,hitinthefirstorsecondvolley.Two

shotswentwide.Taanlaughedasheduckedback intocover.



“Isawthat

,Kallo!Areyousureyourmotherhadvioleteyes?

”HeknewKallohadbeenhitin

theshoulderanditwasruininghisaim,butstill“…Twomisses!The captainwillhearaboutthis!”

Kalloofferednoexcuse.TaancalledouttheLitanyofForgivenesswithawickedgrin.“Sweet

God-Emperor,forgiveYourservantKallohissins.Rememberheisjustaman!”

Severalofthesoldierssniggeredintheircover.

Thegunfirerenewed,butinlessforce.SomeofitwasangleduptowardstheValkyrie,butthe

greatestdifferencewasthefact thatathirdoftheforcewasnolongerfiring.

“StrikeTeamCruorconfirmreceiptoftacticalsituation.Deploying”

.



“Oh?Niceofthemto finallydropby”

.



“Iheardthat,” cameadeepervoicethat Taan recognisedinstantly“S

.eeyouinasecond,joker

”

.



Taan grinnedasStrikeTeamCruormadetheirentrance.



Tenmeninnight-blackcarapacearmourfellthrough themeltedruinoftheglassdome.Bootsfirst, theydroppedlikeknives,firingastheyplummeted.TheValkyrie abovestayed lockedinhoverwhilethesquadrappelleddown.

On maximumpower,standardissue  lasgunsconstructedon the Cadian armouryworld  ofKantraelfiredafinger-thin redbeamofsuperheated laserenergy.Theblastsroaring fromthetenriflesinthefalling men’sgloved handswereheadache-purplewithablindingwhitecore.SeveraloftheRemnanthitby thelas-fireburstintoflamesastheirclothescaughtlight.Theydroppedtotheground,alreadydead,theirclothesaflame.

“Stormtroopers!”oneoftheRemnantcried,andthedevastatedremainsoftheenemyforce

turnedtoflee.Oneof theblack-cladsoldierscutdown twoenemy eithersideoftheshoutingRemnantwarrior,anddisconnectedhisrappellingcable.Hecaughttherunning Remnantinthreestridesandborehimtotheground,punchingdownwithadouble-edgedcombatknife.

“Stayawhile,”thesoldiersaid,buryinghisbladeinthetraitor’sneck.
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TherestofTaan’smenjoinedCruor,leapingthecoverofthepewsandcuttingdownthefoe.

Forahandfulofseconds,thechamberwasilluminatedinaninsanedisplayofstrobinglaserlight:redfromthelasguns,purple-whitefromCruor’shellguns.

Except fortheringinginthe Cadians’ears, thechamberwas silent less thanaminuteafter Cruordeployed.ThelastsurvivingRemnantsoldierwasputdownwithalas-roundtotheforeheadwhilehepleaded forhislife,onhisknees,insistinghehadnochoice.



“Ain’tthatashame.”Hisexecutioner

,facelessinhisdarkrebreatherandfullvisoredhelm,

turnedfromthefallingcorpse,scanningtheroom.MasterSergeantBanJevriansightedTaanthroughthegreenglareofhisvisor. Hepoppedhishelmetsealsinahissofairpressureashestrode

overtothelieutenant,removing ittorevealashavedheadandthesuggestionofbrownstubblearoundhisthinmouth.Jevrianwasn’tsomuchinathleticCadianshapeashewasalayerofslablikemuscleoverthickbone,encasedinblackcarapacearmour. Hishellpistol,connectedtoahummingbackpackviathickcablefeeds,purredasheloweredthesettingandholsteredit.



“Sir.”HeofferedTaanasalute

,hisdeepvoiceresonatingacrossthechamberashemadethe

signoftheaquilaoverhischestplate“.KasrkinsquadEight-Zero-Eight  reportssuccessful

deployment”.

“Tookyourtime,”Taan salutedback.

“That’sfunny

.You’rearealjoker,”Jevriansaid,unsmiling.Hedidn

’tsmilemuch.Jokesthat

hadmostmeninstitchesmight,iftheyweretrulyworthwhile, liftthecornersofBanJevrian’slips

fortheghostofaninstant“W.here’sYaune?”

“Dead”D

,arricksaid. 

“Blownoutofthat holeinthewall.”

TheKasrkinshrugged.“Heowedmemoney.”

“You’reallheart.”

“Whatever

.Orders?

”

Taandidaquickcountofhisremainingmen,thinkingofthenameshe’dbewritingondeath

noticesoncetheywereclearofthishellhole.



“Thade’spullingusback

.We’rerunning.”

“Wedon’trun.”

“We’rerunning

.Captain

’sorders.Whenyouwearthesamesilveronyourhelmetthathedoes,

I’llstartgivingadamnaboutwhat youthink,mastersergeant.”

“Weneverrun”J

,evrianalmostgrowled.Talking totheKasrkinsergeantwasliketalkingtoa

bearinaninsect’sblackarmour. Buthewasright.The Cadian Shock didn’trun.Itwasapointof

pride,andhadbeenfortenthousandyears.TheListsofRemembrancewerefilledwithhundreds of

regimentsthat hadbeendestroyedratherthanfleebeforetheArchenemy.



“Wenever run,”Jevriansaidagain.Hishulkingformpromisedpain.Hebristledwithfirepower

.

“No?Werantwomonthsago”T

,aansaidsoftly.“WeranonCadia.”

Jevrianhadnoresponsetothat.Heturnedbacktohisstriketeamandraisedahand,closingit

intoa fist—thesignalforformingup.

“Cruor

,weaponshot. Let

’sdowhattheherosays”

.



***



“ImmediatefallbacktotheChimeras.”

Thade’swordshadspreadthroughthesquadswiththespeedandfervourOsiron’swarninghadonlyfifteenminutesbefore.The88thwasbreakingordersandrunning.Itstuckuncomfortablyin

manythroats,butnoneoftheofficersarguedwith thecaptain’s appraisalofthesituation.

“Ifwestay here

,wedie.Ifwedie,wefailtomeetourobjectivesanyway.The Janus6this

finished.Ourordersweretoreinforcethem,orholdthismonasteryiftheJanusiansfell.Our
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numbersmakethatanimpossibilitynowwe’vecomefacetofacewiththereality.Immediate

fallbacktotheChimeras”.



Everysquadbutoneobeyedthisorder.Thade’sowndidn’t.Thecaptainwasn’tleavinguntilhesawthetruthofSeth’sproclamation. “Traitors”wasawordthatcoveredamultitudeofpotentialsinners.Hewantedtoknowforsure.

“Openthosedoors,” Thadepointedatthesetofdoubledoorswithhisdeactivatedchainsword

,

butshookhisheadwhenZailenraisedhisplasmagun.“No,Zailen.Iwantyoureadytofirewhen

thedoorsopen.Seth,ifyouplease.”

Thepsykerclutchedhisdarkgreyleatherjackettighteraroundhiswastedframe.Ahandglovedinthesamegrey leatherreachedout,fingerssplayed,towardsthegreatdoors.Thetemperature

droppedafewdegrees.TheCadians’breathsteamedfromtheirlips.

Thedoorsshookonce.Twice.Dustrainedfromthesurrounding archway,asifthestoneangelswereshedding powderedskin.Onthethirdshake,oneoftheangels—awingedrepresentationofSaintKathurhimself—toppledtoshatterontheredcarpet.



“Notagoodomen,”remarkedJanden.Thade’sscowlsilencedhim

.

“Ihaveagrip,”Sethbreathedthrough clenched teeth.Hispoweroverthedoorswasvisible:an

ice-bluesheenofpsychicfrostwasformingwherethepsykergrippedtheportalwithhismind.

Tengunsraisedinreadiness.“Doit,”saidThade.



Sethdidit.Thedoubledoorsroaredfromtheirhingesinahowlofpsychicwind.Thesoldiers

felt icecrystalstinklingontheirarmourasthegustblewbacktothem.



Thade’smenwerescattered,somebehindpillars,otherskneeling,twolyingdownontheirfronts—but eachonewasreadyto fire.Eachone waswatchingwhatwas throughthedoor.

Ahundredandfiftydead.Twohundred.Theplague-slainstoodinastaggeredhorde—amassofcorpsesthat hadnorighttobeontheirfeet.Headsbowed,theystoodinsilence,facingatowering figure.Inthatfirstinstant,thescenepoured intoThade’smind,making himthinkofablasphemous congregation,achurchof thedeadandthedamned.

Thedeadturnedasthedoorsfellinward.Hundreds ofrottingfaces,thefacesofthefaithless,staredattheelevensoldiers.Theimposingfigureontheothersideofthehorde,somehundredmetresfromtheCadians,raisedascab-encrustedbolter.



Thade’s menwerefiringinarelentlessbarragebeforethedoors evencrashed torest,butthetoweringfigure’svoicewasawetburblerisinghorriblyoverthestutteringcracksoflas-fire.Asinglebangfrom thecreature’sbolterendedEtan’s life,astheround detonatedwithin thetrooper’schest.



TheCadiansfellback,riflesstreamingoutdeath,thetruedeath,for theplague-slain  thatshambledafterthem.Thadegrinneddespiteeverything, becausehefinallyhaditconfirmed. Firinghisboltpistolwithbothhands,heyelledintohisvox.

“CaptainThade

,Cadian88th!Contact,contact,contact!Primarythreatsighted!

”

TheTraitorAstartesstalkedthrough theshambling crowd,partingthedeadbeforeitsmassivebulklikeashipcuttingtheseas.Itsbolterbarkedoverandover,butitsaimwasthrownoffby the

Cadianlasboltssmacking intoitsornatehelm.Theroundsglancedasidedoingnorealdamage,buttheyinterferedwiththearchaictargetingsystemsinthecreature’shelmetdisplays.

“CounttheSeven…” itburbled.Greenoozesizzledfromitsspeakergrille

.Itseemedtobe

laughingandchokingupacid,allatonce.

TheCadiansfellbackfaster,lasgunsflashingangry andhot.Thadelistenedforhisenginseer’s

acknowledgement,thenspokeback.

“TheDeathGuard,Osiron.TheXIV Legionishere.”
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CHAPTERIV

Revelations



ReclamationHeadquarters,outsideSolthane



Itwasfivehours sincetheretreat,andSeth’sheadstillpoundedasifhisskullwasshrinkingaroundhisbrain.

Seth’scampwaspitchedseveraldozenmetresfromtheneatandordered rowsofthe88th’scommunaltents.Histhoughtswouldnotleavethememoryofthemonastery.He’dheardthevoice,screaming insilence,evenhoursbeforeenteringtheshrineitself—adistinct,yetdistantpresencewithinthecathedraldistrict.Unknown,unseen,almostunheard.

Hecoughedagain,violentlyenoughtobringthecoppery tangofbloodtohistongue.Tryingtofocuswasanexerciseintorment,listening tothesoundsofthecampallaround,shutting outtheafter-echoofthevoicethatstillghosted throughhissenses.Eachtimehequestedafteritwithhisthoughts,itdispersedintonothingness. Sethwasnolongersureifhewashearingthevoicenow,ormerely hearingitechothroughhismemory.Reachingoutforitpsychicallywasasimpossibleascatchingmistinhisclosedhands.

Thethousand-strongCadianregiment,ofwhichThadecommandedafullthird,wascampedwiththemainbulkofGuardforcesinthecolossalplateauchosenfortheinitiallandings. Makingplanetfalloutside thecapitalcity had beentheonly option. MostofKathurwascovered intheopenocean, andwhat littleland mass existed was encrustedwith toweringstonecathedral-cities.But heretheGuardhadfoundgrasslandsexpansiveenoughtoaccommodate theReclamationforcestaskedwithretakingthenorthernhemisphere.



Tensofthousands ofGuardsoldiershadmadetheinitialplanetfall.Overhalfofthemwerestillcoming andgoingaroundthegrounded trooplandersthatnowservedasReclamationheadquarters.Ahundred thousand tentsandhastily-erectedcommunal buildings spreadoutfromtheclusteredlanderslikearefugeecity.

Andthiswasjustthespearhead.Theforward force,senttoestablishanImperialpresence.The

mainbulkoftheReclamationforceswerestill inwarptransit.

Theaerialviewwasbreathtaking. SethhadseenitfromaValkyrieonlyaweekbefore.TheJanusianshadbeengoneevenbythen,theiranimalhidetentsdismantled astheregiment wentdeepintothecity.ThelandersoftheVednikan12thRifleshadmadeplanetfallfirst,andthey satnowintidyformation, theirmassivehullscastingshadowsonthegrey tentsbelow.AshresidueintheairhaddarkenedtheVednikans’pristinewhitetentswithinhoursoftouchingdown.TheserpentsymbolofVednika,proudlyembroideredoneachtent inblack,wasbarelyvisiblenow.

TotheeastandwestoftheVednikanswerethe303rd Uriahandthe25thKiridianIrregulars,respectively.Thebasecampoftheformer wasahuskofthesprawlithadbeenonthedaysafterplanetfall,withonlyahandfulofempty tentsleftwhiletheregimentwasengagedinretakingSolthane’spowerstation district to the far north.  The  latter, in typical Kiridianmilitia style,

resembledexactlywhatitwas:arushedcampsetupalmostatrandomassquads spilledfromtheirlandersandpitched theirtentswherever theychose. Sethhadsmiledslightlyupon seeingit.He wasastudentofotherImperialcultures—apersonalpassion—andknewsomethingoftheKiridian
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military mentality.Theirtraditionwasthateverytenthadtohaveasquadbanneroutside,andthat

eachbannermustfacetheregimentalcommander’spavilion.

Otherthanthatonerule,theircampwasaschaoticascanbeimagined, ascomradessought to

pitchtentsnearone anotherwithnoregardfororder.

TheHadrisRift40thArmouredshowednosuchdisorganisation. Orderedrowsoftentsstoodinranksalittlewayfromthetankgarages.Orbitallandershad brought down thestructuresalmostwhole,leavingenginseersandservitors toreinforce thebuildings witharmour platingagainsttheashywind.

Thecampofthe 3rdSkarran RangerswasGuardstandard. Billetsandtentsinanordered spreadaround thefewlanders thatremained, withregimentalleadersstationedinthesmallerstafftents

awayfromthetroops.UnliketheKiridians,theSkarranshadleftampleroomforsupplydropshipsintheirformation,whiletheIrregularswereforcedtolandtheirsuppliesakilometrefromtheircampanddrivethecrates inoncargoloadersandlifterSentinels.

Seth’svioleteyesdrankinthescene,hisgazefinallysweepingtotheCadiancontingent.Tents

intheblackandgrey ofurbancamouflagestoodoutstarkagainstthedrygrassoftheplateau.Asinglelanderpunctuatedtheorderedranks oftents—abehemoth ofacraftwithitsswollenholdcapableofholdingoverahundredChimeras.Patchesofgrasswerequickly slabbedoverwith

rockcreteforefficientsupplydroplandingsites.Eachofthe88th’sthreedivisionswereseparatedbyashortdistance,withthesoldiers’tentsinrowsnearcentralcommunalmessbuildingsandofficerbarracks—thelatterofwhichwerelandedfromthetroopships inamattersimilartothe

garagesoftheHadrisRift40th.TheCadiansusedtheirgreatlander,UnyieldingDefiance,asafully-equippedgarage fortheirvehicles.

Sethblinked,bringinghisfocusbacktothepresent.ThegreatbronzebellinthehangarbayofUnyielding Defiancerangoutinthedistance,signallingmusterforMajorCrayce’selementsofthe88th.Wipinghislipswithabloodstainedhandkerchief,thepsykerlookedbackat thetarot cardslaid outonthesmallwoodentable.Apassing Chimerashookthetentandsetthetablerocking.Seth’s powersearnedhimdistancefromtherankandfile,butamilitary campwasneveranoiselessplace. Ittookallthepsyker’smeditativepowerstofocussometimes. Blockingoutthenoiseofrumbling tanks,clashingtools,marching boots,drillingmen,livefireexercises…Theveryairtastedofiron andmachineoil…



Hisfocushaddrifted again. Sethretrainedhisattention on thetarotcardsspreadbeforehim,seeingeachatfirstwithhisnaturaleyes.Theyweresimple, plainwhitepiecesofdurablecard,devoidof decoration ontheback,bare ofarton thefront.Thesensitive nervesbehind Seth’s eyespulsedwiththegenesisofamigraine—abadone,hecouldtell,it’dlikely beoneoftheonesthatlefthimalmostblindforhours.Smiling skullishly,hewhisperedthankstotheEmperor.Thepainwasamessage topay heedtohisduties, andithelpedhimfocus onmattersoftheinternal,notthechaosofthecamp.Atimelyblessing.

Hetouchedthefirstnakedcardwithanunglovedfingertip.

Abody,brownedwithageandblackenedindeath, sitslockedwithinagreatthroneof gold,steelandbrass.Thecorpse’smouth isopen,projectingasilentscreamthatechoesthrough theunseenlayersoftheuniverse.Beforethehowlingcadaver,alegionofangelskneels,cryingviolettears.

TheGod-Emperor,Inversed.

Seth was gonefrom his bodynow,  deep within  the tarot reading,  but maintaineda faint

connectiontohisphysicalform.Hesenseditsmuscleslocktight,arictusformingacrosshisownlips thathecouldneither feelnor control.A warmtickleonhischin—hewas droolingalready, andthatwasbad—threatenedtoviolatehisimmersion anddraghimbacktotheworldofflesh,bloodandbone.Asecond’srefocusing;atwistofmentalstrength,likeacontortionistescapinghisbonds.

Thetemperatureinhisskullloweredagain.Soothing.Verysoothing.Amercy.



Unsurprisingly,theGod-Emperorwasanauspiciouscard intheCadianTarot.Whendrawnfromthedeck,itbespokeof warptravel,ofdiscovery,ofhopeinthecolddepthsofspace. Inversed,when
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drawnupsidedown,itforetoldof thewarp’s maligntouchinfectingtheservantsof theImperium.Ahopelesswar. Deathfromthefarreachesofspace.

Sethreturnedenoughofhisconsciousness totouchthesecondcard,unpleasantlyrackedbythefast-growingheadache.Hetastedblood.Washebleedingfromhisnose?Already?

Aneye.TheEye.Awoundinreality,anopenscarinspacewherethebruise-purple andbloodredeyeofChaosleeredintothegalaxy.Thestarsdiearoundthe Eye:somefading intocold

blackness,othersbursting inwhitehottorment.TheEyestaresdully,asitalwaysdoes,amaliciousglarewithlittleemotionbeyonddistanthate.Butthenebulaflares,tendrilsspreading acrossspace.TheEyehasopened.

TheGreatEye.

Seth lifted tremblingfingersfrom  the card, sparinghimselfthe vision.An uncomfortableconstriction inhisthroatcoupledwiththefloodofbittersalivainhismouth threatenedaviolentpurgeofhisstomachsoon.

TheGreatEye…TheArchenemy’sheartandthebastionofhisstrength.TodrawthiscardwastoforetellofwaragainstChaos,oranamplificationofacurrentconflict.Specifically,itforetoldthattheconflictwouldbefamiliartothosebornonCadia,fortheGreatEyewassomethingtheylivedwitheachdayoftheirlives.

Seth’squeasinessarosefromwherethecardhadbeendrawn.Directly aftertheGod-Emperorinversed? Thesecondand fourthcards  weredrawnas signifiers,bringingclarityto the onesprecedingthem.Dark,darkportents.

Somethingwillintensifythiswar.Somethingblackandhatefulfromthewarp.

Sethtouchedthethirdcard,unawareofthebloodydroolpinkinghisteeth.

Thegalaxyburns.Afigurestandsinancientarmour, wreathedinabillionscreaming soulsthatencirclehimlikemist.Initsrightgauntlet,HolyTerrablackensandcrumbles.Ademigod’s blooddripsfromthetalons.Inthedimreachesofthevision,almostanafterthought,adistanthowlinglight fadesintodarknessandsilence.Thefiguresmilesforthefirsttimeintenthousandyears.

TheDespoiler,Inversed.

Thevisionpainedhim,butSethquenchedtheagony withcoldlogic.Thecardisinversed.Thepsychicresonance —thecard’s“art”—isnotthevitalfactorhere.Hecaughthisbreath,removingthefingertipsfromitsgentlerestagainsttheblank card.

Whendrawn,theDespoilercardisthebaneoflife,thetruestindicatorofcoming lossandunavoidablebloodshedfortheImperiumofMan.Butinversed?Thepsykerbreatheddeeply,tryingtocalmhisachingheartasitpoundedagainsthisthinribs.He’dneverseenthecarddrawn inversedbefore.Indeed,he’donly drawntheDespoiler onceinhislifebeforethismoment, intheweeksbeforetheinvasionofCadia,threeyearsbefore.



Inversed… ArivalfortheDespoiler?Someone destinedtostandagainsttheArchenemy’smachinations?Seth’sfingertipshoveredabovethecard.Theclarityoftheprophecy wasclouded,

ruinedbyhisownunfamiliarity withthecardhe’ddrawn.Sotemptingtotouchitagainandrenew

thefiercevision.Justa fewmomentsofpain.Hecouldtakeit.



No.

Hecouldn’t.

Agreatportionofhistraininginthecontrolofhiswild,unreliabletalentemphasisedthelimitsofthemortalmindandthephysicalshellthatcarriedit.ToreadtheEmperor’s Tarotwastoopenoneselftothewarp,andcautionwasnotavirtuetobediscardedonawhim.Thisreadingwasalreadydevastatinglypotent,whichlentcredencetoitsimportandaccuracy.Seth’ssightwasblurredfromthepulsing migraineandhesmelledvomit, thescentthickandtangy,coupledwithalumpywarmthinhislap.Momentaryblackouts.He’dnot evenfelt thepurgingofhisstomach.

Onecardremaineduntouched.Thesignifier.ThecardthatwouldputaframeofreferenceonTheDespoilerInversed. Hishandstayed raised above itforasecond, aminute, anhour —Sethhad
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noideaofexternaltimewithhisthoughtssoadamantly turnedinward.Hecouldfeelhisownlife

tickingawayintime tohisbody’snatural cycle,andfelttheunnaturalacceleration,thedegeneration

ofhiscells,fromexertinghispsychicstrengthdayafterday.



Hesensedhisownsmilebutdidnotfeelit.Toexpendone’slifeinservicetotheEmperorwasallhewished.HewasCadianShockthroughandthrough,nomatterifhewasbannedfrom

marchingandtrainingalongsidethem.



Hismother’seyeshadbeenviolet.ShehaddiedfortheImperium.  HewoulddiefortheImperium, too.Thethoughtmadehisbloodburnwithpride.AlifespentbringingdeathtotheEmperor’s foesisalifelivedinfull.Thosewordswereetchedinthestoneabove thedoors ofevery

buildinginKasrPoitane,whereSethwasborn.

Now.Nowwasthetime.Whatonesoulwouldbethedefiantfulcrumuponwhichthewhole

Reclamationspun?WhowouldbethebaneoftheDespoiler’splans?

Seth’sfingertipslanded,tremblingbuttensewith purpose.



Andhesawa facehehadseenathousandtimesbefore.



CaptainThade made thesignoftheaquilaoverachestplatestillsmeared withtheblood oftheplague-slain.He’dbeenbackatthecommandbaseforfifteenminutes, andwhile Sethhadretiredtohistent,thecaptainhadseenhismenbilletedand takenhisinnercircletothelordgeneral’stent.



He’dbeenhandedamessagefromanengineering servitorsaying thatRaxwasready atlast,butnomatterhowkeenhewastodealwithit,Raxhadtowait.Before anything else,Thade hadtodealwiththelordgeneral.He’dsaidtoDarrickonly theweekbeforethathe’dratherlosehisarmagainthanreporttoLordGeneralMaggrig oncemore.Darrickhadn’tlaughed.Heknew itwasn’tajoke.Maggrigbledpettiness.Heexudedasmirking,preeningcondescension.Itranfromhisporesthewayafat mansweats.

LordGeneralMaggrig wasthewrong sideofseventy,hislongfacecharacterised by age’slinesratherthan war’sscars.While hisrankandwageentitledhim to partake of theyouth-renewingjuvenatdrugprocessalongwiththeaccompanying surgery,FineasMaggrighadchosennottoindulge.HebelievedinamanlivingouthisnaturalspaninservicetotheEmperor, andthosewho“stoledays”werewastingtimeinlifewhentheycouldbebesidetheEmperor’s throneintheafterlife.Unshakeablefaithmadehimapreferentialcandidatetoleadthistheatre,andtheHadrisRift40thArmouredsoakeduptheglory oftheircommander bearingthetitleOverseeroftheReclamation.

Thadehadresearchedthelordgeneral’shistory priortoplanetfall.Heneedn’thavebothered.

UponseeingOverseerMaggrig inthefleshherealisedwhy usinghisclearancetostudy hisnew

commandingofficer’srecordhadbeenawasteof time.Thelord generalhadarrivedaweekaftertherest of the Hadris Rift 40th, freshlypromoted from pacifying some minor heresy near hishomeworld andbearingthreerowsofmedalsuponhischest.Thadehadtriednottosmileashe’d

recognisedthemallonebyone.Longservice,longservice,longservice.There,aCorwin’sCrossfortacticalgenius.Another  longservicemedal,thentwomorefortacticalprowess  invarioustheatres,andaMechanicumFellowshipSkullforhonourablydefendingaForgeWorldwithoutthelossofanyAdeptusMechanicushierarchs.Nice.Verynice.



Butworrying.



Thade wassmartenoughnottojudgethenewlordgeneraltooharshly —he’dearnedthosemedalsforareason,afterall—butthecaptainwasCadianenoughtosecretlychafeatthethoughtoffollowingtheman’sorders.ThelordgeneralhadspenthisentirecareerleadingGuardsmensafelyfromtheback.

Itwasn’ttheCadianway.WiththeGreatEyestaringeternally downattheirworld,Cadiandoctrinefavoured thebold:thosemenandwomen whostoodon thefront lines,seeing theenemywiththeirowneyesandorderingtheiralliesintobattlewiththeirownraisedvoices.
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Thade’sbreastwashardlyberibbonedinhonour’sblazingcolours,buttheWardofCadiashone

silveronhishelmet.Thatcounted.Whenhe’dbeenawardeditonlyahandfulofweeksbeforeforhis commandin the Black Crusade,  the captain had wanted to hide it awayin his personalbelongings.IthadbeenEnginseer Osironwho’dadvisedhimtoaffixittothefrontofhiscombathelm.



“Othersdonotsee itasyouseeit

,Parmenion.Osironwasoneofthefewmembersof the88thto

evercallThadebyhisfirstname.Toyouit’ssomethingpainfulyoufearyou’llneverliveupto.To

others,it’sasymbolthatevenindefeat,theirfirstdefeat,heroismstillthrives.Itoffersnotjust

hope,butthehopeforvengeance.”

Vengeance.That was anidealeverysoldierinthe CadianShockcould clingto,astheThirteenth

BlackCrusaderaged.Thadenodded.

“Iguess theyhadtohandoneouttosomeone,”Thade had said,turningthesilverskull-and

-gate

medaloverinhisnewly-implanted bionichand.Theimplantwassofreshitdidn’tevenhave

syntheticskin graftedoverityet.



“Youearnedit,”Osironbreathedinhishissingway “

.Weallsawyouearn it.”

Thadesaidnothingtothat.Hisgazespokevolumes.

HeloweredhishandsattheOverseer’snod,dispersinghismemoriesandreturningallattentiontothepresent. LordGeneralMaggrig’stentwas erected intheshadowof theHadrisRiftbulklanderUnity.Thetentitselfwasacubeofleather-reinforcedcloth,usefulforkeeping thewindoutandthesoundofvoicesin.Expensive chairsofpaleoakringedacirculartablemadefromthesamewood.Mapswerespreadacrossthetable,aswereseveraldata-slatesandpict-viewersevidently leftover

fromthelastmeeting.Thelordgeneralwasalone.Thatfactsurprised Thade,leavinghimonedge.

Hecouldn’tthinkwhyOverseerMaggrigwouldneedprivacyto conductadebriefing.



“Atease

,warden-captain,”thelord generalsaidinhisusual clippedtones. Maggrigwas theonly

manThade hadmetwho could makeoneofCadia’s highest militaryhonourtitlessoundlikehewas

swallowingsomethingthat tastedfoul.Warden-captain,hesaid.Torhymewithbastard.

“Just‘captain’ isfine,”Thade said,andnotfor thefirsttime

.Ifhehadtohearthetitlehehadn

’t

gottenusedto,he’drathernothearit mangled.“I’vecometomakemyreport,sir.”

“Thendoit

,soldier.But first,whoarethesemen andwhyaretheyhere?

”



Thadegestured left,thenright“.Honoured EnginseerBylamOsiron.Scout-LieutenantAdar

Vertain.Theystandwithmetobearwitnessandmaketheirownreports.Iassumed thelordgeneral

wouldpreferfirst-handaccountsofwhathappened thenightReclamation forcessightedprimaryclassthreats.”

“Ofcourse

.Proceed.”Maggrigofferedamagnanimous waveofathin,vein-markedhandthatsportedthreelargerings.Thadecaughthimselfwondering ifthosehandshadheldalasgunonceinthelastfortyyears. Whatkindofsoldierworeringslikethat,anyway?ThadeandOsiron sharedamomentaryglance, thinkingthesamethoughts.The rockson theOverseer’sknuckles couldbringinenoughcointokeepthe88threfuelledforamonth.

Jewellerywas anotherostentationCadianshad littlelove for.Wheneveryscrap ofmetalonyour

homeworldwenttotheforgefactoriestobemadeintoweaponryandalmostallpersonalwealthwastiedintomilitary gearandproperty,displaying one’swealthinflamboyantdisplaysseemedwastefulanddecadent.ItwasoftensaidoftheCadiansthat theyasapeoplehadnoeyeforbeauty.

Thadehadnoideaifthatwastrueornot.Hefoundbeautyinmanythings:alienlandscapes, the

weather patternsintheheavensofotherworlds,slenderwomenwith darkhair… But self-awarenesswasoneofhisstrengths.Heknewhehadnocapacity tounderstandwhatwassupposed tobeattractiveaboutwearingone’swealthinsuchapointlessdisplay“I’m.waiting,captain.”

Throne,what apompousass.Thadedrewbreathto reply.

“My Sentinelsquadronfirstinterceptedsuspiciousvox-chatterastheyscoutedaheadtoplotacoursetothemonasteryheldbytheJanus6th.”
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“Youlostourbeachheadwithinthecity.”

OnceThadehadfinishedspeaking,thelordgeneral’sappraisalwas  bluntand—at  least

technically—correct.



“MyordersweretoreinforcetheJanus6thatdawnandholdthemonastery ifwecould.TheJanusianswereannihilatedbeforewearrived,despitemymenmakingforthemonastery inthemiddleofthenight.”Thadenarrowed hiseyes,feelinghismuscles tense.Hedidn’tmention the

idioticvainglorythatsenttheJanus6thsofaraheadofthemainforce.Thelordgeneral’spursed

lipstwistedintoathinfrown.

“Yourorders,warden

-captain,weretoholdtheReclamation

’smostpromising incursionpoint

intoSolthane.Youlostourforwardbase.”

“TheJanus6thlostitwhentheywereslaughtered”

.

“Youwerepresentafterthat event.”

Osironshookhisheadslightly, setting hiscrimsonhood rustlinginasofthissofsilkenmaterial.

It wasn’tadisagreementwiththelordgeneral;itwasawarningtoThadenottolosehistemper.



“With thegreatest respect

,Overseer,”Thademettheolderman

’s gaze“

,Iam CadianShock.We

don’tforgetourorders.Mymenweretoreinforcethemonasteryifsuchadefencewasviable.”

“Itwasviable. Yousaidsoyourself.”

Thadedetestedthispettyconversational thrusting andparrying.Itwasn’tinhisbloodtoarguewithanofficer likethis,butthenagain,hewasn’t usedtoservingunder suchapatheticexcuseforalordgeneral.

No,thatwasn’tquitetrue.Maggrigwasn’t pathetic.ThiswaswhatOsironwaswarningagainst.Don’tdisrespectthe lordgeneral purelyforhisvariant approachtocommand.Inarrogance,layself-deception.Nowfocus.

Yethewasn’tgoing toallowhismentotakeamarkofcowardiceontheirrecordsjustbecause

thelordgeneralneededsomeonetoblameforoverextendinghisforces.

“Notatall

,lordgeneral.Isaidquiteclearlytheonly waymyavailableforcescouldhave

remained intheShrineoftheEmperor’sUndyingMajestywould beiftheysealedthemselvesinthe

undercroftnetworkandawaitedreinforcement.”

“Thatwouldbeholding

,Thade.”

“Hardly

,sir,”thecaptainlaughed.It instantlyset thelordgeneral

’s glare

aflame“. Explainyourself”.

“Itwouldbeafewsurvivorslanguishinginthedarkandvoxingforrescue”

.



“IhadrequestedaidfromCadiainthebeliefitsunitswerevalorous

.Youdisappointme,

warden-captain.”

The three Cadians fell silent. Vertain swallowed,clenching his teeth to prevent sayingsomething he’dbeexecutedfor.EvenOsiron’smechanicalbreathingslowedandquieted.Thadeleanedonthetable,knucklesdown,andfacedtheageinggeneral.

“Iwillfollowmyorderstothebestofmy  abilityatalltimes.IfthelordgeneraloftheReclamationdeemsitnecessary tosendafractionofmy regimentintoanengagementthattheassignedcampaign tacticiansarguedagainst, thensobeit.Ifthelordgeneralappointsamechanisedinfantrycompany tolockitselfwithinasiegesituation,thenI’lldoallIcantomakesurethoseordersarecarriedout.ButI’vebeenfightingtheArchenemy sincemyrecruitmentintotheCadianYouth legionatfourteenyearsof age.Everysingle maninaCadianuniformwasraisedtoassembleandfireastandard-issuelasgun before hecouldreadandwrite.Ifthe88thfallsback,it’sbecause intheconsideredopinionof everyveteranofficeramongournumber,wehad to fall back.”

“Isee”t

,helord generalsaidsimply.It wasalmostasneer.

“Iconfirmed theJanusiansweredead

—justasI’dsaidtheywouldbewhentheirinitialassault

wasplanned.MySentinelshaveremappedoverhalfoftheeasterndistrict,updatingthedata
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readoutswithpost-plaguegeographicalanalysis.I’veconfirmedthepresenceoftheXIVTraitor

Legion”.

Atthispoint,Thade gestured withabloodstainedglove tothepictslatehe’dplacedonthetable.Itssurfacedisplay wasstillauto-cycling throughimagesoftheDeathGuardAstartesconfrontedbyThade’ssquad.Thefinalthreepictsshowedthehulkingcreaturedead,itsarmourblackenedfromlas-fireandcrackedopenfromboltrounds. Maggotsandblackorganicfilthhadspilledfromthewounds.

“Andmy menkilledseveralhundredRemnantaswefellbackfromthemonastery

,” Thade

finished.

“Theycameforthevehicles,”Osiron’ssnakevoicehissedmechanically“Th

.eystruckina

hordeofplague-slainaswereadiedtodrawback”.



“Wekilled anotherthreeDeath  Guardas we  foughtoffthe  Remnantand  madereadyto

withdraw,”Vertainadded.“Confirmedkills,verifiedbythegun camerasofDeadMan’sHand”.



“By

…what?

”askedMaggrig

.



“SentinelSquadronC

-Eighty-EightAlpha

”

,Thadesaid.Vertainmade anapologeticsaluteto

the general.He’dnotmeantto fall intoregimentalslang.

OverseerMaggrig  leanedbackinhisarch-backedwoodenchair,gazingaroundtheempty

command tentwithitsunrolled mapshangingfromthewallsandhisornamentalweaponsonracks.HiseyesfelluponThade’schainsword.Thecaptainhadcleanedmostofthefilthfromitonthedrivebacktobase,buthewaskeentotendtoitproperly. Theweapon’sspiritwouldbalkatsuchdisrespectsoon.

“Thatisabeautifulsword,warden-captain.”

Thadeinclinedhisheadslightlyinalookthatcould’vesaid“thankyou”aseasilyasitsaid

“whatinthehellsareyoutalkingabout?”Ultimately

,hisvoice wentwiththe

former“. Mythanks,lord general.”

“Wheredidyouacquireit?YoumayhavenoticedI’msomethingof a collector.”

Thadehadnoticed.Forallhisfaults,thelordgeneralhadawonderful collectionofbladesandpistols.Thecaptaindoubtedthey’dbeenusedevenoncebyMaggrig personally,butwhatsurprisedhimwasthefacteachpieceofthedisplayed collectionwasanadmirableandapparently fully-functionalweapon.Noonebladestood outaspurelydecorative. NotonepistoldidThade recogniseasornamental.Theyweretoolsofwar,fromtheplainestsectorstandardKantrael-forged boltpistolsimilartoThade’sown,tothedouble-edgedpowersabre fit forahivenobleonThracianPrime.



Thisoneaspectofthe lordgeneralwastheonly facetThadewarmed toinhiscommander’spersonality.Ofcourse,theCadianshadbeenjokingforweekstheonlyway Maggrig couldhaveacquiredrealweapons wastopilferthemfromthecorpsesofmenhisordershadkilled.ButThadedoubtedbringingupthatlittlejokewouldcrackasmileacrossthegeneral’swizenedfeatures.

“I’dnoticed,sir

.Yourcollectionisimpressive.”

“Andyourblade

,warden-captain?

”



“Itwasagift

,lord general.”

“Ofcourse

,butfromwhom?Dispense withthemodesty.Itdoesn

’tsuitonewithsuchsilveron

hishelm.”

Wasthisthelordgeneral’sattemptatbondingwithoneofhismen?Orjustadeflection?Was

thisafriendlydivergencefromtheconversation,knowing thatThadehadbeenintheright?Aclumsyattempt,ifitwas,butthecaptainwaswrong-footed foramoment.TheOverseer’svoiceremainedpinchedbetweenaclippedreprimand andasneer,butthecaptainhadquicklygrownused

tothat.



“Itwasagiftfrom LordCastellanCreed.”



41


“Ah,”Maggrigsmiledahoney-ladensmirk.Apparently Thade’sanswerclarifiedsomethingin

hismind, thoughthecaptaincouldn’tguesswhat“.Inrecognitionforyourbraveeffortsduring thedaysbefore yourworldfell totheArchenemy”.

The Cadians stiffened for thesecond time.VertaindrewbreathtospeakbutThade cuthimoffwithabriskwave.

“Dismissed,lieutenant,”thecaptainsaid.

Chafing,almostshakinginanger, the Sentinelpilot madethesign oftheaquila andstalked from

thetent.



“Homehasnotfallen,lordgeneral.”Thade’svoicewasmeasuredandprecise“W

.efighton,

evennow.”

Maggrig didsolovetoseethemuch-vaunted Cadianpridetakeabruising.Superiorbastards,

everyoneofthem.

“I’veseenthereports,warden

-captain.Monthsintothisnewcrusade,andoverhalftheplanet

stillinthegripoftheDespoiler’sforces.Ashame,truly.Ratheranimportantworldtoloselike

that.”

Thade’sreplywaslongincoming.Hetookseveralbreathsinsilence,pointedlymovedhishandsawayfromhisweaponbelt,pickedupthedata-slatehe’dbroughtinwithhim,andhandedittoOsiron.

Cadianblood,hekeptthinking.Iceinyourveins.

“AmIdismissed,sir?”heaskedafter almostaminutehadpassed.

“No.”

Thadestoodimpassively“.Asyouwish.Istheremore youwanttoknow?”

“No.Buttwopointsremain.”

“I’mlistening”s

,aidThade

“Si

.r.”

“Firstly, you’reawareyourquestionableactionshaveearnedmydispleasure

tonight.” “I’mawarethelord generalwouldhavelikedmatterstohaveproceeded

differently.”

“Exactlyso.Withthatinmind…Tellme

,the88thmakesuseofasanctionedpsyker,doesit

not?”

“Ifail toseewhatthat hastodowiththesituation”

.



“Answerme

,warden-captain.”

“SethRoscrain,identnumberC

-Eighty-EightX-zero-one.AwardedtheBloodStaratJagoIII

forwoundstakeninanactofself-sacrifice.”

“Yes.Seth,that’stheone

.AmItounderstandthe88thcurrently lackscommissarialsupportto

deal withasanctionedpsyker?”

Thadesmiledhiscrookedgrin.Hesawwherethiswasgoing“.IcanrecitetheCadiancodeoflawthatallowsany officerabovetherankoflieutenanttotakeadditionaltraining withregardstobeing qualified todealwith,andexecuteifnecessary, asanctioned psyker.Ihavethattraining,asdoeseverylieutenantinmycommand”.



“Allthesame

,thisismyReclamationandIwilltakenochancesbyrelying onsomeCadian

loophole.Youaretobeappointeda commissarimmediately”.

Thadewatchedtheoldman,hisvioleteyesnarrowed.Whatgamewashe

playing? “The88thhasn’thadacommissarinoverseventeenyears”.

“Ideemitnecessarynow.”The lordgeneralthumpedawadofprintedpapersonthetable“One

.

dayyouchargeintobattlewhenitwouldbemore prudenttofallback.Thenthenextyourunwhen

youhaveorders tohold.Thade,Thade,Thade…You’reunreliable.Itsaysasmuch inthesereports.

Whatareyoutryingtoprove,boy? Tryingtoliveuptothat medal,eh?No,thisistheright choice.

It willputsomesteel inyourspine.”
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Thadecould happilyhave  loppedthe old bastard’shead clean from his shouldersat that

moment.Instead,heforcedhimself tonod.Thesimple motion wasoneofthehardestthingshe’d

everhadtodo.

“Ha!Iseethatnodcostyou.Iseeitinyoureyes.‘Cadianblood,nobloodmoreprecious’

.I

knowhowyouthink,Thade.Iknowhowallyou Shockboysthink.Letme tellyou,warden-captain.

We’reallequalinmy taskforce.Soyou’lltakethiscommissarial appointment andyou’llsmile.

Understood?”

Thademadethesignoftheaquilaagain.“Andyoursecondpoint,sir?”

Theordertosubjecthisregimenttoacommissar’sappointment hadmorethanjustsurprisedThade: ithadbeenthelastthinghe’dseencoming.That’swhyLordGeneral Maggrig’snextmatterrockedhimtohiscore.



“Againstmybetterjudgement

,yourunithasbeenrequestedforaspecific

duty.” Thaderaisedaneyebrow“.Oh?”

“Yes,warden

-captain.Asofthismoment,the88thissecondedtoHisImperialMajesty

’sHoly

Inquisition.”
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CHAPTERV

TheOrdoSepulturum



AboardtheInquisitorialvessel,TheNightStar



Inquisitor Bastian Caiuswasonehundred andnineteenyearsold.Behindhiseyessimmeredathousandunspoken secrets.Sometimeshewouldmuseuponhisrole:alifespentindevotiontofindingtruthinthedarkness,learningofcreaturesandheresiesthattheoverwhelmingmajorityofthegreatandgloriousImperiumwouldneversee.Threequartersofhislifehadbeenspentseeingandhearingthingsthat,totheoverwhelmingmajorityofmankind,didn’t exist.



WhileCaiuswasoverahundred, helookedthirty.JuvenatprocessesweretheprivilegeoftheImperium’swealthiestandmostvaluableservants,andtheinquisitorconsideredhimselfamemberofbothcategories.Hebore more thanhisfairshareofscars,butthatwastobeexpectedgivenhisinterrogatoryearshadbeenspentapprenticedtoInquisitor ShyvaKresskien.Thatoldhag,may herbonesrestintheEmperor’s light,hadalwaysdemandedthefiercestfaithandfervourfromherinterrogatorpupils.Thelistofheraccomplishments waslongindeed—oneoftheOrdoXenosScarus’lengthiestrollsofhonour, asithappened—butsowasthescrolllistinginterrogators andagentsslaininherservice.Thefewmenandwomenthatsurvivedherdemanding apprenticeships

were rightlycountedamongthemostcapableinquisitorsinthesector.



Caiushimselfhadalmostdied inhisformermistress’serviceonseveral occasions.His lipsweresplitby apermanentscarneartherightedge ofhismouth, takenwhenaheretic hadcometooclosewithaknife.Hisleft leg fromtheknee downwas abionicclaw,hisshinwreathedinthickmetal andthefootitselfa four-toedtalonresemblingaSentinelwalker’sthuddinglimb.

Themostobvious modification washiseye.Caius’lefteyewasanuglyaugmetic,ablood-redlensfixedinasteelfocusingringsurgicallygraftedtohisfaceinarestructuredeyesocketofchrome.Theimplanthadbeencostly(fortheoldcronealwaysrewardedherworthy apprenticesasbefittedtheirdutifulservice)butaswithmany bionics,themechanicaleyewasallbusinessandnoartistry.Thelenscoulddetectthemostsubtlemovement  initsfieldofvision,evenaman’sbreathing,andrelayitinstantly toCaius’shoulder-mountedpsycannon,formingafastandflawlesstargetingsystem.Afurtherenhancementtooktheformofanattachedaura-scrye scanner,formingasecondaryredlenseyeprojectingfromabronzeandsteelimplantattachedtotheinquisitor’stemple.Withhissightlinkedbetweenthesetwofalseeyesandhis naturalvision, Caiuscouldliterallyseepsychic emissions,translated intohissecond lensasanangryheat-flare surroundingthepsykerresponsible.

Inquisitor Caiusdidn’tcareintheslightestthattheleftsideofhisfacefromtempletojawlinewasamessofexpensivechromeandsteel.Hehadn’tgivenany trueregardtohisappearanceindecades.He’dseen too manyothersscarredinhisformermistress’servicetodeludehimselfthathisInquisitorial dutieswouldleavehimattractiveinanyway.Caiuswas,inallthings,something ofa

realist.



Hewas alsooneofthefewwhohadknownshrineworldKathurwouldfall.Thatgalledhimevennow,weekslater,notbecausehiswarnings hadgoneunheeded—indeed,they hadbeenheededwell,theresponse tohiswarningshadbeenasimpressive astheywereruthless—butbecausethe

pupilsof InquisitorKresskienweresimplynotusedto failure.
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Hewaitednowaboardhisship,TheNightStar,sipping full-bodiedvintageamasecandstaring

intotheamberliquid’sdepths,enjoyingthisopportunity toswiminmemory.AsCaiuswaitedforCaptainThade,hemusedonthemomenthe’dlearnedKathur’s particulartruth.Thetruthfromthelipsofaheretic.Suchdeliciousirony.Thishadbeenmonthsago,intheweeksbeforetheplanetdied.

Theheretichadscreamed,ofcourse.Theyalwaysdid.

ThetraitorwasincarceratedintheKelmarlasteroidprisoncomplex:avermin-infested holeforsomeofScarusSector’smorewretchedcriminals,allofwhom weredeemedunfitforimmediateexecutionbyImperialauthoritiesandsentencedtolivesofslavelabour.Pettythieves whoselawyers hadallowedthemtoescapelocalmutilationlawswereslammed intosqualidcommunalcells  alongsidesmall-time  embezzlersandunderhivegangerswhoavoideddeathsentencesbyrattingout theirfriends.Life intheKelmarl complexwasanendless cycleofshort sleepallowancesandlong shiftsinpressuresuitsminingwithintheasteroid’stunnelnetwork.

Thehereticundergoing  interrogationhadbeenlockedupforweaponssmuggling, sellingweaponryboundforImperialGuardregimentstobiddingmercenary outfitsinthepay oflocalgovernors.Itseemedatextbookcase toKelmarl’swarden,andhehadhadthesmugglerworkinghislifeaway inthemines,breaking hisbackforthegoodoftheImperium. TheInquisitionhadarrivedwithoutwarning,asingleshipcarryingaloneinquisitorandhissmallteam,demandingtospeak

withan apparentlyminorcriminal.



Theheretichadbeenquiteascreamer.



Caiusswallowedamouthfuloftheagonisinglyexpensiveamasec,notenjoyingtherichtaste.Themusingrecollectionturnedsour.Eventhememory ofthemomentannoyedhim,ashe’dfacedtheheretic at theendofdaysoftorture.

Thatscreaming…



…wasrelentless.

InquisitorCaiusignoredthesound,frowning atthebloodonthefloor.Ifthiscarriedonmuchlonger,hewasgoingtohavedifficulty walkingintheroom.Withasighandabriefwaveofhisglovedhand, theinquisitorstoppedthetorture.Itwasboring andunproductive,andCaiuswasnota

patientman.

Thesolitaryconfinementcellwas aboxofa roomwitha red-streakedtableastheonlyfurniture.Pentagrammicsigilsblazed  onthe greyfloor,etchedintothe stonesomehoursbefore,eachindentedsymbolfilledwithtricklesofblessedwater.Thewatery lettersvibratedevery timethehereticthrashedagainstthebondsthat leashedhimtothetable.



“Enough”s

,aidtheinquisitor. Hiswasacommandingvoice,asonemightexpectfromamanofhisvocation,yetitcarriedwithitanunnaturaledgeofroughness. ThesourceofCaius’vocalharshnesswasasclearasasecondsmile:ajaggedscaracrosshisthroattoldofanoldinjury and

semi-successfulreconstructive surgery. This too was earned in his interrogator days under

Kresskien.

Thetorturerstoppedhisworkandsteppedbackfromthesurgerytable,yetthemanstrappedtherestillscreamed,hiscriesmixing withgaspingbreathssurginginandoutofwhatwasleftofhisface.Caiuswaitedastheyellssankdown intomoans, thenfadedfurther intodesperate,animalisticpanting.Heresistedtheurgetolookathistimepiece.Thegoldpocketwatchrestedcomfortablyinthepouchbyhisleft holster.It hadbeenagiftfromhisformermistress.A deathbed gift,in fact.

Hehadperformed theritualsofpurificationandrepentanceonlyafewtimesalone,buthadassistedmany timesatthesideoftheoldwomanthathadtrainedhim.Caiusknewwhathewasdoing.



“Jareth.”Theinquisitor’s voicewasnowthatofafineteacheroragiftedstoryteller:engaging

,

considerate,emotional.Itwasalmostimpossible totellhisthroathadbeenshredded byaxenos

projectileweaponseventeenyearsbefore“.Heretic,Igrowboredofthis.Iamrunningoutof
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patience,andyouarerunningoutofblood.We’vecometotheendgame.It’sovernow.TellmewhatIwanttoknowandI’llseeyoudeadbeforeyourheartbeatsoutanother painful thump.Isthatnotwhat youdesire?Fastpassageawayfromthisagony?”

Jareth’sreply —afterthreemumbledattemptsatspeech—wasashortinsultinCadianvernacular. Caiuswastoofaraway,sothehereticspatatthetorturer. Theeffort resultedinnothing

morethanagooeystringofbloodysaliva crawlingdowntheheretic’sown chin.

NowCaiuscheckedhistimepiece.Hewasgettinghungry, andtheprisonwarden’s tablehadbeensurprisinglywell-set with delicaciesforthedurationof the inquisitor’sstay. Maybeanothertenminutes.

Caiusclearedhisthroat.Theolddamage tohisneckmade itsoundlikeadangerouspurr, which

reachedthetorturer’ssenses.Thetorturerinquestionwasaservitormono-taskedtoserveintherole,andvarioussmallblades,bonesaws,drillbitsandflesh-peeling hooksdeployedfromitsmechanicalarmsasitregisteredtheinquisitor’s displeasedgrowl.AnothergesturefromCaiushad

theservitorbackingdown.He’dtriedthescourging. Nowitwastimetooffermercy.NointerrogationoflowlifedetrituslikeJareth,amerecultist,shouldlastthislong.Itwasgettingbeyondtherealmofbeingremotelyamusing.

“Jareth,listentome.”Theinquisitorleanedclosetothetablenow, grittinghisteethmomentarily

against thereekofdiseaseliftingfromthe mutilatedChaosworshipper’sopenwounds.“Iknowyousoldthoseweaponstotaintedmen.Youwilldieforthat.Butyousufferfornocause,enduringagonyfornoreason.Inwhoring your soultotheRuinousPowers, youhaveensuredyour deathwillbenorelease frompain. Unless you recantnow. Unless you recant, prayfor forgiveness,whilethereisbreathleft inyourbody”.



Freedoffreshtormentforalmostaminute,thehereticstrainedagainstthebondssecuring hislimbstothebloodstained table.Hisonly reply,ifindeeditwassupposedtobeone,emergedasa

slurredmoanof effort.



“Jareth,”Caius narrowedhis eyes. The cadence of his storyteller’s voice altered, slowed,dropped atouch.Hesounded likeaspitefulparenttellingachildthatthemonsters underhisbedwerealltooreal“.Jareth,I amofferingyousalvation.I havestood inthisroomforthreedays,forcing myself tobreatheinthestenchofyourliesandlistening toyouhowl.Againandagainyouraveinthenameofdaemons.Thosefalse godsarecomingtoeatyoursoul.Iofferhope.”

Asifoncue,thehereticlaunchedintoanothershrieking tirade,callinguponunholy namesthatmadetheinquisitor’smindache.Caiussilencedtheblasphemy withanodtothetorturerservitor.

Drills whinedastheycame alive, mademushysoundsastheyforcefullyentered flesh,andprotestednoisilyagainsttheresistance ofbone. Caiusbreathedeasier.Evenscreamingwasbetterthanrantingtothe godsofthewarp.

Whenthenoisesubsided,Caiusput awayhispocketwatchandtriedagain.

“Jareth,tellmewhatIwishtoknowandIwillkillyounowintheEmperor’s grace

.Hewillprotectyou.Orcontinuethisperformance,ifyouwish.Iwillsealyouinthiscellwithmy servitor,afterprogrammingittoskinyoualive.Whenyoufinallydieinseveraldays’time,yoursoulwillfall intothemawsofthe Chaos-thingsthat awaityou.”

Thehereticdrewbreathtospeak,butconvulsedinfeveredthrashings, bloodandspitsprayingfromhisruinedlips.Severalflecksspatteredontheservitor’sface,whichit ignoredcompletely.



“Everymomentofpainisaprayer!”hecried.

“Isthat so?”Caiuskepthishandawayfromhisholster

.Theeffortit tookwassupreme.



“IambelovedoftheRuinousPowers!”



“Youareahereticstrappedtoatable

,momentsfromdeath.”

“Isuffertoprovemyselfworthy!”



“Thenyoulearnnowhowitwasallwastedeffort.”Caiustiltedhisheadslightly

—apredator

studyingwoundedprey.Thepsycannonmountedonhissolidbronzeshoulderpadwhirredasit
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primed,buildingup powerand auto-rackinga bolt.As  withthe servitor,it respondedtotheinquisitor’sdarkeningmood,andaswiththeservitor,Caiuswilledtheweaponintocalmness.

Hewatched Jarethwithhisdualsight:hisnaturaleyeseeing thebleeding,dying man,hisredwashedfalsesightseeingthebeginnings ofasickeningbluecoronadawning aroundtheheretic’sface.



Psychicenergy.Powerfulpsychicenergy.



Intheweeks tocome,when Bastian Caius looked backupontheeventsthattranspiredhere,he

wouldrecognisethis momentasthesecondwheneverythingslippedoutof hiscontrol.To hisdyingday,hefelt sickjust recallingwhatfollowed.

Theheretic’sheadsnapped round tostareCaiusfullintheface.RedtearsraninerratictrailsdownJareth’slaceratedcheeks.

Ishecryingblood?Caiuswondered,throughtheintensifyingthunderofhisown

heart. Thiswasnew.

Andthiswasnotgood.

Theinquisitor wasabouttospeakwhenthedozensofpentagrammic wardsacid-etchedintothe

wallsofthecell—whichhadtakenanEcclesiarchy priestoveraweektocompleteinastonishing

detail —flared withadulllight.Thenthey,too,startedbleeding.



Yes.Thiswasdefinitelynotgood.

Fordays,theroomhadreeked: adank andobscenelybiologicalsmell.Nowitsouredfurther,thechokingairturningthickwiththetasteofrancidcopper.Caiusrestedatremblinghandontheaquila-shapedsolid goldpommelofhissheathedanddeactivatedpowersword.

“Inquisitor Caius.”Thevoicewasagrowl:aninhumansnarlfromahumanthroat

.Something

ancient anddeeplyamusednowspokethroughJareth’slips.

Oh,ThroneoftheGod-Emperor.Possession…

Asifhearing theinquisitor’s thoughts, theentitywearing Jareth’sbodycriedoutasoundasprimaland  inhumanas a great tide roaringin. It drownedout  the buildingwhineof  Caius’

psycannon, andthehissoftheinquisitor’s powerswordasitwastornfromitsscabbard,yetnot

ignited.

Somewhere inthebackofthewrath-driven howl,likeanaccompanying chorus,Caiusheard

Jareth—thereal Jareth —sobbing.ThesoundmadeCaius’skincrawl,pressingintohismindlikea

coldslugslippingthroughhiseardrum.Thesenseofsomething elsewithintheroom,somethingpalpablebutunseen, turnedCaius’tonguethickinhismouth. Hisfalseeyesfocusedandrefocused,tryingtoperceivethehatefulbluemiasmasurroundingtheheretic,burningbrightestfromhiseyes,lightinghisskullfromwithin.

Caius’psychicstrengthsavedhimfromamuchworsefate.Unholinessbatteredagainsthisskull,awaveofemotionalmaliceprojectedwithpsychicforce.Theinquisitor sagged,butstoodresolute.Unprotectedfromwarpemanations,thetorturerservitorshudderedasifshotinthehead.Itslefteyepoppedinasmallwelterofyellowingjellyandredjuice.



Caiuschantedcreedsofadmonition andexorcism,yetthewords caughtinhismind,snagginghalf-forgotten betweenhisthoughtsandlips.Themassinghate,thickasfogintheair,spokevolumes.Thiswassomuchmorethansomemerewarp-beast.



Daemon…

Theraggedformwhichhadoncebeen JarethKurr, chieffactoryoverseerofKantrael’s Gamma19Forgedistrict,squirmedonthegurney,gracelessyetperversely fluidinhismotions.Thepettyheretichadpissedhissoulaway insacrificetoabeingfarmorepowerfulthanCaiushadpredicted.



Theinquisitor’smusclesseizedattheheretic’slaughter,spasming painfully.Hecouldn’traisehisbladetostrike thedaemon down where itlay.Hecouldn’t eventakeastepcloser tothedamn thing.Thecreature’showlingmerrimentinCaius’mindfiredhisnerve synapses,rendering himunableto

controlhisownbody.
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Detectingtheinquisitor’spanicthrough synapse-links, thepsycannonmountedonhisshoulder

madeaseriesofminortargeting adjustments.Itpointed directlyatthewashofblueenergyinvisibletomortaleyes,itsammunition feedsprimedandthechimeofreadinessringing intheinquisitor’smindlikean alarm.



Butitdidn’tfire.Itwouldn’tfire.Hismindcouldn’torderitto—thedaemon’spsychic

presencemadesureofthat.

“Killit!”theinquisitor criedtotheattendantservitor

.Themono-taskedtorturermovedforward,

fleshdrillsandbonesawsbuzzing,oblivious toitsruinedeyeleaking atrailofdarkfluiddownits

cheek.

Caiussaw,withpainfulclarity,theparadoxplaying outbeforehisunblinkingeyes.Jarethwasa

frail,stick-thinfactory bossinhisfiftieswhohadspenthisadultlifeinofficestallyingfiguresofweaponshipments fortheImperialGuard.The thoughtofsuchaman beingabletooverpower anaugmentedInquisitorialservitorwastooludicrousto contemplate.ButitwasnolongerJareth.Caius

sensedtheheretic,likeaghostorashadow,outsidehisownflesh.Thedaemon-thing’s theftofthebodywasalmostcomplete.

Theservitorflashedbackwards, hurledthroughtheairandmeeting thewallwithawrenchingsnapofvertebrae.Caiusdidn’tspareitaglance,thoughhesawitsdyingtwitchesinthecornerof

hiseye.

Finally,thedaemonspokeagain.

“Mymasteristhedeathofworlds.HeisthedeathofScarus.Hisnameislosttoyou,losttoyourpitifulbrethren.Tenthousandsunshavediedsinceitwaslastspokenbythelipsofmen.Onceitwasknowntomany,intheerawhenyourcorpse-god reachedouttoreclaimthestars.Mymasterwastherethen,andhelaughedatyourEmperor.Helaughedasyourcorpse-god wept,findingnothingmorethanagalaxythat despisedhim.”

Witheachword,Jareth seemedtocalmdown moreandmore, falling intoastateoftremblinginactivity.Theroomresonatedwiththeunearthlyechoofthedaemon’swordsforcedthroughhumanvocal chords.

“Iwillendyou,”Caius saidthroughclenchedteeth.Itwasallhecoulddotospeakthrough the

muscle-lock.“InthenameofHe whositsupontheThroneofHolyTerra,Iwill endyou.”

Thedaemon turneditsheadandlaughed,arattlesnakesound, andvomitedastreamofblackblood.Thebilewashedovertheproneservitorslumped againstthewall,andthough theslaveignoredthetreatment,itsskinbegantodarkenandblisterasifwashedinboiling water.Thetenderfleshwheretheservitor’s metalaugments metnerve-dead humanskinstartedtobleed.Itsnumbedbrainregistereddamage,thoughnotpain,anditstartedtoemitmonotone moansastheacidicgushravageditsbiologicalbody parts.Itswhineslackedbothexpressionandemotion.Itwas,afterall,capableofneither.



“Ignorance” t

,hedaemonhissed.Hearing itsvoicewaslikestanding inaroomthickwithflies.

Caiusfelt eachwordlike theunpleasantticklingofinsectlegsonhisskin.“Suchignorance…”

Afterthrowing uptheblackness, thedaemonseemedtowither.Caiusgaspedashismuscles

unlocked,immediately launchingintoachantoftheFourteenthCreedofAdmonition  andBanishment. Thewordscametohismindnowwithease,flashing behindhiseyeslikequicksilver,each hymnalsentenceabrutalchastisement ofallwarpentitiesthatdefiledtheperfectionofhumanfleshbypossession.

Hedidn’tstoptowonderwhy thedaemon’sstrengthwaseroding.Forthemoment,hedidn’tcare.It didn’tmatter.



Jarethhissedthroughhisteeth,lettingoutaterriblebuzzasifsomeone hadkickedawaspnestintoasnakepit.Hisfleshdeflated,collapsinginonitself,andtheairturneddensewiththemetallic

scentofblood.“Thisisnothing!Itmeansnothing!Onthesaint’sworlditisfated!My masterawakens!Hewilldefileyourholyworld!Doyouhearhiscryechoing acrossthewarp?Hecallsto
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manyofus,acrossthestars…thosewiththesensestohearhiscries…thediseased,thedying,the

sickened…Iwillserveathisside!Iwill—”

“Youwilldie.”

Thebuzzingceasedinstantly astheshoulder-mountedpsycannonbarkedonce.Theonlysoundsintheroomweretheechoofthegunshotandthefinalbreathrasping fromJareth’sexplodedwindpipe.Theboltshell,personallyinscribed withlitaniesofpuritybyCaiushimself, hadtakenthe

hereticinthechestanddetonated inhislungs. Caiuswipedflecksofblood fromhischeek,notingwithagrimacehowthewetnessstung hisflesh.ToxicologytestswouldneedtobedoneonJareth’sbloodsamples.

A finalwordranginhisearsastheaftermathof thegunshotfaded.Caiuswouldneverknowif it

camefromtheairorJareth’slast breath.

“Kathur.”

Heheftedhisswordinhandsthatnolongershook,thumbing theactivationruneonthehilttowreathethebladeincracklingenergy.Caiusremainedintheroomonly longenoughtodestroy thedyingservitorwithaprecisebeheading.Evenifitcouldbesaved,thethingwassurelywretchedwithtaint aftersuchan assault.



Afterthatwasdone,theinquisitor leftwithoutlooking backatthemessthathadoncebeenJareth.Outside thesolitary confinement cell,theprisonwardenstoodwithasquadofguards.Theyhadbeenwaitingsometime,andfairlyreekedoffear.Thegruntsdid,at least.Thewardendidnot.

“Isallwell

,inquisitor?

” thewardenasked.Hewasanagedman,appointedfromtheCadianShocksomeyearsbefore.WhereothersinhispositionmightbefearfulofHisDivineMajesty’sHolyInquisition,thewardenwasconfidentandstrong-willed,takinganactivehandintherunningofhisprison complex.Itpleasedhimtoserve theEmperornow, nomatterhowunpleasanttheduty.NomatterhowunpleasantandcoldtheInquisition’sownmenweretodealwith.Caiushadnotmadeawarmimpressionontheprisonwarden.

“Burntheremains,”Caiussaid.“Thensealtheroom.Youwillbecontactedby theOrdo ScarusInquisitionwhenyouareallowedtousethecellagain.Itmay beseveraldecades.”Hetookadeepbreathandmetthewarden’seyes.“It maybenever.”

The wardennoddedandgestured tooneofhis men carrying aflamerinreadinessforthis very

order“.Let medoit,”hesaid.

Caiuswalkedaway, leavingthemtotheirwork.Therewasresearch tobe done,andajourneytopreparefor.

Thesaint’sworld,thedaemonhadsaid.AshrineworldinScarusSector.



CaiussentwarningstotheOrdoScarusInquisition,butontheshrineworld’s surface,ithadalready begun.Thewarningscametoolate;thepsychicpleasforhelpreachedoutonly hoursafterCaius’warningsreached hissuperiors’ears.

Caiuswasstill intheempyrean,enroutetoKathur,whentheplaguestruckin full.

Andthat washowhefailed.Allbecausehereachedthat accursedhereticaweektoolate.



Theminutestickedby.Caiuswatchedhispocket-watch,eachtickofthesecondhanderodinghis

patience alittlemore.Thecaptain’smeetingwiththelordgeneralwasevidentlytakingsometime.

Caiuslooked totheothertwomenintheroom, ColonelLockwood andMajor Crayce,bothuprightandatattention,bothcladinthesamewintergrey fatiguesandblackbody armouraseveryothersoldierinthe88th.Theirrankmarkingsstoodoutinpolishedsilverontheirrightshoulder

padsandthefrontoftheirvisorlesshelms.

Finally, thedoorinto Caius’tacticalchamberopened.Thiswas thebiggestroomonhispersonalgunship—powereddown notfarfrom theCadiantents—andtheinquisitoruseditforbriefinghisteamandreceivingvisitors.CaptainThadewalkedin,making thesignoftheaquilatohissuperior

regimentalofficers,thenrepeatingthegestureforCaius.
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“Youarelate

,captain,”saidCaius,returningtheImperialsalute.

“Iam

.I apologise,inquisitor.”

“Noexcuse?”



“Noexcuse

.As Isaid,Iapologise,andIamherenow.”

Caiussmiled.Helikedthatanswer“.IhavespokentoColonelLockwood andMajorCrayce,here.AndI havespokentothelordgeneral.Itrustyou havebeeninformed oftheresultsofthosediscussions?”

Thadenodded.“Mycommand,afullone-thirdoftheregiment,istobesecondedtoyou,touseasyouseefit inyourdutiestotheThrone.”

“Quite so,quiteso” C

.aius returnedhistimepiecetohisjacketpocket.Hisfalseeyesfocusedon

Thadewithmutedwhirring sounds.Hedismissedthebio-scanreadingsthatflashedupbehindhisretinas.Thadewashealthy.Nothingelseofinterest.



ColonelLockwood, pushingfiftynowandstillastenaciousandfitasasoldierinhisprime,watchedtheproceedingsinrespectfulsilence.HehadalotoftimeforThade—theboywasahero

inhiseyes,andbroughtgreathonour totheregimentwiththesilverthatshoneonhishelmet.He

offeredtheyoungcaptainasubtlenodofencouragement.



Major Crayce, his thin face exaggerated by his droopingmoustache, remained firmly atattention,violeteyesfixedonCaius.Specifically,hewatchedtheinquisitor’spsycannon,intriguedasthethought-controlled weaponturnedandpivotedwithCaius’movements,mirroringeverymotionofhishead.

“MayIaskwhy

,inquisitor?

”Thadefinallyasked.

“Whywhat?”

“Whyyou’vechosenmeandmy menoutofalltheReclamation’sforces”He

.knewtheanswer

evenbeforeaskingthequestion,butThadehadtobesure.Lockwood smiled.Craycedidn’tbreak

attention.Caiusremainedseated,andwithoutashadowofasmilehetappedthecentreofhisown

forehead,touchinghisfingerstohisskinintheplacewhereThade’ssilvershoneonhisownhelm.



“Iimagineit’seasytoguesswhy

.Now,gentlemen,thecaptainandIhavemuchtodiscuss.I

thankyou foryourtime.”

Lockwood andCraycesalutedandleft,theformerwithanothernodtoThade,thelatterwith

barelyaglance.Thedoorclosedbehindthem,andThadelookedbackat the inquisitor.



“Tell me

,captain,”Caiussaid,

“whatdoyouknowoftheOrdoSepulturum?”



“WhatintheGreatEyeistheOrdoSepulturum?”



BanJevrianlaybackonhisbedrollandlookedupatthedarkroofofthecommunal tent.The

roomsmelledlikewhatitwas:amakeshiftdormforthirtydirty,sweatingGuardsmen.

TaanDarricksat onthecot nexttohim,whichjustliketheotherswas anuncomfortableaffairofsquealingsprings and thinblankets.Thelieutenantmurmuredlitaniesof devotionandapologyashedismantledhisbeatenlasriflefor cleaning.

“Givemeamoment,”hesaidbetweenverses.AllCadiansweremeticulous  aboutthemaintenanceoftheirweaponry, butTaanmadecleaningintoanart.Itwasallvery ritualistic.Eachdismantled piecerestedonasmallscrap ofpaperscrawledwithprayers inthelieutenant’sownmessyhandwriting.

There eachmetalfragmentoftheriflesatuntilitwascleaned,whereupon itwouldbewashed,polishedandre-blessedwithwhisperedprayersofaccuracyimploring tothemachine-spiritwithin.FinallyTaanwouldreassembletheriflewhilespeaking  theCadianvariantoftheLitany  ofCompletion.

“Spiritofthemachine

, knowIhonouryou.Inmy handsyouarecomplete,andallIaskisthat

youfiretrue”.
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“Doesyourrifleevertalkbacktoyou?”Jevrianasked.Hewasasdiligentasany soldierin

maintaininghisoverchargedweapons—evenmoreso,duetotheinnateinstabilityofhellgun-class

armaments—butDarrickmadeonehell of aperformanceinhisdutifulmaintenance.



Taanfinishedhisworkandleft the gun restingloadedbyhisbed.

“Shesingseverytime Ipullthetrigger

.Nowwhat wereyousaying?

”



“ThecaptainismeetingwiththeOrdoSepulturum.”

“So?”



“SowhatistheOrdoSepulturum?”

“HowshouldIknow?InquisitionisInquisition.A lotof lockeddoorsandsecretsIdon’twant to

learn.”

Jevrianraisedan eyebrow.Because ofhisstern,granite-hardface,itwaslikepartofamountain

moving“Those.whomakewarwithoutknowledgeinvitedefeatthroughignorance”.



Taanlaughed.“That’sofficermaterial.Arankerlikeyoushouldknowbetterthantoquote

seniorofficerinspirationaltexts,mastersergeant”.

“Iliketo read.Mightmakecaptainoneday.”Jevrianwasdeadserious,butTaanstill grinned.

“Readalittlemore

,then.

‘Dutyistrust

.Ourdutyisnottoquestionandseekanswersto

momentsinlifethatescapeourunderstanding.Ourdutyisthesameasourmothers’andfathers’

duties.TokillfortheEmperor anddieforHisthrone.Wedieinthetrustthatoursacrificeallowsotherstoliveon,doingthatsameduty.We’reblindnow.Blindandlost.Butdiedoingyourdutyandtrustourbrothers andsistersasgenerations beforeushavetrustedtheirs.’Yourecognise thatone?”

“Iwasthere

,Darrick. Irememberwhenthecaptainsaidthat.”

“Actually

,that

’sourveryownColonelLockwood. He’sgotsomefootnotesinthelatestedition

ofTheValorousPath.”

Jevrianraisedhiseyebrow forthesecondtimeinthesamehour.Thiswasaboutthemostexpressive he’dbeensinceCadiahadbeeninvaded,andevenwhentheskiesofHomehadburned,

allhe’dsaidin reaction wastomutter“Goingtobeabusyweek.”

Butthen,learningoneofyourownregimentwasintheCadianofficer-onlyversionofthe

ImperialInfantryman’sUpliftingPrimerwasdefinitelynotsmall

news.

“Just a few footnotes,”Taan saidagain. “LockwoodtranscribedThade’sspeech atKasrVallock

,

citingthecaptainastheembodimentofthevalues ofCadianofficerhood.”

Jevrianwassilent. He rememberedthat speech,that moment,astheshellshowledallaroundand

Thade committedthe88th tothefieldinopenbattleto…well, Jevrianhatedtothinkabout it.Butit

washardto forget.That damnedTitan.Throne,that hadtakensomekilling.

“I betThade isfuriousaboutthat.”JevrianknewThadewell

,andbesides,thecaptain

’sloathing

ofhismenmakingabigdeal outofhismedalwas well-established.

“Rax is functioningagain.That’llcheerhimup.”

“Sure

,buthe’dnevergivehispermissiontobequoted.”

“Lockwood’sacolonel

.He didn

’tneedpermission.Andyouknowhowmuchtheoldman loves

Thade.He foughtthiscommissarbusinesstoothandnail.”

Jevrian’sgazemetTaan’s.Wordspreadaroundcampfast,butapparentlyithadn’treachedthe

Kasrkinsquad yet“.Whatcommissarbusiness?”

“Ah,”saidTaan.“That.”
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CHAPTERVI

FirstBlood



ReclamationHeadquarters,outsideSolthane



CommissarTionenjiwaswaitingforThade.



Asthecaptainlefttheinquisitor’s gunship,thecommissarstoodatthebottomofthegang-rampleadingfromthevessel’ssmallinternalhangar,hishandsloosely claspedbehindhisback,andhisblackleatherstormcoatflapping inthebreezekickedupby aValkyrietakingoffashortdistance

away.

HemadethesignoftheaquilaasThadeneared,whichthecaptainreturnedinkind.Thadehidhisexpressionofannoyance.He’dbeenhoping tocheckinonRax,butthatwasgoing tohavetowait…again.

Thisiswhat peopleseewhentheylook atCommissarAdjatayTionenji:atallman,hisdark skin

showing hisheritagestretchingbacktooneoftheImperium’s countlessjungleworlds.Hewasbroad-shouldered, buthisframewasslender,sculptedandkeptthatwaybytherigoursofconstantexercise.Hishairwasalsodark,scrapedbackfromhisunkind featuresandscentedwithexpensive

pomade,allunderastandardred-trimmed blackcommissar’s cap.Hisankle-lengthjacketwasleftunbuttoned, revealinghisblackuniformandaweaponbeltwithaholsteredplasmapistolandasheathedchainsword—thislast forgedintoanunusuallythin,curvedshape.

Thadetookall of  thisin beforeheevenmadethe  signofthe aquila,but  noneofthese

observations werethefirstthingshenoticed.Thevery firstthoughtthatcrossedThade’smindwas

theinstinctiveandnaturalreactionbredintohimfrombirthandthroughdecadesoftraining.



He’snotCadian.

Hegrinnedatthelordgeneral’simpliedinsult,appointinganoff-worldertothe88th.He

loweredhishandsashefinishedtheImperialsalute.

“Whydoyousmile

,warden-captain?

”



Thadewasn’tmuchforlying“B.ecause youreyesaren’tviolet.”

“Should theybe?”Tionenji’s voicewassoftandmeasured, butThadecouldalreadydiscerntheedgeofstrengththatwouldnodoubtshowinfullwhenthecommissar shoutedinbattle.Itwasamellifluousvoice,histonegentleandhoneyedwithonlyahintofaccusationat thecaptain’swords.

“It’satraditionfrommyhomeworld,”Thadesaid,certainthecommissar knewthatanyway

.

“ShockregimentsregarditasapointofhonourtohaveCadian-borncommissarsappointedto

them.”

“Yourworldisaworldofwar

,andsuchplanetsbreedmany orphans.”Tionenjireferredtothe

commissarialcustomof selectingitsrecruits fromchildrenwho’dlostbothparentsinbattle.He was

stillasrigidasifhestoodontheparadeground. “I imagineCadiaprovides many candidatesforthe

ScholaProgenium,yes?”

Thadenodded,tryingtomakeuphismindonhowtojudgetheman.“Youraccent isRukhian.”

FinallyTionenjismiled—atoothygrinthatflashedacrosshishandsomefeaturesandvanishedsofastThadewasn’tsurehe’devenseenit“.Notquite,captain.MybirthworldwasGaradesh,andthat sharesasimilarculturewithRukh.Goodguess,though.WhydidyousayRukhian?”
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“Thewayyou elongate yourvowels.WefoughtwiththeRukh9thseven yearsago.”

“The BattleofTyresius,”Tionenjisaidimmediately

.



“You’vedone yourresearch.”Thadewasn’tremotelysurprised.

“Iamacommissar,”Tionenjirepliedsimply

.Thadeseemedtomuseonsomethingfora

moment,thenofferedhislefthand—hishumanhand-forthecommissar toshake.Hehopedthe

Garadeshiwouldn’tmissthesignificanceoftheact.



“WelcometotheCadian88th.”

Thecommissarhesitated just asthecaptainhad,but acceptedtheawkwardleft-handedshake.

“ItwillbeapleasuretoservetheEmperoralongsideyou,warden-captain.”Thadeforcedasmile. Tionenji caught the expression. “I am given to understand Cadians are grudginganduntrustingwiththeirwelcomes,andyouarenotadept athidingyourdiscomfort.Iam correct,yes?”

Thadechuckleddespitehimself“C.ommissar,maywejustestablishonethingatthebeginning

ofourassociation?”

“Nameit

.Ishallgiveyourwishesalldueconsideration.”

“Don’tcall me ‘warden-captain’.”

“Yourownrankoffendsyou?”



“Somethinglike that.” Thade sought  a quick change of subject“

. Have you been briefed

regardingour…unusualassignment?”

“Ihave”A

.gain,Thadewasn

’tsurprisedat thehoney-voicedanswer

.

“Haveyouservedwiththisnewordobefore?”

“Ihavenot.”Tionenji andThade talkedastheywalkedbacktotheCadianencampment

,asmall

cityofblackandgreytents.“TheInquisition’snewdivisionissomethingofamystery tome.Iamawareoftheirmandatetohuntanddestroytheplague-slain,andseekthesourceoftheCurseofUnbeliefthat hasravagedsomuchofourglorioussectorin recentyears.”

Thetwo officersnearedtheCadianbasenow, fallingundertheidleshadow ofthemassive bulklanderthatformedthecentrepieceofthecamp.“That’smoreorlessmyunderstanding,” Thadereplied.“InquisitorCaiuswantstomakeasweepofthereliquariesinSolthaneandseekthesourceofKathur’soutbreak”.



“Thensoitshallbe.”Tionenjinodded.Thatmatchedhisbriefingsaswell

.Nowhelooked

aroundthenear-desertedcamp,at thevistaof silenttentsandtheoccasionalwanderingservitor“.By

theHolyThrone,yourcampis assilent asthecityitself.Areall Shockoutpostssoquiet?”

Thadethoughtitwasinteresting thatthecommissar hadn’tevenservedwithCadiansbefore.

Tionenjiwasn’toutofhistwenties,anditwasusuallycommonforveterancommissars tobe

appointed totheCadian Shockoveryounger officers. Againhefoundhimselfwonderingatthelord

general’sreasoningbehindthedark-skinnedman’sappointment.

“It’salmostmidnight

,commissar.”

“Themensleep?”

Thadelaughed,thesoundunnaturallyloudintheemptycamp.Asifoncue,thesoundsof

distantenginesroared.

“No.Theytrain.”



ThemassedmightoftheCadian88theclipsedThade’s merethreehundred men.OverathousandsoldierswerepackedintoahundredandfiftyChimerasandSentinels,drivingupamuddystormastheymanoeuvred acrossthegrasslandstheregimenthadsetasidefordailytraining.Thade’sthreehundredmenjoinedMajorCrayce’sthreehundredandColonelLockwood’s fourhundredforthemidnightexercise.

ThadeandTionenjiwatchedfromagentlerisethatmightgenerouslybecalledahill.EnginseerOsironandSethRoscrainwerealsopresent,bothmen’snon-standarddutiesremovingthemfromtheneedtotrainnow.Thehfffff-hsssssofOsiron’sbreathingwasaudibleoverthesoundofthe
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revvingengines asdozensof Chimeratransportspowered alongsideeachotherinaseries ofvarious

formations, movingpositionswitheaseandmaintainingequaldistancewitheachotheratalltimes.Thetech-priestlistenedtotheroaroftheengines,hearingonly thevoicesofanangelicchorus.Hewasalerttoevery nuanceinthe symphony, every enginethatwhinedtoohardwhenitsdriver

hesitatedatagearchange,everycryofbrakesthat neededatouchmoremaintenance.



Sethleanedonhisblackstaff,his eyesbloodshot andhislipscutwherehe’dbittenthemduring

hisearliervisions.

OsironandSethbothmadethesignoftheaquilatothecommissar andthecaptainastheyapproached.Thecommissar returneditearnestly,Thadedidsowithanodofgreeting.Seth’sgazelingeredonthecaptainforalongmoment,thenflickedtoTionenji.Hecouldn’tresisttestingthenewcommissar.Hisunseensensereachedout,enveloping thedark-skinned man’sinvisibleaura,probingtheouteredgesofTionenji’sthoughts.

Tionenjishuddered despiteSeth’sdelicacy.Ah,notjustanotherblunt,hethought,slipping into

Guardslangforthose withoutpsychic talents.Sethwithdrew hishiddensense,satisfiedthatthecommissarwouldbeextremelyresistanttopsychicmanipulation.

Sethshuddered, histalentsstillopentothewarp,andinthatmomenthecouldhearitagain:thevoicefromthemonastery.Something (…beneathhisfeet…Somethingbelow…)cryingoutfroma

great,unknowable distance.Hehearditeachtimeheusedhispowersnow,andfearedtheonsetofwarptaintinhismind.Withaglanceatthecommissar, Sethsealedhismindofffromtheworld,relyingonhisfivenaturalsenses.

“Yourdriversareskilled”s

,aidTionenji,watchingthegrasslandsbeingchewedup intoamorass

ofmeaninglesspatterns.Hundredsoftanktreads gougedacrossthemuddyearth.

ThecommissarpointedtotentransportsspreadoutinaV-formation,whichpromptlyscreechedtoswervinghaltsinunison,formingatightcircleofarmourwiththeir frontsfacinginwardandrearsout.Tengangways slammeddownintotheravagedmudandahundredmenranfromthevehicles,

takinguppositionswithriflesraised.

“Iknowthat formation,”Tionenjisaid.

Thadesmiledattheperfectdeployment,recognising Taanleadingthehundredmenthere.He

flickedaglanceat thecommissar“.Isthat so?”

“ThatistheSteelStar.”Tionenji’soak

-browneyessmiledevenifhislipsdidnot

“

.Worthlessin

anurbanbattlefield,butextremely difficulttoperformaspreciselyasIseeitbeingdonehere.One

mightthinkyouwereshowingoff,captain.”

AllthreeCadianslaughed,thoughonlyThade’swasanaturalsound.Seth’slaughwasalow,

wet chuckle,Osiron’samechanicalwheeze.Thadeshookhishead.

“WecallitOpeningtheEye

,butyes,it

’sthesamemanoeuvre

.Andinallhonesty,commissar,

wedon’tshowoff.Perfecting moveslikethisisoneofthewaysthe88thtrainsforformation

deployment.” Thadeinclinedhishead,gesturingacrossthefieldwheretenChimerasunderMajor

Crayce’scommand repeatedthemoveinanorchestraofgrinding gearsandroaring engines.Osiron

closedhiseyes,listeningintently tothemusiconly hecouldhear,makingsilentnotesaboutwhich

Chimerasto checkoveroncethetrainingwascomplete.



“Tonightisusedforthisdeploymenttraining

, yes? Nocombatexercise?

”



“Nottonight

.The coloneldeemedthisnecessaryinstead.”

“Ah,Isee.”Tionenjinodded.

“Youdo?”



“Iamnotblindtoyour

,forgiveme,ourregiment

’sexpertise

.Themonasteryfightmusthave

tastedfoultomanyofthemen,yes?Therewaslittleopportunity fortherapiddeploymentand

tacticalinsertion the88thexcelsat.And thecoloneldecidedtoallowthemento…relievesome

stress.AmIcorrect?”

“Youseeclearly

, commissar.”
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Tionenjinodded,alreadylookingbacktothefield“.Itry.”

Thadelookedatthejungle-worlderforamoment.Tionenjiwasmakinganopeneffortto

connectwithhimandshowhiswillingness tobondwiththeregiment,whichwasnotwhatthe

captainhadbeenexpectinginacommissarappointedbythelord general.



“Ibelieveit’stimeyoumetthemen,”Thadesaid.Hewasacutely awareofSeth’sandOsiron’seyesonhisbackashespoke tothecommissar. Tionenji turnedtotheCadian, regarding hisvioleteyesunderthesilverwingedmedal.



“Iwasgoingtowaituntiltomorrowmorningforaformal presentationalongsidetheinquisitor’s

briefing.Whatdidyouhaveinmind,captain?”

Thadetoldhim.Tionenjiconsideredtheramificationsforamoment,andeventuallynodded.

“Iagreetothiscontest

.Buttell me,whyisit to firstblood?

”



“Cadianduelsarealwaystofirstblood.Ifyoustriketrue

,firstbloodisallyouneedtomakethe

kill.Andifyoudon’tstriketrue,you’renotCadian.”

“Yourpeopleareveryarrogant,”Tionenjisaidwithoutanyrealjudgement

.Itwasmerely an

observation.

“Cadianblood,”whisperedSeth.“ThefueloftheImperium.”

“Wearetheonesthat diesoallothersmightlive,” saidOsiron.

“Thatisaboastthemen andwomenofmanyworldscanmake

,enginseer

”re

,tortedTionenji.

“Takeonelookwhereourhomeworldis,commissar,”Thadesaid.“Nowtakenotethatthe

Imperiumstill stands.Wehave everyrighttobearrogant.”



Thegrasslandplainwassilentbutforthemurmursofmenplacingbets.Tionenji allowedthemthis,knowing itwouldbegoodformoraleandseeingnoneedtobeginhistenurewithunnecessaryconfrontation.Ifthe lordgeneralwas right inhisassessment,thenewly-appointedcommissarwouldbemakingenemiesaplentysoonenough.Oncetheexecutionsbegan.

HelikedThade,hehadtoadmit.Thecaptainwashonest, ifnotentirely open,andhisrecordspokeof anaccomplishedofficer,perhapsevenagifted one.WouldheshootParmenionThadedeadwithoutasecond’shesitationiftheneedarose?Absolutely. Wouldheregretthedeedafterwards?Maybe.Itwouldcertainly notsitwellwiththe menofthe88th.Tionenjiscanned thecrowd now,alreadycommitting facestomemory.Paleskin,brighteyesofblueorviolet…Afeybreed,theseCadians.

Initially thegatheringhadbeenlimitedtoCaptainThade’sthreehundredmen,butasthenewshadspedacrossthevox“—Thade’sfightingthenewcommissar!”—theentireregimenthadparkedupandformed intoawideringaround thecaptainandTionenji. Mensatandkneeledontheground,othersstoodbehind,andstillothersstoodatoptheirChimeras,eagerforaviewoftheaction.

SethhadgrippedThade’swristbeforethecrowdhadgathered.

“Ineedtospeakwithyou,sir.”

“Iwon’tlethimshootyou,Seth.”Thadefounditeasy torelatetohisbrothers intheregiment

,

butsomethingaboutSethalwaysunnervedanywhospokewithhim.Hisraggedappearance,the

psy-feedsburiedintothebackofhisskull, theway helookedasifhewasdrowninginhisowntoolargejacket,thesuckingofairthroughhisteethtoavoiddrooling;itwasallsomethingofa

wretched picture,but thatwasn’tthewhole story. Seth’spowersethimapart.Inaculturecentredso

closelyaroundthetenetsofunityandbrotherhood,thosewhostoodaloneweredoomedtobe

foreverdistrusted.

Sethhadgrinnedatthecaptain’sreassurance. Theeffectwasugly,revealing severalshatteredteeth,lostwhenhispowers hadragedoutofcontrolandalmostsnapped hisnecksome monthsbefore.



“Idonot fearthenewpoliticalofficer

, captain. Ineedtospeak with youaboutthecards.”
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“Tomorrow,Seth.”

“Parmenion.” Seth’sfrailgriptightenedonthecaptain’sbionicwrist

.Thadequelledtherushof

instinctthat almostmadehimpullhisboltpistol.



Theuseofhisnameunnervedhimalongwiththegripandthesincerityinthesanctioned

psyker’svoice“. Whatisit?”

“Tomorrow is fine

. But this is important. For you, certainly, but perhaps for the entire

Reclamation.Please,speakwithmetomorrow.Thetarot cannotbeignored.”

Thadenoddedandpulledaway.“Fine,Seth.”Hehesitatedbeforewalking off.Thetension

betweenhimselfandthesanctionedpsykerwassomethinghewasgrudginglyhoping toweardownoneday.Helookedat Seth’sretreatingback,hunchedover asthesmallermanleanedonhisstafffor

support.

Themomentpassed.Otherscametosteal Thade’sattention.

ColonelLockwood wasnexttospeakwiththecaptain.HerestedahandonThade’sarmoured

shoulder,hisweatheredfingerscoveringthetwin eightsmarkedinwhite.



“Don’ttrytotalkmeoutofthis,sir,”Thadesaid. “Webothknowthisisagoodidea.”

Lockwood’sscowlspokevolumes.Hislinedfacewasaroutemapofbattleshe’dbeenfightingforlongerthanThadehadbeenalive.Veterans,true veteransover fifty years of age,wererare intheCadianShock.Suchwasthefateof theImperialGuard’smostoften-testedregiment.No matterhowgood youare,theoddswill alwaysgetyouintheend.

The colonelpulledhim aside“I’l. lgethim transferred.We’ll have aCadian appointedbeforeweleaveforthenext campaign.Youhavemywordonthat,son.”

Thadeglancedaroundtobesurenoneofthenearby soldierscouldoverhear“L.asttimeIchecked,sir,menwithvioleteyesweretraineddamnhardnottocomplainaboutorders.Wedo

whatwedobecausewe can andwemust.”

“It’saninsult

.Weallknowit.”

“It’sanorder

.Theimpliedinsultismeaninglesstome.”

“It’snotmeaningless tothemen,Parmenion.Nottotheregiment.” Theconversationhaltedasa

clusterofsoldiersapproached tosalutethecolonelandwishThadeluck.Thetwoofficersnodded

andwaiteduntilthemen hadmovedaway.

“Iknowit’snotmeaninglesstothem

.That

’swhyI’mbreakinghiminlikethis.I’llturnthe

insultintoablessing.”

“Howdoesheseem?Fromfirstimpressions?”



“Sincere

.Cold.Astute.”Thade grinned.

“Cadian”

.



Lockwood saluted,toostoictosaymuchmoreinfrontofhismen.He’dneverallowhisiron-heartedreputationtotakeadentlikethat,thoughhisadmiration forThade wasanopensecret“I’m.notarguingagainsttheidea.Itwillwork.Provehe’sawarrior,andmaytheThrone’slightguideyourblade.”

Minutes passedasmoremen cametospeaktoThadebefore thebout.Tionenjistoodsilent,waiting,nohintofimpatience acrosshisfeatures.FinallyThadesteppedintothecirclemadeby the

watchingmenandtheirtanks.DeadMan’sHandandseveralotherSentinelsquadronstowered

abovethecrowd,theirpilotswatchingthroughvisionslitsoropenhatches.

Tionenjifoldedhisgreatcoatandsetbothitandhispeakedcapinaneatpileby theedgeofthe

circle.Hestoodinhisblackuniform,hisoiledhair still perfectlyarranged.

Thadewasstill inhisbodyarmour.Seeingthat,Tionenjiwonderedifhehadalreadyfailedsomekindoftest.OnGaradesh,honourduelswerefoughtunarmoured withcurvedblades,withanyadditionalprotectionconsideredignobleandbase.Tionenjiwatchedthecaptainnow,suspectingthattheoppositewastrueoftheCadians.Theyprobably adheredtosomecodewhereonlyafoolwouldenterafight withoutthebestprotectionavailable. Orperhapsashort lectureonhowasoldiershouldalwaystrainweighteddownbyfull armour.
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A  seriousbunch,these Cadians.In Thade’shandswas  his weightychainsword,longand

straight,withasinglecutting edge.InTionenji’s ownhandswasthebladehe’dnamedasanimcha,thinandcurvedlikeacrescentmoon,alsosilentindeactivation.Twolivechainswords meetingwouldriskshattering andtearingtheteethfromoneanother.Powereddown,theycouldbeusedto

duelwithoutriskofdamagetothepreciousweapons.

Tionenjiadvancedaggressively,hisfootworkgraceful,immediately revealinghimselftobeaskilledswordsman.Thade kepthisownfootworklight,slowlycircling andmakingtheatricalcutsintheairthathadafewofthemenlaughing attheobvious display. Mostofthemexpectedacasualbout,perhapswiththecaptainshowing thisnewcomerwhowasreallyincharge,andthelordgeneral’sordersbedamned.

Thefirststrikeandparry happenedsofastthateveryoneexceptthecombatantsmissedit.Tionenji sprangbackfrom theblocked blowandslashedagain,theflatofhisarcing bladeclatteringagainstthesideofThade’sbulkiersword.Itwasthemoment thefightbeganinearnest.Thadetrainedwithhissworddaily,asdidTionenji.TheCadianwasaproductofhishomeworld’s YouthLegion, aswereallsoldiers oftheShock regiments,andhadbeenrearedtofightsincehispre-teens.TheGaradeshicommissarhad been takeninby theSchola Progeniuminhisownyouth, andtrainedtotheexactingstandardsoftheImperialcommissariat. ThadefoughtwithabladegiftedtohimbyCadia’sfinestleaderandtheheroofScarus Sector.Prideandreverenceflooded himeachtimethe

sword  cleareditssheath.Tionenjifought withhisfather’snimcha,aweaponofthetribesofGaradesh,andhonouredhisfather’sshadewitheachvictorythebladebroughtfortheEmperor.

Theswords metagainandagain,reflectingsliversofmoonlight eachtimethey crackedsnake-

fastagainsteachother.

Scout-lieutenant VertainhadparkedhisSentinelclosetoTaanDarrickinthecrowd. Heleaned

fromhisvehicle’ssidehatch,watching thefightwithunblinkingeyes. “Ican’ttellwho’swinning”,

hesaid.

“Ithinkthey’rebothwinning.”

Vertainbrokehisgazelongenough tolookforBan Jevrianinthecrowd. TheKasrkin sergeant

wasregardedastheregiment’sfinestswordsman, butiftheSentinelpilothadhopedtogleansomeinsightintotheduelbyreadingJevrian’sexpression,themeasuredstareoftheKasrkinleaderofferednoanswers.Vertainturnedbacktothefight.

Thefightersduckedandweaved,theirdeactivatedswordsslashing through theairtomeetwith

metallic clanks once, twice, thrice asecond. Bothmen werepantingless thanaminuteafter theduel

hadbegun,neitherusedto facingaswordsmanof equalskill.



Inoneofthemomentswhentheirswordsmet,bothmencameclose,pushingtheirweight

againsteachother.TionenjihadsmiledashelookedintoThade’seyes.

“You’re

…doingverywell.”Histeethwereclenchedin effort, aswerethecaptain

’s.

“I’mbetter whenmybladeislive,”Thadegrinned.

“Aren’tweall?”

Theyflewapart,neithergainingtheadvantagefromthesword-lock. Moreblowsweretraded,

eachoneending inaparryorablockthatlocked thetwoweaponstogether.Thenexttimethey met

facetoface,Tionenjiwasgrinningmirthlesslyandbreathinghard.

“You…looktired…myviolet

-eyedfriend.”

“Not atall,”Thadesmiledback, sweat stinginghiseyes.Fiveminutesof thiswas astiringasthewholenightinthemonastery“.Butifyouwantarest…I’llbeagentlemanandletyoutakeabreak.”

Aswiththeopening strikes,thefinishingblowscamewithsuchspeedthatthosewatchingonly

realisedwhathadhappenedseveralsecondsafteritwasdone.



Tionenjithrewhimselfbackwardsatthe lastinstant toavoidathroat slashof Thade’sswordthathehadnochancetoblock.TheCadianwasoverbalancedinthestrike’swake,andasinglestumble
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heraldedtheendofthefight.TheslendercrescentbladelickedouttocrackThade’sswordfromhis

hand,sendingitspinningawaytohit themuddyground.

Allofthishappenedinaheartbeat’sspan.

TionenjihadmeanttorestthetipofhisswordonThade’s chest.He’dmeanttoaskinhisdeliciousorator’svoice“,Doyouyield?”andmakeashortspeechonwhatanadmirableopponentthecaptainhadbeen.

Admittedly,theseplanswouldhavegonedownwellwiththewatching regiment.The menwere

alreadyimpressedbythecommissar’sskill,andThadehadbeenright—inshowingTionenji’sbattleprowessastheirfirstimpression ofhim,thecommissar waswalking intoawarmerwelcomeamongabandof soldiers fromawarriorculturethan ifhehadsimplypresentedhimselfatamission

briefing.

However,hisplansofgraciousmercy nevercametofruition.Believinghe’dwon,hisdefenceswereinstantly lowered.IttookhimasplitsecondtorealiseThadewasn’tfinished.Herememberedthecaptain’swordsthen.

Tofirstblood.

Bythetimehewasbringinghisbladeuptoblockthecontinuingthreat,Thade’sroundhousekickconnectedwithbone-jarring  force.Tionenji’sheadsnapped backandhestaggeredaway,blindedbyhiswateringeyesandthewebofwhite-hotpainhischeekhadbecome.



Hespatamouthfulofthick,copperysaliva,knowingfrom thetastethathewasspittingredness.Athousandmenroaredtheirapproval.Asthecommissar’s eyescleared,hesawThadeofferinghishand—again,itwashis left hand.Hisreal hand.

“FirstbloodtoCadia,”thecaptainsaid,still catchinghisbreath.

Tionenjitookthehand,flashinghisshort-livedgrininadisplayofblood-pinked teeth.“FirstbloodtoCadia,”herepeated,sensingatraditionbehindthewords.

Themencheeredagain.
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CHAPTERVII

WarCouncil



ReclamationHeadquarters,outsideSolthane



Theymet inthe lord general’scommandbunker—aprefabstructurejustashortwalk fromhistent.Around theroom’sedges,servitorsandadeptsworkedthebanksofvox-scanners  andtacticalcogitatorsnecessarytoplantheReclamation andremain incontactwiththevessels inorbit. SeveralofficersoftheHadris Rift40thflanked theOverseer,spreadingaroundthecentralcircular tableanditsclusterofmaps. Eachonewasattiredasthelordgeneralhimself:adressuniform ofjadegreenwithgoldtrimmings. OverseerMaggriggleamedinthereflectedlightfromtheconsolescreens.He

waswearing hisfinestdressuniform(andtheaccompanying goldthatmadeupHadrisRifterrank

markings)forthismeetingwiththeinquisitor.He’dorderedhismentodothesame.



InquisitorCaiushadarrived early. He stoodapart, hishandsrestingon thetableasheporedoverthemaps.Uponenteringhe’dsalutedpolitelyandimmediately ignoredthepompbeforehim.The

onlywordshe’dspokeninthelast fiveminuteswereto askwhereCaptainThadewas.

ColonelLockwoodwas  presentasThade’scommandingofficer.TheseniorofficeroftheCadian88thstoodimpassive inhisbattlegear,watching theregions ofthemapthatdrewtheinquisitor’s attention.Hewasheretolearnwhereasizeableportionofhisregimentwasbeingdispatchedto,andtoplanforactionsundertakenwhiletheyweresecondedtotheInquisition. Hisdispleasureat thesituationwasinvisible.Thecolonel’sfacewas an emotionlessmask.

Thadearrivedexactlyontime,coming intotheroomwearinghisbattlearmourandbearinghisweapons. Hesalutedtoallpresent,takingapositionopposite ColonelLockwood.Severalmenfiled

in afterhim.Onhisrightwere fourjuniorofficersinthesamebattleuniformasthecaptain.

“Inquisitor,”Thadesaid“Th

.isismy commandteam:Scout-Lieutenant AdarVertain.First

LieutenantKorimHorlarn.SecondLieutenantTaanDarrick.AndthisisMasterSergeantBan

JevrianoftheKasrkin.”

Eachofficermadethesignoftheaquilaashisnamewasspoken.Jevrian’sbulky carapace

armourrattledashesaluted.

“And these”

,Thadegestured tothefiguresathisleft,“areTech-priest EnginseerBylamOsiron,SanctionedPsy-Advisor SethRoscrainandCommissar AdjatayTionenji.”Oncemore,Imperialsalutes  wereoffered,thoughnot byOsiron.No one  was surprisedat that. Tech-priestswere

famously loyaltotheCultoftheirMachine-God,theOmnissiah,andworshippedtheEmperorin

theirownsecret,Byzantineways.

Osironbowed,at least.Themotioncausedamechanicalpurrfromhisaugmeticjoints.

“Gentlemen,thankyouallforcoming”

.InquisitorCaiusgesturedatthemaincitymap.

“Lord

general,ifyouwouldbesokindastoprovideasummaryofthecurrenttacticalsituation.Howis

the

Reclamationproceedingthroughoutthecapital Solthane?”

Maggrig steppedclosertothetable.Heheldeveryone’sattention,thoughinadifferentwayfor

eachmanthere.Hispompousself-importance boredCaius,whoseattentionwasgivengrudgingly,

whilehewasthefigureoftheperfecttacticalgeniustohisownHadrisRiftofficers.Byandlarge,

theCadiansconsidered himamusinglyoverdressed.ColonelLockwoodwasespecially unimpressed
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bythetrimmings andwealthadorningMaggrig’s dressuniform.He’dseenlessgoldonpaintingsof

theGod-Emperor’sthrone.

TheOverseertookamomenttocomposehimself,ensuringhehadtheattentionofallintheroom.Heclearedhisthroatandcalmlymettheinquisitor’s eyes,hiding hisinwardsmileathisownmasteryofthe  situation.Bold,assured,calm, collected  —hewasthe  veryrepresentationofeverythingnoble inthewaythesoldiers oftheHadris Riftwenttowar. Hefeltthegazesofhisownmenuponhim.Hecouldsensehowheinspiredthem,and—



“Thedelayisboringme,”Caiussaid.“ColonelLockwood, pleaseappraisemeofthefighting

withinthecity.Specifically,themaincathedraldistrict.”

Lockwood wasCadianenoughnottosmileashesteppedforward.“ThepurgeofArchenemyelements  withinSolthaneproceeds on schedule  to date, all in accordancewith Lord GeneralMaggrig’sdesigns.”Lockwood tookupapointerandstartedmakinggesturestocertainsouthernsectionsofthecity.

“Here

,hereandinthisgrandconcoursehere,resistancehasbeenfarheavierthanexpected.”

“Why?”Theinquisitorlookedupintothecolonel’svioleteyes.Lockwoodhadpointedtothree

sectorsscatteredacrossthecathedraldistrict,whichwasthesizeofacityinitself.

“Thesearehabitationareasofthemonasticsector

.Tensofthousands ofcitizensandpilgrims

diedintheirhomes there.Orbitalpictssuggested —andReclamation tacticiansanticipated—

intensenumbersoftheplague-slainintheseareas.Nosurprisesthere,butwhilebuilding-bybuilding purgeswereplannedfor,we’vediscovered thattheremainsoftheKathuritePlanetary

DefenceForceareentrenchedin forcethere,too.”

“Theso

-called

‘Remnant’.”

Alloftheofficersnodded.AllexceptMaggrig,whowasstrugglingtocontainhisfuryand

shameatbeingtreatedsoshabbilybytheinquisitor.



“What’sthissection?Whyisitsomuchmoredetailed?”Caiusasked.

“My Sentinelsquadron mappedseveralsquarekilometresofthecity onourrecentadvance”

,

Thadesaid.“ThatistheregionleadinguptothemonasterylostbytheJanus6th.”

“Whichbringsustothelatestdevelopment,”Lockwood continued.“Sincewemadeplanetfall

,every vox-channel hasremainedscrambledandpronetoextremeinterferencefromanunknown,untraceablesource.Additionally, noauspexorservescannerhasgivenusareliablereading.We’rehuntinghalf-blind.”

“Untillast night,”Thadesaid.

“Untillast night

. The 88th

’sattemptedextractionofthe Janus6th wasthe firsttimethe

interferencewasclearedforanysignificantperiodoftimeoveraconfirmed spanofterritory.Itwas

alsothefirsttimeanyReclamationunitshavecomeintocontactwithprimary-classthreats.”

“TraitorAstartes,”noddedCaius.

“Exactly

,inquisitor.It standsto reasonthepresenceof theDeathGuardislinkedtotheclarity

of thescanners.Thade?”

Thecaptainspoke upagain.“Either theTraitorLegion clearedourscanners forareasonwe’renotawareof,orsomethingthey’redoing intheShrineoftheEmperor’sUnendingMajestydisablestheirownjammersasasideeffect.”

“Best guess?”askedCaius.

“Wethinkthey’rescanningforsomething

.Andtheycan

’tjamuswhiletheyscan,”Thadesaid.

“Iconcur,”saidOsiron.“Thetech-adeptsofevery regimentareworking onmethods tocounter

theinterferencebasedon thelatest development.”

“As expected.But what isthere toscanfor?”Not aman failed tonoticetheedge toCaius’voice

asheaskedthat question.

“Wehavetacticians,savantsandteamsofresearchservitorsworking onthat

,sir,”saidthelord

general.Caiuswavedthereplyaway.
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“DoestheInquisitionknow?”askedThadesuddenly

.



“What?”Caiuswasmomentarilyblindsided.Thesilencethat followedwas intenselyawkward.

“TheplaguehasravagedScarusSectorformonthsnow,onworldsclosertotheWarmaster’sfrontlines.NowweknowtheDeathGuardarepresent;theLegionhistoricallyresponsiblefortheotheroutbreaksandthelikeliestsourceofthismostrecentone”.



“That’sguesswork,”said Maggrig

.



“It matchesthefacts,” Thadereplied.Hewascarefultokeeptheirritationfromhisvoice

.



“Irespectyourposition, CaptainThade,”Caiusbegan,“buttheHolyOrdosoftheThrone will

makeyouawareofwhat youneedtoknowwhenthetimecomesforyoutoknowit.”

“I’lltakethatasa ‘yes’,”Thade smiled. CommissarTionenji pointedlyclearedhisthroat

.Thade

quieteddownandworkedhardtokill hissmirk.

“TheOrdoSepulturum isheretosweepthereliquariesandplacesofgreatestfaithwithinthecathedralsector.Iseekthesourceoftheplague.Indeed,Iseekanyinformationatallthatcanhelpusbetterunderstandthisgravethreat.”

“Understood, sir”

,Thadesaid.Howveryrehearsed,hethought.Andvague.Thadehadnever

workedwiththeInquisitionbefore.Itwasarecordhe’dbeenkeentokeep.Followingorderswas

onething;hewasusedtoitanditrarely rankled.Butinformationwaspower,andgoing intoafight

withoutthefactswasnot thewayanysoldierwantedtomakewar.

“We’renotchildren” T

,hadesaid.

“Ifyou’rekeeping thetruthfromustosaveoursanity

,I tell

younowthat we’dratherknowexactlywhat’s goingon.”

“Thade” L

,ockwoodwarned.

“I meanno offence” t

,hecaptainsaid.“Butwe’renotsomegreenunitonourfirstcampaign.

We’llfightanddieor fightandwin,nomatterwhatthetruthis.”

“Thade” L

,ockwoodwarnedagain,frowningnow.

“Yourstubborninsistenceisnoted,captain.”CaiusgesturedtotheOverseer“

.LordGeneral

Maggrig,whatareyourcurrentintentions?”

Therewerenohesitations from thelordgeneralthistime“I. amorderingtheremainingforcesat

thispositionintothecitytotakeandholdseveralkey locationsalongthewesternedge.Wewill

establisha forwardbase withinSolthanebytheendoftheweek”.



Overthe courseofthe followingtwo  hours,the  lordgeneraldetailed his plansto retake

Solthane,streetbystreet,buildingbybuilding.

Theplansdrewnocriticism.Thegoalswereambitiousbutrealistic,uninspired buttacticallysound.A series of implacableadvancesprecededbySentinelsandsniperteams, tosecuredefensiblestructureswithineachnotabledistrictnearby.Atonepoint,Lockwood andMaggrigdebatedthemeritsofdividingtheReclamationforcessothoroughly.

“I’mnotdisagreeing

,lordgeneral

”

,saidLockwood. “Butwe’reallawarethattheforceswecommand herearejusttheReclamation’s spearhead. Wehaveameremonthleftbeforethemainattackforcearrivesinsupport. Theregimentsenrouteshouldbemadeawarethatthey’llbelandinginahotzone withseveral outpostsalonganurbanfrontlineratherthan thesinglestrongholdthey’reexpecting.”

“Dulynoted,”saidoneofMaggrig’scolonels

—ahandsome,unscarredmaninhismid-thirties.

“Isthereafinalcountofthearrivingregiments?”Thadeasked.Therumourscirculatingputthe

numbersat thewildestoutcomes.

“Anadditionaltwohundredthousandmenintotal,”thesamecolonelsaid.“They enteredthewarpearlierintheweek, andarecurrentlyestimatedbetweentwenty-fiveandfortydaysdistant.”

Thadenodded,while LieutenantDarrickwhistledlow.“Throne,”he said,“nowwe  know

they’retakingthisseriously.”

“ThisisashrineworldtotheGod

-Emperor andoneofHisblessedsaints,”saidMaggrig.

“Nothingcouldbemoreserious.”
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Thadewasn’tdone.He’dbeenwaiting forthis.“Willthe88thbeallowedtoreturntoCadiato

fightthere,oncethemainforces arrive?”

“Iwillmakemydecisionsbasedondeploymentdataattherelevanttime

,captain,”Maggrig

said.

Themeetingproceeded,withtheofficersignoringthehustle ofthemeetingroomasthey talkedon.Adeptsandjunior officersleeredintotheeye-straining, flickering screensofwallcogitators,

absorbing streamsofjadegreenlettersandnumbersspillingacrosstheblackscreens.Regiment

positions,listsofthedead,cityplans—datain all its relevantforms.

Onlyonenewarrivalbrokethebriefing’sflow.

Theyheard hisfootstepsbeforetheysawhim: resoundingclunksof heavymetal thatthuddedontheplasteeldecking  oftheprefabcommand  structure. Whenthenewcomer  camethrough thedoorway(afterneedingtoducktodoso),theheadofeveryofficerpresentwasturnedtoseethemanmakehisentrance.



In his armour, Brother-CaptainCorvane Valar was just over two and a half metres tall.

“Massive”  barely described him

. He was broader than even Osiron, whose bulky  body

augmentationsinmanyways mimickedthesuitofpoweredarmourwornbythebrother-captain.HewasalsoalmosthalfametretallerthanBanJevrian,thetallestofficerpresent,andJevrianwastallbyanyone’sreckoning.

Corvane’s bulkwasalien,threatening,andspokeofrawpowernomortalmanwouldever

achieve. WhileOsiron’saugmeticjoints clickedandwhirred accordingtotheir ownintricate, arcaneworkings, therewasnoover-complexdevotiontotheMachine-God inthearmouroftheAstarteswarriorthatnowstoodamong theGuardofficers.Thethrumofhispowerarmour’s jointswasanangrymurmur—an agitatedgrowlthat buzzedwithawaspishedge.

Thearmouritselfwastheun-colour ofonyxorjet,somehow asdarkasvolcanicglasswithoutobsidian’ssheen.Every man’s vision seemedtobore intoit,asthough tryingtosee deeper, thewaytheeyesstarehardintotheworryingblackofalightlessroom,adepthlessoceanoramoonlessnight,seekinganydetailatall to clingto.

TheAstartes’facewashiddenbehindhishelm,amuzzle-mouthed bone-whiterelicreverently

maintaineddownthemillennia.Redeyelensesregardedeachmaninturn.

TheAstartesmadethesignoftheaquila,hisoversizedgauntletedhandsbanging againstthecarvedwhitestoneoftheImperialeagleonhisbreastplate.AHadrisRiftcaptainflinchedattheloudsnarlofservosfromthe giant’s armourjoints.

“IamBrother

-Captain CorvaneValar

”

,thegiantsaid.Hishelmetspeakers,mountedintothe

muzzleofhisrelichelm,renderedhisvoicedistortedandharsh.“Commander oftheFifthBattle

CompanyoftheAdeptusAstartesRavenGuardChapter.”

Mattersofrankandseniority betweentheImperialGuardandtheAstarteswerefarfrom

straightforward.TheAstartesChapterswere autonomousservantsof theImperium,andansweredtonoauthority buttheirown.Andyettechnically,thelordgeneralheldrankhere.Itwasatensionrepeatedcountless timesacrossmillennia. TheAdeptus Astartesoperatedunderamandate fromtheGod-Emperor—theirgenhancedbodiesmarkedthemashischosensons,livingonasshadowsofhisimage.YettheImperialGuardansweredtoSegmentumCommandand,inturn,theHighLordsofTerra.Cooperation wascommonbetweentheGuardandtheAstartes,butconflictwashardlyunheardof.



TheCadians,asifoncue,returnedthesignoftheaquilaimmediately. Tionenjiwasamomentbehindthem,asweretheHadrisRiftofficers.OverseerMaggrig bowedhisheadinashallownod,made thesignoftheaquilahimself,  andsmiled inwhathehopedwasasuperior,yetwarm,expression.HeassumedithidhisnervousnesstobebeforeoneoftheEmperor’schosen.Inthat,he

waswrong.



“Welcometothewar council

,brother-captain.”
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“Goodtoseeyouagain”

,saidColonelLockwood. Thegiantinblacknodded,takingseveral

momentstostarebeforereplying.ThadewonderediftheAstarteswasscanningthecolonel.



“Cadia

.ThesiegeofKasrVallock.ColonelJosuanLockwood,Cadian88th.”

“Goodmemory

,brother-captain,”smiledLockwood.

“AndI thankyouagainforyourChapter’s

assistanceinthedefenceofmyhomeworld.”

“Darkdays.Iremember themwell

.Butnotfondly.Muchofmy Chapter’sstrengthisstill

garrisonedthere.Myownforcewillbereturningassoonaswe arefinishedwithourdutieshere.”

“That’sgoodtoknow,captain.”

Thatseemedtobetheendoftheconversation. Maggrigcontinueddiscussing hisplan.The

Astarteswascontenttolisten,standing stillasastatuebutfortheoccasionalturnofhishelmetedheadto regardanotherpartofthecityscapemap.

“There.”

Severaloftheofficersstartedathissuddenvoice.



“Brother-captain?”  Maggrig  asked.He’dbeenpointingatadistricttowardsthecentreofSolthane,housing thegreatCathedraloftheArchpriest.ItwastherethatthebonesofSaintKathurwerelaidtorest.



“There,” theAstartesrepeated.“Thatiswhere theRavenGuard willfocus itsefforts.I willdispatchscoutsimmediately  topreparetheassault.TheFifthBattleCompany willlinkitsintelligencewith yours,lordgeneral.”

“Wewouldbehonoured,” Maggrigsaid.HewasflushedwithpleasureandpridetoseeanAstartesofficershowing suchrespecttohimbeforehisownmen.Thiswouldsurelyspreadthroughtheranks…

“Itisthedispositionofyourownforcesthatnecessitatesourdeployment

.” Thegiantpointeda

brutishhandattwopointsinthecityscape“The.CadiansandVednikansareyourprincipalsource

ofveteranstrength.Theyarehere andhere,respectively.”

Here,theAstartesturnedtolookat CaptainThadeandhiscommandteam.



“TheRavenGuardFifthhasservedwith theVednikansand the Cadiansbefore

.We have judged

theircharactersasaplanetary people,andassessedtheirprowessasregimentsinservicetothe

Emperor.”

HeturnedtoMaggrig, thoseblood-red eyesstaringwithoutmercy“Th.eyaretheclawsofyourplan.They arethekilling talonssharper thanallothersatyourdisposal.Therefore,wewillunleashourfuryandtheangerof ourweaponselsewhere,wheretheywillmostassuredlybemoreneeded.”

Silencegreetedthis.ThadeandseveraloftheCadiansnoddedin respectfulthanks.

“Whateveryouseefit,” Maggrigmurmured.

“ThenIamdonehere,”thegiantsaid.Someoneclearedtheirthroatatthatmoment

.Unseen

servos growledinthejointsoftheAstartes’armourasheinclinedhishead toSeth.

“You.Sanctionedpsyker

.Youwouldspeakwith me?

”

“Yes,lord.”Seth’svoice wasawetwhisper

.

“Brother-captain.”

“Yes,brother

-captain

”

.Alittlemorestrengthtohistonethistime.ThadenoticedTionenji

’s

handinching towardshisownholsteredlaspistolasSethspoke.Hereadcautioninthegesture,not

aggression,andsaidnothing.Butitstill aggravatedhim.

“Speak.Ihave nowishtoseem rude

,butmytimeislimited.”Theeyesofeveryman present fell

onSethnow.Whatinthehell washethinking?

“IamgiventounderstandtheAdeptusAstarteshave

…individuals…that sharemytalent.”

“Itisso.WenamethemCodiciersandEpistolaries, depending onrank.Again,forgivetheimpliedinsult,buttheirpowerseclipsethoseofanunenhancedhumanpsykerbyagreatdegree”.TheAstartespausedhereandThade,forsome reason,imaginedhimsmiling behindtheimpassive

muzzle.
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“YoudelaythedeploymentoftheEmperor’s finesttoquestionmeontrivia?”askedthegiant

.

Hisvoicewasdifferentnow:lessstern,despitethevox-speakers distorting histone.Maybehehadbeensmiling,afterall.



“No,sir,”Sethsaid.“Iwouldaskifyouhaveone ofthesemenamongyourforcehere”

.



“Ido.”

“MayIspeakwithhim?”



TheGuard officers staredinsilence.Wasthisanaffront?Aninsult?Abreachofdecorum,certainly.Thadetonguedhisteeth,tryingtothinkofsomething tosayshouldtheAstartestakeoffence.Lookingup at the  toweringblack figurewithits snarlingjointsand red-eyedmask,absolutelynothingcametomind.NotaThrone-forsaken thing.Tionenji’spistolhadcleareditsholsternow.

“Tell mewhy,”thegiantsaid,histonestill neutral

.

“MattersoftheEmperor’sTarot.”

Theawkwardsilencereturned,intermittently brokenbyacuriousaddition.Aseriesofmuted

clickscamefromwithintheAstartes’helm.Vox-clicks,Thaderealised.Hewasusinghissuit’s

internalvoxtospeakwithsomeone.



“Itisdone”t

,heAstartessaidonlyamomentlater

“B

.rother-CodicierZaurenis aboardourstrike

cruiser,TheSecondShadow.Hewillmakeplanetfallin fifteenminutestoattendtoyourrequest.”

Sethboweddeeply“.Athousandthanks,brother-captain.”

TheAstartesmadethesignoftheaquilatoallpresent.Oncemore,hisoversizedgauntlets

bangedonthestoneeagleacrosshisbreastplate.



“Iwillleaveyoutoyourplanning

.Wewillmeetagain,shouldtheEmperorwillit.”

“VictoryorDeath,”said Lockwood.Thatmadethe giantpause

.



“Averyfinememory

,ColonelLockwood.”

Thecolonelsmiled. Withoutanotherword,withoutevenwaiting fortheirrepliesor salutes,thegiantinblackstalkedfromtheroom,partingtheclustersofbusyheadquartersstaffbeforehimlikea

curtain.Theyscattered fromthedoorwayasheneared.

SethleanedonhisstaffinthesilenceaftertheAstarteshaddeparted.“Ifyouwillexcuseme,lordgeneral?”HeaddressedtheOverseerbuthiswateryeyeswerelockedonThade,almostbleeding significancewithanintensitythatwouldbecomicalifitwereanyothersoldierinhisunit.Thade gentlyinclinedhishead.Messagereceived.Youstill needtospeak withme.



ItwasobvioustoallofthemthatMaggrighadnoideawhattosay.TheOverseerjustnodded,andSethlefttokeephiscuriousappointment.Only thendidTionenji’slaspistolfinditshomebackinitsbrownleatherholster.



“Thepsyker”L

,ordGeneralMaggrigsaidwithnarrowedeyes.

“Hemustbewatched”

.

“Heis,”repliedthecommissar

.

“Healwayswas”a

,ddedThade.



Thegunshipwas thesamedeepandglosslessblackasthearmourwornbyBrother-CaptainValar.Itcameinlow,throwing upastormofdustasitsthrustershowledandbelchedfire.Landingclawsextendedinasmoothdance ofwell-oiledtechnology,bitinginto thegrassysoilastheThunderhawk

gunshipcametoarest.Theroarofthegreatturbinesandenginesfaded astheycycleddown.

Seth’seyesfelluponthegreatwhitesymbolpaintedalongthegunship’s flank,repeatedinsmallerreliefonthewings.Astylisedwhiteraven,wingsoutstretched.HeavybolterstrainedleftandrightfromtheThunderhawk’scheeksandwingtips.Sethwasputinmindofagreatbirdofprey,

powerfulbeyondwordsbutsitting uneasily, alerttothepossibilityoffoesevenwithin thesanctuary

ofitsnest.



And thiswasnotitsnest,ofcourse. Thatwasbackinthecoldoforbit:anAstartes strikecruisernamedTheSecondShadow,Sethrecalled.Poetic,hethought,andmarvelledatthenotionofsuch
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brutish,war-bred men beingabletochooseanamewithsuchnuance.Headmired(oratleast

respected) theAstartesforthelivingweapons theywere,butpitiedthemtheirlackofcultureandhumanity.Ofcourse,itdidnotescapehisattentionthatmostImperialcitizensthoughttheexactsameoftheCadians.Thatthoughtmadehimsmile.



Ithumbled Sethforamomenttolookuponthishuge,darkinstrument ofwar.Itwasalmost

certainly thousandsofyearsold,stillflying,stillfighting,stillsheddingbloodinthenameoftheGod-Emperor.SomuchofCadia’stechnologywasforevernew.Newsoldiersbearingnewriflesanddrivingnewtanks —alltoreplace men,weaponsandresourceslost intheplanet’s endlesswars

againsttheraidersthat spilledfromtheGreatEyelikeunholytears.

TheThunderhawk’smouth opened, thegang-rampseveralmetresunder thecockpit loweringonwhiningpistons.Seth’smouthwassuddenlydry.He’dhadnoideaifthepsykersoftheAstartesreadtheEmperor’sTarot,butratherthanfeelreassuredbythebrother-captain’s answer,henowfound himself worried. Whatifthiscodicier’sownreadingsweresostrong, soaccurate,thatSeth’svisionsweredisregardedentirely?Hehadneverfully trustedhiserratictalent,butitwasoneofhissensesassurelyasthecapacity toseeandtouch.IftheAstartespsykerbanishedSeth’sfaithinhisownabilities,itwouldbelikelivinghalf-deafandneverbeingabletotrustwhatheheard.

Thethoughtmadehisskincrawl.Maybethiswasamistake.Yes,hellyes,thiswasalla

mistake,andit tookallSeth’sresolvetoremainwherehewas.

TheAstartespsyker,Brother-Codicier Zauren,walkeddowntheslopedgang-ramp.HisarmourwasasdarkasValar’shadbeen,butinsteadoftheoff-whitehelmsportedbythebrother-captain,

thisAstarteswarrior woreahelmofmidnight bluewithamouth grille. SethwasnoexpertonthearmamentsofthenobleAstartesChapters, butherecognised theshapeofthehelmasanewermarkofarmour,perhapsonlyseveralhundredyearsold.

Thegiantapproached,hisheavyarmouredbootscrunching soilandgravelunderfoot.Sheathed

acrosshisbackwasatwo-handedbladeaslongasSethwastall.The Cadiandoubtedhecould liftit

unaided.HedoubtedevenBanJevriancouldfight forlongwiththat beastinhishands.

“Youarethesanctionedpsyker attachedtotheCadian88thMechanisedInfantry

, areyounot?

”

TheAstartes’voicecame inthesametonelessvox-speechasthebrother-captain’shad.

“Iam.”Sethlookedupatthegiant’shelm

.Theeyelensesstaringbackdownathimwere

golden.

“Excellent,”thegiantsaid.“IamBrother-Codicier ZaurenKale

.YoumaycallmeZaur,ifitis

notuncomfortablyfamiliarforyoutodoso.”

“I

… I…”

“Amoment

,please,”theAstartessaid,andreacheduptodothevery lastthingSethhadbeen

expecting.

Heremovedhishelmet.



“Whereareyougoing?”thecommissarasked  astheyemergedintothedim

daylight.



“Maintenance,”saidThade

.Heclenchedandunclenchedhisbionichandashewalked,and

Tionenjiwonderedifthe Cadianevenknewhehadthat habit.



“Overseeingthehonouredenginseer’swork?”

“Osiron?He’dneverputupwiththat

.Thisispleasure,notbusiness.”

“Pleasure?Inmaintenance?”Tionenjifixedhimwithabewilderedlookthatperfectly matched

theincredulityinhisflowingGaradeshiaccent“I.amrelatively well-informed, culturallyspeaking,ontheCadianpeople.Iunderstand thatyouregardriflesasmorepreciousthanyourwives,you’dratherkillsomeonethanmakelove,andthatyou’reonlyhappywhenbraggingaboutthemost

recent timeyouremainedawakeforfivedays straighttowinawarwithyourhandstiedbehind your

backs.”
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“Youknowuswell.”Thadegrinned,hisvioleteyesbrightbelowtheblackwidow’s peakofhis

hair. “But not thatwell. Seventy-fivepercentof theplanet’s adults andchildren areunderarms, and

mostCadiansdon’tmarry.Wehavebreedingprogramstomaintainthepopulation.”

“Isthat ajoke?”



Thadekeptgrinning.He didn’tanswer.



“Evenso,captain,neverinmymostuninspireddreams didI imagineyourideaofleisurewould

betowatchtech-servitorsrepairyourtanks.”

“Youdon’thaveto followme,”saidThade

,knowingthat was alie.Tionenjismiled.

“Andmissentertainmentofsuchmagnitude?Never.”

“Iknewyou’dbegame

.Andno,we’renotgoingtowatchthemrepaintthetanksandtunethe

engines.We’re goingbecauseI’vebeengettingwordsincelast nightthatRax wasready.”

“Who,orindeedwhat

,isRax?

”



ThadesmiledagainashenearedthetoweringformoftheCadianbulklander.Machinesounds

ofmaintenanceandrepairechoedoutfromtheopenbaydoors.

Foramoment, helookedontheedgeofboyish.Noeasyfeatforamanwho’dbeenfightingthe

Archenemy sincehewasfourteen.Thadewasn’tquitethirty.Tionenjifeltthecaptaincouldalltoo

easilypassasamannearingforty.



“Rax,”Thadesaid,still smilingtherare

,warmsmile

“

,ismydog.”



Zaurwas pale, thepaleof pristinemarble.Not thatSeth hadbeenexpectingmuchovert humanityintheoversizedbody andfaceofanAstarteswarrior,buttheice-whiteskintonewasanotherlayerof

surprise.Andhiseyeswereblack.Thatunnerved Sethtonosmalldegree.He’dneverheardofsuch

an…alteration.

Zaur’s scalpwasshavedbare—sobare thattheCadian wassure theAstarteshadeithershavedonlyhours before,orwasgeneticallymodifiedsothatnohairwouldgrow.Afewsocketsstoodout

onthewhiteskin,polishedchromeshowing  anedgeofrednesswheretheyaggravatedthesurrounding skin:theimplantsforthecodicier’spsychicenhancingtechnology.Sethhadnoideawhatequipment theAstartespsykersusedandwasn’tabouttoask,nomatterhowfiercely his

curiosityburned.

Theamplifyingbandofpsychoactivemetalimplantedacrosshisforeheadsuddenly  itchedabominably.Hekepthisaugmentations cleananddisinfectedthemtwicedaily,buttheywerethefruitsofcrudesurgeries.SanctionedpsykersdeservednobetterintheeyesoftheGuard;the

majority weredestinedforamessy deathbeforetheyearnedanylong-servicemedals.Thepolishedbionicspunctuating theAstartes’skullwerealmostartisticincomparisontothecheapbronzeplugsthat boredintoSeth’sfleshandbone.

“Youseemdiscomforted,”Zaursaid.Hisrealvoiceresonated,deepasdistantthunder

,but

wasn’tunkind.

“IhaveneverseenanAstarteswithouthishelm

.Notonce.”

“Ah,”Zaursmiled.Thatunnerved Sethevenmore

.EventheAstartes’teethwereoverlarge,

though everythingaboutZaurwasinproportiontothegiant’sphysique“.Youwished mycounsel?”

thecodicier remindedhim.



“Yes.Yes,overmattersoftheEmperor’sTarot

.Do you readthecards?

”

“Areyou askingiftheAstartesasawholepracticethetradition,orareyou askingifIdo?”

“Both.”

“Isuspectour methodsarenotdissimilar

, Cadian.Butcome,thisisnotamattertobediscussed

onalandingzone.EvenintheshadowofmyThunderhawk, someearsarenottohearofwhatwe

speak.”

ZaurledSethintothewaiting mawofthegun-ship, clanking upthegang-ramp.Onceinsidetheinternalhangar, Sethscanned therows ofchainedcombatcyclesandarchaicthrusterbackpacksthat
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waitedinsecurewallhousingsforusebytheAstartes.Zaurthumpedablackfistagainstthedoor

lockpanel,andthegang-rampwhinedclosed, endingwithametallicslam.

“Now,”saidthecodicier

,hisvoiceechoingeerilyaroundtheemptyhangar

“W

. hatarethecards

sayingtoyou,Cadian?”

Sethtookadeepbreath. “TheArchenemyisnotdonewithKathur.”

“AndwhatifItoldyouIhadseenthesame?”



“Iwouldbe

…reassured.Reassuredthatmytalentswerenotflailingwildly.Butifyouare

seeingthesame,thenperhapswecan—”

“Beatease,”theAstartessaid,cutting theairwithhishand. “Ihaveseendarkportents, butthe

specificsmatter aboveall.AndIwonderiftheyalign.Speak clearly”.

“Agravethreat

,asyetunmet,”Seth

’seyesunfocused, losingtheirstrainedintensity

,andhis

voicetookonadreamlikequality“The.echoesofheresyringoutacrosstheshrineworld’s sky.

Somethingis coming.SomeresurgenceoftheArchenemy.Somethingfamiliar.”

“I havereadthesame fateinthetarot

.Andyetwhatisfamiliartoboth theCadiansandmy

Chapter?Iamnotasgiftedasmanyofmybrethrenamong theLibrariumoftheRavenGuard,butI

know totrust mytalent.Theevilthatdraws nearisutterlyfamiliar.Thehatredthatrushes toeclipse

us ispersonal.Ifeltthatsurgingfromthecards,and itisinnodoubt.Theonlyanswerthatfits is,of

course…”

“TheDeathGuard.”

“TheDeathGuard.”Zaurnodded. “Thetraitorous XIVLegion.Thescourge ofScarus,attheDespoiler’sright hand.Theycarve woundsthattakedecades toheal, if theywillever sealatall.Theinfection. The taint.HowmanyworldsinthissegmentumhavebeenlosttotheCurseofUnbeliefinAbaddon’sthirteenthwar?”

Thequestionwasobviouslyrhetorical.Sethnoddedslowly,histhoughtscoalescing.



“TheCadianShockaretheguardiansofScarus.Butforgiveme

,brother-codicier.Idonotsee

thetiesbetweenmyhomeworldandyourChapter.WhataretheDeathGuardtoyou?Howgrave

aretheirsins,that nootherevil canmatchtheminyoureyes?”

Zaurstoodinsilenceforsometime.Whenhefinally moved,itwastoplaceagauntletedhand,coldasfreshsnow,onSeth’shead.Whenhefinallyspoke,itwasinabuzzingvoicecontainedwithinSeth’sownmind.

+See,Cadian.Seewhattheydidtous…+

Thevision began.Avision ofawar—TheWar—thatbegan tenthousand yearsbefore.Inadistantsolarsystem,onehundredcenturiesago,Sethwitnessedthebetrayalthatscourgedthe heartsoftheRavenGuardagainsttheirAstartesbrothers.

Itwassoonover. Whenthevisionfaded,Sethfeltpaleandweak.Hebolstered hisstrength to

speakhislast question.

“Zaur”

…



“Yes?”



“Sincecoming toKathur

…Doyouhearthevoice,too?Somethinghasawoken onthisworld.It

criesfor aid.”

Zaurnoddedonce,veryslowly“.Ihearit.Ihearitevennow”T.hecodicierlookeddownatthe

Cadian.“Haveyouheard thereply?”

“No.”

“Thatismytruefear

,andthereasonIhavetakensuchsternheedoftheTarot

’swarning

.

BecauseInotonlyhearthevoicecryingforaid,I alsohearsomethingoutthereanswering.”

“Thissecondvoice, what doesitsay?”



“Itiswordless, muchlikethepleaforaidwebothhear

.Asimple,powerful projectionthat

conveysasinglemessage.”

“Whatmessage?”
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Zauropenedhismindoncemore,lettinghissixthsenseenvelopSeth’ssurfacethoughts. He

couldfeeltherhythmsofthemortal’sbody,beatingandbubblingintheirshortlifespan.TheAstartesknew,justforamoment,howfrailandmortalitfelttobetrulyhuman.HefearednothinginhisservicetotheThrone,yet hefelt himselffearfulofthat incredibleweakness.

“Listen”s

,aidZaur,lettingthevoicesflowingthrough hispsychicsensewashgentlyintoSeth

’s

lessermind.Itwasasimplediversionofmentalenergies,theequivalentofamandammingone

riverto formanother.



Cometome,thefirstvoicesaidwithoutwords.

Wecome,wastheequally-wordlessreply.



Wecome.
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PartII

TheHerald
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CHAPTERVIII

EchoesofHeresy



Withinthewarp



We come.



Itpulsedthiswordlessreassuranceinarelentlessstreamofsubconscious telepathy.Wecome.



Wecome.Wecome.

Sometimesitwouldforgetitsownname.



Itknewthiswas becauseof thewarp.Travellinginthedomainof itsmasterbroughtthecreatureclosetoitsgod’s  touch,andallthatwasstillhuman within itwould slipintounremembereddarkness.

Ontheseoccasions,occasionswhichmightlastamerehourandmightlastanything uptoadecadeormore,itwouldsimplyself-identifybythetitleitsvariousminionsusedwhenaddressingit.



TheHerald,theycalledit.TheHeraldofthewhisperinggodtheyallserved.

TheHeraldhadnotmovedfromitsthroneinmanymonths.Barnacle-likescabs,crustybloomsofdriedbloodandcalcifiedpus,nowbound itto theboneandcorroded metalofitscommand seat.TheHeraldfelttheencrustedgoreconnecting himtothethrone,andbyextension,totheshipallaroundit.



TheHeraldknewitsstrength,itsincrediblemight. Itknewitwouldtake littleefforttomoveandshatterthesolidifiedfilth,butitwantedtoenjoytheserenityofitsreposeforafewmoremoments.Itbreatheddeeply withinthedecayedshellofitsarmour,feelingthesilentrumbleofitsvesselspearing throughthewarp.Daemon-things inthedarknessbeyondtheship’shullshriekedandclawedatthevessel,desperate toenterandprostratethemselvesbefore theHerald.Theyleftstreaks

ofdiseasedfleshalongtherancidhullasthegreatshippowered on, ignorantofthewould-be

supplicants.

TheHeraldchuckled.

Someofthecreaturespopulating thebridge—theweakestones,whoselivesmeantnothing—coweredandwhimperedat thesound.ItwasthefirsttimetheHeraldhadmadeanynoiseinweeks.

Oneofthebridgecrew,long deprivedofitslegs,crawledupthestepstotheHerald’s throne.Once,ithadbeenaman.Nowit left aviscoustrailinitsleglesswake, andhadtoomanymouths.

“Wedrawnear

,Herald

”s

,everalofthething

’smouthssaid.

Now theHeraldstood. Thecrustedgorebindingittothethrone shattered intopowdery,infectedshards,manystill stickingtotheHerald’sarmourlikewartyprotrusions.

WiththeHerald’ssudden, albeitslow, activity,thehollowbonespinesjuttingfromitsbackbegantoemitalowbuzz.TheHeraldwasawake,andthehivewithinitsbodyawakenedaswell.Thefirstflies,bloated andsticky,skittered fromtheflaredholesat thetopsofthehollowspines.

TheHeraldturneditshornedhelmetedhead,seekingsomething.Itcouldbarelysee.Itseyes

weregummywithbloodytears,havingbeenclosedfortoolong.Sightpainedit.



“Weapon,”theHeraldgrowledinalow,burbling voice

.Thebridgecrewshrankback,some

pressingagainsttheirconsolesinfear,some becausetheirownorganic corruption boundthemto

theirstationsjust astheHeraldhadbeenboundtoitsthrone.
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Oneofthefiguresflankingthegreatthronesteppedforward.ItsarmourwasthatofanAstartes,

butswollen,corroded andcrackedthroughtenthousandyearsofplagueandbattle.Itwasthesame

gangrenouscolouroftheHerald’sownarmour.

“Herald.”Blood

-cakedrespiratorpipesthrustintothefrontoftheAstartes’helmvibratedasthe

secondfigurespoke“I.bearyourblade.”

Atthesewords,thecorruptedAstartesheldoutacolossalscythe inhisswollen fists.Itwasover

threemetreslong,thepoleasthickasaman’sthigh,thecurving crescentbladeglinting inplacesunderapatinaofbloodyrot.

TheHeraldtookthescytheinitsowngauntletedhands.Amemory swamupthroughthewarpholymurkofitsthoughts.Aname.



Itsownname?

No… Manreaper.Thenameoftheweapon itnowheld.Withapsychic nudge, theHerald

activatedtheantiquatedpowerweapon.Itsscythebladehissedasenergy floodedtheancientmetal.Theorganic decaytakingrootonthebladeitselfcrackledandpopped asitburned away.Thestenchwascancerous,butthatwasfarfromunusualintheHerald’spresence.Theentireshipitselfreeked

oftheegg-likeshit-smellofaterminalwastingdisease.Theairwithinthevesselwaspoisontoall

butthecreaturesthat dwelledwithin.

TheHeraldtookadeepbreath withinitsenclosingarmour,savouringtheholyscent thatreacheditsacuteolfactory senses.Visionreturnedwithincreasedclaritynow,shapesresolvingclearlyto

makeoutthesceneofthebridgeallaround.Agreatscreenfacedthethrone,showing thebeautifulchaosofwarpflight.Itwaslikelooking intothemindofamadman, seeingallhisthoughtsascolours.

“Near?”theHeraldgrowled.“Soon?”

Speechwasalsodifficult.TheHeraldswallowedtoclearitsthroat. Whatever hadbeenlodged

therewriggledasitwent down.

“Weareonlyhoursfromourdestination,Herald”t

,heTraitorAstartessaid.

“TheLegion?”snarledtheHerald.

“TheLegionstandsready

,greatTraveller

”

.



Traveller.Anotherofitstitles.And…tiedtoitsname…



“My ship”pu

,rredtheHeraldwetly.Itsscabby gauntletsstrokedthecorroded throne

“M

.y ship.

TerminusEst.”

“Yes,lord.” TheTraitorAstarteswasusedtothewarp

-sicknessaffectingtheHerald.Heknew it

wouldpasssoon.

TheHeraldgrinnedbehind itshornedhelm,facing thescreenaheadandclutchingitsscythe ina

greedy hand.ThebulkofitsTerminatorplatewouldhavebeenimmenseanyway,butthescabs,buboesandbonespinesthrusting fromtheoff-greenarmourswelledittofourtimesthesizeofamortalman.

“Kathur,”itsaid. “WedrawneartoKathur”

.



“Yes,lord.”

And then,likeaboltfrom thechaoticstorm outside, theHeraldrecalleditsname.Who ithad

been.Whatithadbecome.It smiledagain,andbegantogiveorderstoitswretchedcrew.

In life,tenthousandyearsagoasthegalaxyhaddescendedintothewarthat wouldneverend, he

hadbeentheFirstCaptainoftheDeath Guard.

Now, the Scourge of Scarus, the Traveller, Host of the Destroyer Hive, Herald of the

Grandfatherof Decay,preparedtodobattleonce more.



“Kathur,”smiledTyphusthroughhisblacklips.“Their

…little…shrineworld.”

SethmetwithThadeasthecaptainwasinhistent,performingtheritesofmaintenanceonhischainsword.Thesmellofpurifiedoilsflavoured theair.Thadewasonhisbedroll,wearing hisgrey
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fatigueswiththebladeinhislap.ItwasthefirsttimethepsykerhadseenThadewithouthisbody

armouroninweeks.

“Sir?”Hestoodatthetent’scanvasentrance

,looking inthroughtheopendoorcurtains.Thade

wasusingahand-picktoscrapedirtfromtheHighGothicrunesetchedintotheblade’sflat.



“Comein,”hecalled.

Sethsteppedinandfrozeatthesuddengrowl.Thesoundwasmechanicalandvery,very angry.

Sethknewitwell.Heturnedhisheadslowly toseeThade’scyber-mastiff, itsbodywork ofchrome

andironrestoredtoitsundamagedgunmetalgrey.Thesizeofabloodhound,theshapeofawolf

withparticularlyviciousjaws,thecyber-mastiffglaredathimwithblackeyelenses.

It wasstill growling.



“Uh…Gooddog,”Seth said,feelingfoolishforlettingitslipout

.



“Down,boy,”thecaptainsaid.“Sorry

,Seth.Onesecond.Rax,logtarget

’sbio

-spoor. Record

name:Seth.Recordstatus:Nulltarget”.

Theroboticdog’seye lenseswhisperedastheyturned- focusing,recording.

“Acknowledge,”saidThade

.

Thedogopened itsbeartrap jawsanditsinternalvox-speakersemittedathroatymachine sound.

Withsomeimagination,itwasalmostabark.

“You’resafenow,”Thadesaid,goingbacktoscraping thelasttracesofgorefromtheetchedletteringofhisblade.“Whenhewasdamagedlastmonth, itwipedhiscogitator’s targetingandrecollectionfile”.



“His…what?”



“Hismemory

,apparently.Don

’tlookatmelikethat;itwasOsiron’s explanation. Raxneedsto

re-recordeveryone’sbio-spoorssohedoesn’tsightthemastargets.”

“AmIanulltargetnow?” Sethleanedonhisstaff

,feelinghisheadache pound behindhiseyes.

Thronetakethat damneddog,he’dneverlikedit.



“Youshouldbe

.Rax? Primeforbattle.”

Thecyber-mastiffinclineditsheadtowardsThade,itsjawsopeningslightly.Sethnoticedits

steel teethglintinginthedimsunlightcomingintothetent.Eachonepolishedlikeaprizedagger.

“Noneedtotestit

,I

’lltakeyourwordforit,”Sethmurmured.“Great Eye

,didOsironpolishits

teeth?”

“Hedid. Ifyouget upclose

, you canseetheLitanyofProtectionetchedintoeachfang.”

“I’mnotgettingupclose.”

“Well, Ithoughtitwasanicetouch.Staystill — let metest this.Rax?Kill”

.



Sethfelthisentirebody tenseatthecommand. Hedidn’texpectthedogtoattack,butthepossibilitymadehisstomachtwistandhiseyesache.Thecaptain’shumour,suchasitwas,didnotmatchhisown.

Raxclosedhisjawswithaslamofmeeting  metal.Itsinternalspeakersdronedanalmost

puppyishwhine.

“You’resafe,”saidThade“

.Rax,standdown.”

Thecyber-mastiffpowereddown,closingitsjaw andclampingitsrowsofshark-liketeeth.Itsatmuchthewayarealdogwould:haunchesonthefloor,butitsheadtrackedleftandright,slowly,

likeasecuritycamera.



“Asimple‘yes’wouldhavesufficed.”

“Stopwhining

,you’restillalive.Now,youwantedtotalktome,”Thadesaid,

“butfirstyou

haveaquestionofmineto answer”.



“Ofcourse.”

“Anhourago,youwerewiththeAstartespsyker”

.



“Iwas”

.



“Nowtell mewhy.”
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Sethchuckled,butitbecamea coughthat tastedofblood.“That’snotaquestion.”

“Don’tmessmearound,Seth.Inthemonasterylastnight

,Irefrainedfromchastisingyouwhen

a commissarwouldhave shot youdead.”

“Youhit mewiththebuttof your gun”

.



“Oh,younoticedthat?SeeingasIprobablyshould’vekilledyouforhowyouwereacting,you’renotinaposition toinspiremuchguiltinme.Throne,wethoughtyouweregoing tostartspeakingintongues.Whatthehell isthisplanetdoingtoyou?”

Sethhadnoanswer.



“Listen,Seth.AsmuchasTionenjiisturning outtobefarfromthearseholewemighthaveexpected,he’sCommissariat tothecore.Aboltinthebackoftheheadnexttimeyoueventhinkaboutsteppingoutofline.Noquestionsasked.”

“Understood,sir.”

“I’mjustwarningyou.Timetostartbeingthemodelsoldier

.Sotalk.”

“TheEmperor’sTarotisaflamewithportents.Darkomens.My ownreadingsmatchthose

performedbyBrother-CodicierZauren.”

Thadelookedupfromhiscleaningandset theswordaside.



“It’ssafetosayyouhave myattention.”

“Iappreciatewearenotclose

,captain,butI respectyou.AndIthankyouforthefaithyou

’ve

showninmyabilitiesinthepast.”

Thadenodded,forcingasmileandwonderingwherethepsykerwas goingwiththis.

“You’re  goodat

…whatyoudo,” hebeganhesitantly

“I’m

.noliar,Seth.Ican

’tsayI’m

comfortablewithyourtalents.Butyouserve,andservewell.Itrust you”.

“Iamundernodelusions

.The Shocktreatsmy kindwithinfinitegracecomparedtothewaywe

areshackledanddespisedbymanyotherregiments.”

“Iknow.”

“Thenhearmenow.” Sethkneltawkwardly

,sliding downhisstafftotheground. Thadewinced

asheheardthepsyker’skneespop.“ThehereticsoftheXIVLegion are here.Thatmuchweknow.

Butwehaveseenonlytheedgeoftheirefforts.Theywillriseagainstusinmassiveforce,andthey

willdoitsoon.Allsignspointtothis…thisholocaust.”

“ThemainforceoftheReclamationisonlyweeks away,”Thadesaid.

“Thetarotdoesn’tdeal inspecificsoftime

.Onlyurgency.”

“Andthiswasurgent

,Itakeit.”

“Thelast time Ihada readingofthisintensity…”Sethtrailedoff

,meetingthecaptain

’seyes.

“Homeburned”

,Thadefinishedforhim.Sethnodded.

“Throneinflames,Seth.I’mjusta

captain.I’llwarn the lord general,butdon’texpecthim tolisten.Ineedmore.What did theAstartes

tellyou?”

“Thathesharedthesamevisions ofwhatwastocome

.Thathewarned thebrother-captain,who

inturnhashismenreadyforwhateverdarknessiscoming.AndheshowedmewhytheRaven

GuardloathetheDeath Guardaboveall.”

“OneAstartesChapteristhesameasanothertome

.Except,”heclenchedhisteeth,

“theFlesh

Tearers.DoyourememberKasrHein?”

“Iamunlikelyto everforgetthat place

,captain.”

“Ugh.MaytheInquisitiontakethosebastards.So

,what

’sinthisforthebrother-captain andhis

giantsinblack?”

“Simplyput?”



“That’sthewayIlikeitbest.”Thadewasonhisfeet now,bucklingonhisweaponsandreachingforhishelmet“.AnditlookslikeIneedtomeetwiththelordgeneralasfastaspossible,soputtingitsimplyisputtingitbriefly.”

“Vengeance,”saidSeth. “Theywant revenge.”
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Thadesmiledhiscrookedsmile“.Maybewedohavesomething incommon,afterall.Revenge

forwhat?”

“TheHorusHeresy

.Ancientgrudges.  Principally,theactionsoftheXIVLegionflagship,

TerminusEst.”

“Ipraythataccursedshipburnsinholyfire”

,Thadespat.ThenameoftheTraveller’svessel

wasacursewordonCadia,long-hated fortheravagesitinflictedacrossScarusSector“.Whatdid

that damnedshipdototheRavenGuard?Poisontheirworldthewayitpoisonsallothers?”

“No.Theirhatredburnsoverothermatters.Terminus EstwasresponsibleforthedestructionoftheflagshipoftheRavenGuardfleetduring theHorusHeresy.ThatshipwascalledShadowoftheEmperor.”

Thadepaused.Hiseyes metSeth’s.

“TheRavenGuardshipinorbitis calledTheSecondShadow.”

“It is”S

,ethsaid.

Thadebreatheddeeply“.Thisisstartingtohavetheringofsomethingratherfateful aboutit.”

“Itis,”thepsykersaidagain.“I’ve

…heardavoice,sir.Onthenightofthemonasterybattle.It

wasjustawordlessscreamforhelp.”

Thade’sjawtightened.Thisdidn’tbodewell.Sanctionedpsykershearing voicestendedtobe

sanctionedpsykersthat endedupshotintheheadfortheirowngoodashorttimelater.



“Fearnot,”Sethsmiledhisweak,unattractivesmile.“Brother-Codicier Zaurenhasheardthe

voiceaswell.Hehearsitstill.WearehearingsomekindofpsychicpleafromKathur,anditis

beingansweredbysomethingoff-world.Somethingis coming,ofthat wearecertain.”

“GotoColonelLockwoodandtellhimeverythingwejustspokeof

.I

’llmeetyoubothatthe

lordgeneral’sbriefingroomin fifteenminutes.”

“Yes,sir.”

“Rax

,come.”Thadewasalreadymovingtothecurtaineddoor,butstoppedtolookback.

“Seth?”



“Captain?”



“Bloodygoodwork”A.ndwiththat,heleft,themechanicaldogstalkingathisheels.



Thadewashalfway tothelordgeneral’sprefabcommandcentrewhenhealteredhiscourse.He

calledoverthefirst88thtrooperhesaw—oneofTaanDarrick’s menshining hisbootsoutsidea

communaltent“.TrooperCerdock.”

“Sir!”Cerdockmadethesignoftheaquila

.Thadeignoredtheman

’seyesflickingtothesilver

onthecaptain’shelmet.

“IneedyoutotakeamessagetoColonelLockwood.”

“Anything

,sir

”

.

“TellhimthatIwillnotbepresentforhismeetingwithSethRoscrainandLordGeneral

Maggrig,sotheyshouldproceedwithoutme.”

“Yes,sir

.WhatshouldIsayifthecolonelaskswhere youare?

”



Thade turnedinthedirectionofthesleek, dark shipresting notfarfromtheCadiantents.The

stylised“I”oftheInquisitionstoodout alongthevessel’sflanks.

“Tell him I’mtakingthe matterstraighttothetop.”



Theinquisitorsippedhisamasec.

Thade hadneveracquired atastefor therichspiritbuthehad toadmit,ashisowndrink hithis

tongue,Inquisitor Bastian Caiushadsuperbtaste—and naturally, noshortageofmoneytoappease

it.



“Thisisgood,”Thadesaidwithfeeling

,takinganothersip.

“Actually

,thisis excellent.”
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“You’rewelcome,”Caiussaid.WhileThadehadtoldhisstory

,theinquisitorhadreclinedon the

softleatherchairinthis,hissanctum,whichresembledsomething betweenapersonallibraryandawell-equippedstudy.Theroom,withitswoodenflooring,wine-redcarpetsandantiquewoodendesk,lookedutterlyoutofplaceontheinquisitor’sdangerous-lookinggunship.

“My ownpsychicgiftsarenotinconsequential”c

,ontinuedCaius.HelookedatThade,andthe

captainfelthisbloodruncoldatthehard,inhuman glarefromtheinquisitor’s realeyeandthefalseonesalongsideit.“ButIdonotreadtheEmperor’sTarot.AndIamsurprisedyoursanctionedpsykerdoes.”

“He’sunique”

.

“Inwhatregard?”

“Firstly,Sethhassurvivedlongerthanmostsanctionedpsy-advisors intheImperialGuard.Secondly,Ihavenowayofjudging itmyself,nocomparisons togoby,butofficially,hispowersrankhiminthetoptierofpsychicallygiftedindividualssuitableforGuardservice”.

“Ah.Notjusta rank andfileboltmagnet

,hmm?

”

Thadesmiledattheinquisitor’s useofGuardslang“B.oltmagnet” wasanicknamegivento

sanctionedpsykersduetothelikelihoodthey’dbeputdownbya commissar“fortheirowngood”.

“He’spowerful

, lord.Anduseful.Heistestedevery threemonthsfortracesoftaint,andis

alwaysutterlyclean.The resultsshowhiswillisstrong,evenifhisbodyisnot.”

“Aboltmagnetwithatouchofsomethinggreater

,itwouldseem.It

’sraretoseeoneofthe

Guard-assignedpsykersdomorethankill himselfwithhisownpsychokineticenergydischarges”.

Thadesaidnothing.ThathadalmosthappenedtoSethonseveraloccasions.Themostrecent

timehadonlybeentheyearbefore,fightinghereticsonthehiveworldofBeshicV,whenthe

sanctionedpsykerhadhalf-meltedanenemytankwithpsychiclightningfromtheaquilaatophis

staff.The crewwerecookedaliveintheirarmouredtomb.Sethremainedunconsciousforaweek.

“Well,”saidtheinquisitor atlength,“Iwillspeakwiththelordgeneralmyself

.Andthegood

brother-captain.”

“Thank you,lord.Hementioned…hearingavoice

,aswell.”

Caiusrosetohisfeet, fixingThadewithanunsettlinggaze“.Talk.”

“Acryforhelp,apparentlybeingansweredfromdeepspace

.HehasconsultedwiththeAstartes

psykerandtheyagreeon this.Buttheycanprovidenodetailsbeyondthat.”

“Iwillspeakwithyoursanctionedpsy-advisoraswell

.Wheredidhefirsthearthisvoice?

”



“The cathedral district

. The night we moved into the Shrine of the Emperor’s Unending

Majesty”.



“Intheshrineitself?Actuallywithinthebuilding?”

“You’llhaveto askhim

.Heseemsunsure.Hispowersareerratic

”

.



“Verywell

.Areyourmenready,captain? Wemoveout atfirstlighttomorrow.”

“We’reallready

,lord

”

.

“ThenIwillseeyou atdawn,Thade

. But beforeyougo, whereinthenameof allthat isholydid

youget thatcyber-mastiff?”

ThadelookeddownatRax,whowassittinginsilence,scanning leftandrightwithmechanical

slowness.Loggingtheinquisitor’sbio-spoorasanulltargetwastheveryfirstthingThade haddone

uponenteringtheroom.

“WedefendedtheforgeworldBeshicVlastyear

.My enginseerfoundthedogintherubbleof

oneofthegreatfactoriesandrepaired itasapersonalproject.Thetech-priests usedthemasfactory

guardsbeforethewarthere.Whenweshipped out,thegovernor ofthecitygavehimpermission to

keepit.”

“Isuspecttherewerebribesinvolved.”

“Why

, youmightjustberight,”Thadesaid.
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The inquisitornodded,alltrace ofgood humour gone“.Verywell.IwillmeetwithSethshortly.

Dismissed,captain.Seeyouatdawn.”
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CHAPTERIX

TerminusEst



Thefollowingday,astheweakafternoonsunbegantoslidelowerinthesky,theImperium ofManlostthewarforKathur.



Inthemonthsafterthischronicle’sconclusion,theImperium would retaketheshrineworldwithalmostnoresistance.Bythatstage,thekeyfiguresofthisrecordwere,inmostcases,killedinaction.

Imperialrecordswouldidentify thisdate,thissingledayatthebeginningoftheReclamation’s

secondmonth,astheturningpointinthecampaign.The personallogsofthesoldiersonthesurfacesaid much the same, though in different terms. The recovered vox-record  of events kept byInquisitorBastianCaius (deceased)oftheOrdoSepulturumstatedthefollowing:

“Withoutthelast-minutewarningsgivenbyBrother-Codicier ZaurenoftheRavenGuard

,

sanctioned psyker  SethRoscrain oftheCadian88thandseveraloftheNavigatorsaboardtheReclamationfleet,theorbitalbattlewouldhavebeenlostbeforeitevenbegan.Theirwarnings,whentakenasawhole,wereenoughtoconvincemanyoftheflag-captainsthattherewasatleast

thechanceallwasnot asitseemed.

“We hadno idea

,ofcourse.No ideafromwhence the threatwould come.In thebriefmeetings I

conductedwiththelatelordgeneral,theavailableregimentalofficersandtheflag-captains, the

consensusthatthe main threatwouldrise fromthesurface.After all,theXIVLegionwas alreadyon

Kathur.Thepiecesfit.



“Ononelevel

,itwastrue.Theinsurgence ofRemnantandDeathGuardforceswithinSolthane

wasonalevel unseenbefore.



“ButIhadheardthevoice.Iknewsomethingwascomingfromthewarp.AndthoughIwarned

theorbitingfleettostandreadyforbattle,therewasacertainlaxity intheirpreparations.Iwasnot

enragedbythis,butIadmittobeingdisappointed.SeveraloftheNavyofficershadlittlefearthatanythreatwould reach usbefore themainReclamation fleetarrived—andseveralmore simplydidnotbelieveaChaosfleetwouldengageusoveraworldlikeKathur.TheArchenemy, they insisted,hadalreadyhaditsfilloftheshrineworld.Thecorruptionwascomplete,theblasphemydone,andthetruethreatwas gone.



“Soimagineoursurprisewhenwelearnedthetruth.

“LordGeneralMaggrig’s urgency toretakeSolthaneandlandaninitialspearheadforcewasadmirable, butflawed.Hepaidthepriceforhiseagerness. Thefleetaboveuswasfartoosmalltorepel anassaultofthat magnitude.



“Andyetthedefianceoftheflag-captainswhosevesselsringedtheshrineworld was,forthe

groundforces,valuablebeyondmeasure.

“Thefuryoftheirdefencegavethoseofusontheplanet’ssurfacethemostpreciousgift

possible,giventhecircumstances. Thefleetcaptainscouldnotbuyusvictory.Alltheycouldoffer

wastime.



“Thetimeto choosehowwewouldfightback”

.



TherecoveredregimentaljournalofColonelJhekAntor(alsodeceased),Vednikan 12thRifles,

saidmuchthesame:
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“We’ve  lostcontactwiththeships inorbit

.Order hasbrokendown.UnderLordGeneral

Maggrig’sorders,theremainingregimentshavescatteredintothecity,dividingtominimiselossesin caseoforbitalbombardment.



“Whatmay havebeenasoundtacticinothertheatresofwarisamessydissolution ofstrength

here.Thevox-network issavagelyunreliableonKathur—ithasbeenrightfromthemomentwe

madeplanetfall.Now we’re separated inahateful,hugecityfilledwiththedead,andwe’re comingtorealisejusthowmuchthevesselsinorbitwereboosting thevoxsignalwiththeironboardinstruments.

“Voxqualityhasdegenerateduntilitisallbutuseless.Wefancy wecanguesswhenoneofour

shipsabovehasbeendestroyed,bythevoxqualitydroppinganotherpitch.

“Therewastalkofsomethinghappening

,somethingbigcomingtowipeusallout.The talkwas

right.TheEmperor-damnedhereticculthasrisenupinangeragainstus.IcursetheRemnant,curse

theplague-slain,andcursetheDeathGuardthat leadsthemboth.

“Damnall that messinorbit

.Likewedon

’thave enoughproblemstoday.”

Thepersonaljournalof LieutenantTaanDarrickoftheCadian88thMechanisedInfantryoffered

amuchbriefersummation:

“Ihatethisplanet”

.



AstheearlyafternoonsunbeatdownonthecapitalofSolthane,threehundredmenoftheCadian88thwerefootsloggingslowly  throughtheexpansivegardengroundsofareliquaryspirethatsupposedlycontainedthefingerbonesof SaintKathurhimself.They’dbeen inthefieldforoverninehours,havingset outintothecityatdawn.

InquisitorBastianCaiuswaswiththem,hisshoulder-mounted psycannonpanninginmirrortothemovementsofhishead.

ColonelLockwoodandMajorCraycewerejustrollingoutofthemainencampment,kilometresaway,thunderingtotheir ownobjectiveswitha forceofsevenhundredmenin rumblingChimeras.

LordGeneralMaggrigwaswithinthemainencampment itself,insidehiscommand tentrather

thanthemoreformalprefabstructure heusedforbriefings,poring overmapsofSolthaneanddirectingjuniorofficerstomoveiconsonthetablechartstorepresentthepositionsofhisforces.

Brother-Captain CorvaneValarwasdeepinhisdailymeditations,kneelinginasimplerobeofblackmarkedwithhiswhite Chaptersymbolon thebreast.Hewasinhisprivatequarters within thebellyoftheAstartesstrikecruiser,TheSecondShadow.

Brother-CodicierZaurenwasontheShadow’sbridge,infullwarplate.Asspaceexplodedbefore himanddisgorgedtheArchenemyhost,heshookhisheadwitharuefulsmileandwhisperedtwowords,tooquiet forhishelmetvoxto amplify.

“We’redead.”

Theexemplar oftheorbitaldefence wasnot(asmightbeexpectedfromanAstartesstrikecruiser)TheSecondShadow. ThathonourfelltotheImperialNavy  vesselDepthofFury,commandedbyCaptainLantyreStraden.

StradenhadbeenoneofthecaptainstotakeheedofInquisitor Caius’warning andtofirmlybelievethethreatwouldcomefromthewarp,notfromKathur’s surface.Sowhenthesirensstarted

wailingandseveralofthelimblessservitorsconnected tothenavigation consolesbegantobabble

andmoanin alarm,Stradenwasnotintheleast bitsurprised.

“Well

,well,well,”hesaidattheblossoming warpvortex,bearingwitnesstotheArchenemy

shipsspillingfromthewound inspace.Steepling hisfingers,helounged inhiscommand throne,

watchingtheview-portalforseveralbeatsofhiscalmheart.



“Sir?”askedanavalrating

.Stradensmoothed hisgreying moustache withhisfingertipsand

noddedtothebridgeofficer.A grimgrin creased histhinlips.

“Allpowertothenovacannon.”
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TerminusEsttoreaholeinthestillnessofspace,rippingbackintorealitywithhull-shaking force.



Theshipscreamedforwardthroughrealspace,trailingwarp-tendrils ofpsychicfogthecolourofmadness.

Itwasbeyond big.TheHerald’sflagshipwasbloatedandvast,builttobeabattleshipbeyondreckoningandswollenbyChaosinthetenmillenniasinceitfirstdriftedfromtheorbitaldocksoftheforgeworldthatbirthedit.Itsridgedsurfacebristledwithathousanddisease-cakedcannons,eachready tofire.Itsgangreneandgreyhullwascooking asthelastvestigesofthewarp’spsychictouchfizzledaway,burningtheorganicfilthcoatingtheship’smetalskin.Ittookseveralsecondsforthecoldness ofspacetoreassertmaterialphysics over theshiponce again.Theflamesofcorruptionslowlyflickeredout,extinguishedbyreality.

Likefliesaroundacorpse,lessershipsorbitedTerminus Est,stillclingingclosetotheflagshipbutalreadybeginning toformintoattackgroups.Inthewakeofthegreatvesselanditsinterceptorparasites,bulkycruisersemergedfromtheagonisinglybrightslit intheuniverse.

Three.Ten. Nineteen.Andstill theycame,vomitedforth fromtheempyreanandstreamingtrailsofpsychicfogas realitygrippedthemoncemore.

On  the reekingbridge of TerminusEst,  the creatures bondedto their stations  hissedandshrieked.Typhusrosefromhisthroneand leaned  onthe guardrail surroundinghis  podium.“Surroundthem

.Allownonetoenterthewarp.”Itwasanunnecessary order.TheChaosfleethadbrokenfromtheimmateriumaconsiderabledistanceaway,buttheseverityoftheiremergencewarp-woundwouldplayhellwiththeImperials’navigationsystems.Interceptorfighterswerealreadybeingscrambled.No Imperialvesselwas goingtobeableto fleewhatwascoming.



“Report,”Typhus burbled.Theanswercamefromamutatedthinghalf-fused toitsscanner

console.Itsvoicewasutterlyhuman,thoughpunctuatedbyhackingcoughs.

“Aclusteroftwelve troopbarges…SixSword-classfrigates inorbitalspread…TwoDauntlessclass lightcruisersinadefensive ring… Five Cobra-classdestroyers…OneDominator-classcruiserinhighorbit…”

“Theyare nothingto us. But that” 

,pointed Typhus, aiming his Manreaperscythe at the

cavernousviewscreen.“Whatisthat?”

“Astartesstrikecruiser

,greatHerald…”theonce-humancreaturechoked out

 “

.Identified asThe

SecondShadow,RavenGuardallegiance—”

Therestofthecreature’sreportwasdrownedoutbytheHerald’slaughter.



***



TheImperialfleetaboveKathurwasmodestinsize,tosay theleast.Whatorbitedtheplanetwasabattlegroupbalancedforexactly whatitwas:theforward elementoftheReclamationforces.Thesluggishtrooptransportswerenexttounarmedandhadnothinglikethemanoeuvrabilitynecessarytosurviveadedicatedengagement.Thedestroyersandlightcruisersflanking  thewallowingtroopships werejagged,bladelikeanddeadly,crewed byveteransofBattlefleetScarusandeachbearing itsfairshareofscarsandmemoriesfromclasheswiththeArchenemyovercenturiesofwarandrefit.



Ofthesmallerships,theRavenGuardstrikecruiserwastheunsubtle jewelinthefleet’scrown.Asthedaggerishlightfrigatesandtheirdestroyerescortsbanked tofacethenewthreat,The SecondShadow poweredupitsancientenginesandprimedaviciousweaponarray designed tobreakanyblockadeandstill havethefirepowerleft to fall intoaloworbittohammera cityintodust.



Yetitremainedinorbit,whiletheImperialfleet toreawaytomeettheattack.

The Depth of Fury was the single Imperial Navy ship of true cruiser size present. The

Dominator-classwasrarelyseeninBattlefleetScarus,andwasconsideredbymanycaptainstobe
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somethingoftheNavy’sbastardson.ThemorereliableLunar-,Gothic-andDictator-classcruisers

heldprideofplaceamongNavalranks andpopulatedthemajorityofbattlegroups.

TheDominator’sundesirability wascentredonitsmainweaponmounting.Thrustingfromthearmouredprowlikeabaredlanceandreachingalmosthalfakilometreinlength,anovacannontookahorrendousamountofpreparationinordertofireevenonce.Itwasalsoinefficientinorbitto-surfacewarfare,rendering itlessversatilethanstandardlancebatteries,whichinturnrendereditevenlessdesirable.



Lastly,itwasnotviabletomountanovacannononany shipsmallerthanacruiser-classvessel,purely becausetherecoiloffiring theweaponwould, atbest,thrownavigation alltohellandtake

preciousminutesto recover.Atworst—andmuchmorelikely—firingtheweaponwould collapse

asmallervessel’ssuperstructureanddestroytheship.

So this difficult, awkward weapon found its home on the prow of the often disregarded

Dominator-classcruisers.

CaptainStradenwasalltoousedtobeing orderedinto lesserduties—dutiesthatheconsidered

farbelowthehonourworthy ofanImperialcruiser.Hesatinhiscommandthronenow,feelingtheheavy thruminhisbonesashisbeloved,underestimated shipcameabouttoanewheading.Theenginesshooktheentireship,andwelltheymight,for fivethousandslaves andservitorslabouredintheendlesslayersoftheFury’saftdecks.Theenginariumwasahothouse ofbangingmachinery,burningfurnaces,sweatingslaves andbellowingpettyofficersarmedwith pistolsandwhips.

“I counttwenty

-sixhostiles,captain,”calledoutajuniorofficerfromhisplace infrontofabank

ofcracklingscannermonitors.“SacredThrone!”

“Report,”Stradenordered,hisvoicestill calm

.

“Theflagshipreadsasthe

…theTerminusEst.”

LantyreStradenhadcaptainedDepthofFury forelevenyears.He’dcaptainedaCobra-class

destroyerforsixyearsbeforethat,andservedasalieutenantaboardaLunar-classcruiserbeforeeventhat.AlongcareerintheHolyFleet.Honourable ifnotexquisitely distinguished, andwitharecordofvictoriesthatentitledhimtositwherehewasnow:inthespacious,antiquethroneofone

of theEmperor’sownblessedbattlecruisers.Athiscommandwas thepowertoobliterateincredibleamountsoflife,ofentirecities,ofwholeworlds.Hehaddonesomany timesbefore—simply byspeakingasingleword,hehadannihilatedthousandsoflives.Itwashisduty,andhisdutywashispassion.SuchwasthepowerofDepthof Fury,ill-favouredmainarmamentornot.

ThiswasthefirsttimeStradencouldeverremember thinking thatthemetres-thickadamantiumarmourofanImperialship,coupledwiththeinvisible,crackling protectionofvoidshields,would

simply notbeenough.Uponhearingthosewords,thenameofthataccursedshipthathadbeenSegmentumObscurus legendforthousands ofyears,heknewwithcoldcertainty thathewoulddiehere.



Hesteepledhisfingersashiselbowsrestedonthearmsofthecommand throne. Death…The

thoughtwasoddlyliberating.

“BringusaboutuntilTerminusEstisinourforwardfirearc.Statusonthenovacannon?”

Aweaponsratinglookedupfromhisconsole,one hand raisedtohisearpiece“P. rowfire control

reportsallsystemsready”he,said.

“Warntheenginariumtomakefinalpreparations.”

Therewasthechatterofdozensofvoicesaroundthebridgespeaking intovoxmics,alerting

fellowofficersacrosstheshipthat themainarmamentwasreadyingto fire.

Stradenrequestedship-wide vox,andaratingpatcheditthrough tothesystemswithinhis

enclosingcommandthrone.

“Thisisthecaptain,”hebegan,andhismouthgrewdryevenashiscalmtookgreaterholdonhisheart“.Allcrewtobattlestations.Bracetofirethenovacannon inthirty seconds.Stationcommanderstosoundoffwhenready.”
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Thevoxblaredintolifeas returningsignalscrackledthrough.

“Navigation,ready,”boomedavoice acrossthebridge

,emanatingfromthespeakers.

“Portlaserbatterieslockeddownandready”ca

,measecondvoice.

Andonitwent.Asthedistrictsofthecolossalshipchimedbacktheirreadiness,Straden

watchedtherottedhulksoftheArchenemyshipstearingcloser.Theshipbegantoshakeanew,takingthefirstimpactsfromthelight cruisersthrustingaheadofthebehemoth,TerminusEst.

Fighters spilledfromthelargerChaosships,butwhilethesmallervesselsoftheImperialfleettookahammeringfromtheirinterceptorweapons,DepthofFury ignoredthemutterly.Itspeared

awayfromtheplanet,launchingtowardsitstarget likeashrikedivingat itsprey.



“SignalthecaptainsofthePreciousLoyaltyandTheLordCastellantopowerupandflankus

for thefirstfivethousandkilometresofourrun.Then theyaretobreakawaywhenwefirethenova

cannon,lest theycatchthefirstwave fromourbroadsides.”

“Compliance,”murmuredavox-servitor

,andrelayedtheorderstothecommandersofthe

smallerfrigates.DepthofFury shudderedharder,takingseriousimpactsonitsvoidshieldsand

shakingthroughthestressoftheplasmadrivespropellingtheshipfarinadvanceofstandardthrust.



“Comeon,”Stradenwhispered.“Comeon.Please

, comeon.”

“Enginarium…” thevoicebegan,andthecaptainwasalreadyoutofhisseatbeforeitfinished,

“ready”

….

Stradenstaredattheviewscreen,atthebloatedshapeofTerminusEstpowering closerthrough

thevoid.Hedrewhisformalsabre,andaimeditat theimagebeforehim.



“Kill

.That.Ship.”

***



Theprinciplesofnovacannontechnologyarerelativelysimple.

Generators mounted inDepthofFury’s prowandthecannonitselfchargedup,creating aseriesof powerfulmagnetic fields.Teamsofslaves intheprow work with great loadingmachineryto feedaspecially preparedprojectile—animplosivechargethesizeofasmallbuilding —intoagreathallwayknownasthereleasechamber.



Bulkheadsslamdownasthenovacannonreadiestofire.Thefiringmechanismsmustbeisolatedfrom therestoftheship,anditisrarethatallslavesescapeintime.AsDepthofFurythunderedtowards,TerminusEst, battered bytheangerofadozen lesservessels,Straden demandedhasteaboveallelse.Hundreds ofslavesandservitorswerekilledinthepreparationevenbeforetheship’sdestructionseveralminuteslater.

Upon theorder tofire,themagnetic fieldsacceleratethepayloadand hurlitfrom thefixedcannonatsomethingclosetothespeedoflight.Thenthetime-consuming anddangerousreloadingprocesstakesplace,andthecyclerepeats.

Thepayloadhurtlesthrough spacefasterthanthehumaneye(andindeed,mostinstruments ofhumandesign)cantrack.Itisprogrammednot toimplodewithinsafe distanceof thefiringvessel; anovacannon’sdestructiveforceisimmense.



Thisfailsafecan,of course,beoverridden.Inonlyahandfulofminutes,itwouldbe.



Theprojectilelancedacrossthedistancebetweenthetwoconvergingshipsfasterthantheblinkofaneye.Onceitstruck,itwasprogrammed toimplode,collapsinginonitselfandachievingadensitysointenseall nearbymatterwouldbe suckedinsideit andcompressedto practicallynothingness.

Thisishowstarsdie.



Andthisiswhathit theoncomingprowofTerminusEst.
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Asizeablechunk ofthediseasedshipsimplyceasedtoexist,wrenchedoutofphysicality andinto

nothingness.  ConsoleschatteredandservitorsgruntedasDepthofFury’sbridgeinstruments

registeredthedamage.



“Directhit,”saidthelieutenantbythemainweaponsconsole

.



Nowthegangrenousshipwaswounded.Detritus,mutatedcrewandshardsofarmouredhullspanaway intospace,driftingfromthegapingholerippedintotheprowoftheadvancing Chaoswarship. ThebloodStradencouldseewasafloodofdarkdroplets—somehideousfluidleakingfromthewoundedsectionsofhull,turninginto glitteringcrimsoncrystals astheyfrozeinspace.



It beganto rotate—a fatwhalerollingtoavertitsface.



“She’shiding herbridge,”Stradencursed.“Sixteenpercenthulldamage

,captain.They’re

venting air pressureand… andthousands ofkilolitresofsome kindofdark,organicfluid.Terminus

Estisstill coming,captain.”

Stradenlookedat themanasthoughhewerethelowestformofidiot.



“ThenbytheGod

-Emperor,”hesaid, 

“youwill fireagain!”



TheunfoldingdramaaboveKathurbecameasmoothorbitalballetastheshipsslidpasteachotheringracefulslowness.Formations brokeandreformed.Lessershipsdancedaroundthegreaterones,

andtheheaviercruisersunleashedsilentbeams thatlancedacrossspace toburnoutasfountains of

highenergysparkssprayingawayfromcracklingvoidshields.

Whenaship’sshieldsfinallybuckled,thelancesoflightcutdirectlyintothehulls,scarringthemdeeply,cuttingshipsintopiecesoneshard atatime.

TheSecondShadowdidnot followDepthofFury.TherestoftheImperialfleet did.

TheselightercruisersanddestroyerfrigatespoweredattheArchenemy flagship,plasmadrivesleavingstreamsofenergy-chargedmistintheirwake.Whiletheslavesandservitorsinthebowelsofthesevesselslabouredon,unknowing oftheirfates,nobridgeofficerinthefleetwasunderanyillusions.Therewasnohopetosurvivethis.Allthatremainedwastoselltheirlivesasdearly aspossible.

HadTheSecondShadow joinedthisassault,Imperialforceswouldhaveinflictedagreatdealmoredamageontheirfoes.Butthestrikecruiserremainedinorbit—theveryembodiment ofAstartesautonomy.FranticcallsforaidclashedinthevoxastheNavy vesselsdemanded(andinseveralcases,pleaded)foraid.Yettheblackcruisersatinseemingsilence,itsoutward  calmconcealingtheactivitywithin.

ThefrigatePreciousLoyalty wascaptainedbyLieutenantTerrisVyn,borntoawealthyfamilyon theplanetGudrun. Inthefinal momentsofitslife,two thoughtsspan aroundhismind,castingallothersaside.Firstly,thattheseweretheworstcircumstancesonecouldmaketherankofcaptain,andsecondly, thathehadnoideawherehisrightarmwas.Thetorpedohadstruck,andafteramoment’sblackness,hefoundhimselfcrawlingtohisfeetagreatdeallesswholethanhehadbeenamomentago.Choking smokefloodedthebridgeasbloodpouredfromthestumpofhisseveredbicep.

Everyotherofficerofhigherrankwasdead,buriedunderthewreckageofwhathadbeenafully-functioning bridgeonlyscantminutesbefore.Halftheservitorsandratingsweresimilarlyincapacitated:dead,dying, ordoomedtospend theirlastseconds oflifetrappedunder twisted metalrubble.



TerrisVynordered theenginariumtogivehim maximumthrust, littlerealisingonlyaquarter of

theonethousand slaveswerestillalivedown there.Thesametorpedobarragethatdevastated thebridgehadinflictedequallyhorrendous damageacrosstherestofthevessel.Byalldesignlogic,itwasamiracletheshipwasstill holdingtogether.



HethenorderedthehelmtostabilisecourseandmakestraightfortheTerminus Est.Inthis,his

ordersweremoresuccessful.TheDauntless-classvesselveeredsharply,andplungedbackon

course.
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Another Chaoscruiser,thedark-hulled DaughterofAgony, driftedbetweenTerrisVynandhis

target.Thecruiserwasbusy openingupwithitsbroadsides,unleashing hellontheflamingformof

DepthofFury.

“Forwardbatteries!”hecriedthroughthesmoke“F.orwardbatteriesfire!”

Halfofthebatteriesfired.Duetotheexcessivedamagealready sustained,theotherhalfnolongerexisted.Theywerereducedtodeep, ruinedscarsintheLoyalty’sprow.

Thediminished cuttingbeamsslicedout,makingharmlesslightningpatternsastheDaughterof

Agony’svoidshieldsrepelledtheincomingfire.



“Goaround!”TerrisVynscreamed.“RamtheTerminusEst!”



Anobleplan.Haditsucceeded,itwouldhavebeendeliciousvindication fortheslainImperial

crews.

Instead,DaughterofAgonybegantotwist.Lancefirelickedfromtheturretsacrossthevessel’sback,turretssonumeroustheywerelikescalesona reptile’sskin.

“Lieutenant…”ahelmofficerbeganasentencehewouldneverfinish.

PreciousLoyalty explodedinabrightstarofplasmicenergy,sendingdebrisslashingthroughspaceinathousanddirections.

It wasascenebeingrepeatedacrosstheImperialfleet.



DepthofFury poweredon,shieldless andstreamingjagged metalfrom itswounds.Likeaplague oflocusts,Chaosfightersflittedaround thecruiser,acloudofannoyance harassingallfourkilometresofthegreatvessel.DepthofFury shudderedunderthewithering hailoffire,geysersofpressurisedairandquickly-killedflamesgushing fromtheholesblastedinitsridgedhull.Thecathedral-likestructuresadorningitslongbackwereinruins,resemblingthebonesofsomelong-deadcivilisation.Theship’sdestructionwasinevitable.Thedamagewasalreadynearlytotal.

Thereports reachingFury’scaptainflashedthroughhismindandwerediscardedby allbutthecore parts of hisconsciousness.Thehullwas literallycollapsingon too manydecks tokeep trackof.Thevoidshieldgeneratorshadbeenejectedintospacetopreventacriticalinternaldetonation. Half

theplasmadriveshadceasedfunctioning. Navigationwasfighting tokeeptheshipundercontrol,

andwhatcontroltheofficershadwasunreliableintheextreme.



Thecruiserpassedbetweentwo Chaos vessels, andafinalchorus of broadsidesfired.Thebanksofcannonsroaredintothesilenceofspace,tearinggreatscarsalongtheedgesofthegrey-greenshipsas Furyslicedbetweenthemlikeacrumblingdagger.

Still,somehow,theprowwasaimedatTerminusEst,followingthelargershipasitrolled.

We’llonlyget onemoreshot,Stradenknew.Bythethrone,Ipraywemakethiscount.



“Mainweaponprimed!”yelleda rating

.



“Fire!InHis gloriousname!Fire!”

Nopreparationsthistime.Thenovacannonchargeditsmagneticfieldsandspatitsimplosive

gift at theArchenemyflagship.

Twothingshappened inthewakeofthatrelease.Close tothespeedoflight,theprojectilehammeredintoTerminusEst,unleashing thephysicsofacollapsingsunintotheship’sunderbelly.Severaldeckssimply ceasedtoexistastheimplosiongougedawicked,bleedingholeintheTraveller’s vessel.Morewreckage, morecrewandmorediseasedfluidsdriftedintospacefromthegrievouspuncture.

ThesecondthingwasthatDepthofFury lostallpretenceofstability.Thekickbackfromfiringthenovacannonwas colossal,effectivelykillingthecruiser’sforwardmotionandsendingitveeringtostarboard,outofcontrol.

Thepredatorsenseditsprey wascrippled:TerminusEstloomedintheviewscreen,drifting

closer.
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“We’redeadinspace”

,saidonetheyoungerbridgeratings.Hisfacewaswhitewithfear

“Do

.



weabandonship,sir?”

Thesideoftheyoung man’sheadexplodedoutwardinadarkmess.Thecorpsetoppledoverinthesamedirectionamomentafter.Theship’scommissar,hook-nosed andthin-faced,loweredhispistol.

“Howdareheshamethisvessel’sfinalmomentswitha coward’stalk?”



Stradenignoredtheman.Hewas alreadyontheship-widevox,speakinghislast order.

“Standtoyourfinalduties,menoftheImperium

.BereadytogreettheEmperorwithpride

”

.



TheSecondShadowwasalsotakingabeating.Encircledby lesserdestroyers, frigatesandfighterwings, theblackstrikecruiserstillsatinorbit,returning firewithitsformidableweapons array.Butgoingnowhere.

Boardingportsopenedlike wideningeyes alongthe hull,andassaultpodsshotfromtheShadow’slaunch bays, engines burning with fiery contrails. Almost as small as the fighters

swarmingthe strike cruiser, they fired across space in a formation blur, passing practicallyunnoticed.ThefewChaosshipsthatdidnotice thepodsfailed totarget-lockthefast-movingobjectsastheyhurtledthroughthevoid,directlytowardsthedistantshapeofTerminusEst.

ASpaceMarinestrikecruiserwasaChaptercommoditysopreciousthatitsvaluetotheRavenGuardcouldnotbedescribed.Thelivesoffiftyof  itsAstartesweresimilarly

priceless.

With noescape fromthiscolossaltragedytakinghold,the RavenGuardhaddecidedhowbest toselltheirlives.Theship-to-shipassaultpodsstreamedon,everclosertotheArchenemyflagship.Atextbookboardingoperation.



PettyOfficerOvorWerlandlabouredshirtlessintheprowarmamentchambersof Depthof Fury.Hewasforty-threeyearsold,andwould neverseeforty-four.Inhisrighthandwasalaspistol, its

ammunitionexpended.Inhisleft handwasawhip,theleather cordslickwithblood.

He’d lashedthem,he’dshotsome ofthem,buthe’ddoneit.Histeamofslaves,nowdownto

barely ahundredmen,hadreloadedthenovacannoninjustundersevenminutes.Themouth ofthe

greatturrethadbeenfedwiththehugewarheaditwouldunleash.

Werlandsprintedacrossthewreckage-strewn deck,leapingatthelastmomentoverthestill-



twitchingbody ofamanhe’dshothimself.Hedroppedhisweapons,keyedthewallvox-speaker

activeandshoutedoverthewailingsirensthat thecaptaincouldfirethemainarmament.



Hislast dutydone,Werlandturnedfromthewall.



Andfroze.



Theremaininghundredmenofhisslaveteamringedhiminanimpenetrablesemicircle.Astheshipshudderedandcame apart,themenstoodthere,piecesofwreckageheldasweapons.

PettyOfficerOvorWerlandpaidthepricemanyslavemastershavepaidsincetimeoutofmind. Withnothingleft tolose,hispropertyrebelledand tooktheirvengeance.

DepthofFury wasdoomed.Althoughitwouldenditshonourablebutunderstatedcareerinless

thanaminute,OvorWerlandwasquitedeadbythen.



“Theircannonamassespoweroncemore

,greatHerald.”

Typhusnoddedhishornedhelmonce“.Endthem.Now.”



“Mainarmamentready!”crackledthevoiceoverthevox

.OvorWerland

’slast words.

Straden’smouthfellopenforamoment.Foroneinsanesecondhewantedtogetbackonthevox andaskthat officer’sname,inordertorecommendhimforspecial citation.

“Firemydamngun!”heroared at thesurvivingweaponsofficers.
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Theytried.Depthof Furytwistedslowly,explodingasit turned,bringingits cannontobear

with agonisingslowness.

Theirbridge.Stradenbreathed fast,unabletobelieve what hesaw.TheArchenemyflagshipwas

fillingtheviewscreennow.Andhesaw…

Theirbridge.



“It’stooclosetofire

,sir

”spoke

,oneoftheratings.

“We’llbecaughtintheimplosion.”Straden

couldn’tbelievewhathe’dheard.

“Do IlooklikeIgive ashit? We’redeadalready!Fire! Fire

,fire,fire!

”

The magneticfieldspoweredup. Stradencouldfeelthem. Hedidn’tcarethatitwasimpossible.

Hecouldfeelthemagneticfieldscharging,heatinghisblood,vibrating hisbones.Heignoredthebridgedetonatingaroundhim.



“Killthem!” hecriedoutwithasavagebrightness lightinghiseyes.“FortheEmperor!Kill

them!”



DepthofFury’splasmadrivesfinallyexplodedunderthelastsustainedlancevolley fromTerminusEstanditssupportcruisers.TheexplosionsentShockwaves thatrockedthenearby Chaosvessels,creatingagreat cloudof plasmaresidueanddebris,hanginginspacelikeabruise-colourednebula.



TerminusEstpartedthedustcloudlikeasharkcuttingthroughwater.



“Thatwasclose

,LordTyphus,”saidoneoftheDeathGuardflanking theHerald

’sthrone“I

.f

theyhadfired”…

Typhusignoredhim“.MakeforTheSecondShadow.Thatdiesnext.”
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CHAPTERX

Survival



Solthane,YarithSpireGraveyard,Monasticsector



Thadecrouchedwithhisbackagainsttheruinedwall.Las-firemadelittlehissingsoundsasitchippedtheothersideof thestone.



“Ihatethisplanet,”hesaid,reloadinghisboltpistolwithout looking

.Crouchinginthemudofa

sprawlinggardenestate,usingwaist-highmarblewallsandhugetreesforcover,severalsquadsof

the88thwereengagedwiththeRemnant, andengagedhard.Thadewasusedtohisfairshareof

battlesthatbeganwhentheenemy  camefromnowhere. Thistime,thebastardscamefrom

everywhere.

Theyspilled fromthe toweratthecentre of the ten-kilometre-squareestate, thenfloodedinfrom

theedges,running fromeverydirection.The88thhadbeensurrounded inaheartbeat,pinned

betweentheenemycomingfrombehindthemandfromtheirobjective.



YarithSpire.Thesaint’sfingerbones weresupposed tobehere.Thetoweritselfroseuplikeaspearsplittingthesky.Itwasblack—somehideouslyrareandexpensiveblackstone,Thadeguessed—andasoverly ornateastherestofthistombcity.Ringsofgargoylesandangelsleereddownin alldirections.Itlookedlikeaparticularlyunfriendlynightmare.



Ninehoursdeepintothecity,andenemyresistancewassupposed tobelight.Notmedium,notheavyandnotmedium-to-heavy thank-you.Light.TheVednikan12thRifleshadsweptthisareacleanonlyafewdaysbefore.

“Thereshouldn’t beasoulhere,”Corrunsaidashereloadedhisriflenexttothecaptain.

“Nothingever goesrightonthisplanet

,eh?

”

Thadewipedableedingslicealonghischeek—agiftfromshrapnelwhenthelastwallhe’dbeenbehindhadexploded.Thisresistancewasneitherlightnormedium.Infact,itevenleft

“heavy”somewaybackinthedust

.

Hisdirty glovesmearedthedarkfacialbloodacrosshischeek,anditkeptcoming fromthecut.



That’llleaveascar,hethought.Anuglyone.



ThesquadshadscatteredatThade’sorder, taking shelterinthemodestdomed chapelsandgraveyards dottedaroundthehugegardenestate.ThehordeofRemnantcameon,therearelementsslowedbytheheavyweaponstheycarried.

Astalematenow.Atbest,temporary.Atworst, already breaking.TheCadianswereholedupindetachedpockets,many soldiersusinggravestones forcover,holdingoffRemnantforceswithfarsuperiornumbers. AsolidslugclangedoffRax’schromeflank,andthebeastgrowledlow.Itsphotoreceptoreyessoughttheshooter,calculatinghislocationfromtheangleoftheincomingfire.

“Take cover

,idiot,”Thadesaid.Thedogretreatedfurtherbehindthewall.

TaanDarrickhurledhimselfintoThadeandCorrun’s cover,crawlingonhisbellyuntilhewasnexttothecaptain.

“JointheShock,they toldme.”Taanwasreloadinghisbatteredlasrifle“S

.ervetheEmperor.

Meetoverwhelming numbersofarseholes”t…helieutenantkissedhisrifleonceitwasrearmed,

“andshootthemintheface”

….
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“Consideringthenumberofhereticshowlingforourblood,”Thadesaid,“you’reingood

spirits.”

“Iheardthere’sapayriseifIget madeintomoraleofficer.”

“Shutup,Taan.”

“Shuttingup,sir.”

“Captain?”Thade’svox

-bead crackled.Thesoundwasdistorted.Asreliableasalways,then.

“Thadehere

.Identify.”

“SquadVigilant:Unbroken.” CommissarTionenji’svoice

,hisaccentaddinganexotictwistto

theregimentalwords.“Thade,IneedSentinels.Ihavearmourincoming”.

Thronein flames. “Confirmthatyouhavearmourincoming.”

“Confirmed.Armourincoming

.TheylooklikeRepressorsandChimeras.Riot-control… Troop

transports…Fittedwith additionalweapons.Captain?Captain?”

“I’mhere

.DeadMan

’sHandwillberoutedtoyou.”

“Acknowledged.”Thelinkwentdead.

“Whowasthat?”Taanaskedashekneeledup,firingaroundtheedgeofthewreckedwall

.



“Vigilantsightedarmour

.Tionenji

’sunit.”

“Still…”

“Still what?”



“It’s goodthenewboyisgettinghishandsdirtyonhisfirstday”

.



“Shutup,Taan.”

“Shuttingup,sir

.WhatdoyousayaboutabriskrunbacktotheChimeras?

”



Thetransportshadbeenabandonedattheedge ofthegraveyardseveral hoursbefore.Theywere

severalkilometresdistant fromtheChimeras.

“I’mfairlycertainIsaidyoushouldshutup.”

“Yousayalot ofthings.”

Thaderaisedaneyebrow.Taangrinned.“Shuttingup,sir.”Anyothertime,Thadewouldhave

laughed.

“We’rebeing ringed.TakeAlliancefurtherdown into thatgraveyardtothewest

.If the Remnant

takesthatground,they’llsplitusupfromLoyaltyandAdamant.”The inquisitorwaswithAdamant.

It wouldn’tdotobesplitupfromhim,ofallpeople.



“Sir.”Taantookouthisviewfinders,holdingthemuptohiseyesandpanningacrossthewesterngraveyard.DozensofRemnant,dressedintheirfilthyPDFuniforms,werealreadyrunningacrossthedeadgrass.“Youalwaysgivemethefunjobs”he,saidwithagrin.Thenhewas running,voxinghissquadto follow.

“Thadekeyedhisvox again.Vertain,acknowledge.”Static“D

.eadMan

’sHand,

acknowledge” M.orestatic.

Thisistremendous.“Janden!”Thadecalled.

Thade’svoxofficerwaskneeling behindagravestonesomethirtymetresaway.Las-fireflashed

overhisheadasJandenhunkereddown,grippinghislaspistol.Hisbulkyvox-casterbackpackwas

onthe ground,keptsafelybehindcover.



“Sir?”Jandencalled.

“SignaltoDeadMan’sHand.ReinforceVigilantinthenorth,immediately”

.



Janden noddedand started punchingkeys. The strength and range on the vox-castersfarexceededthepersonalmicro-beadscarried byindividualsoldiers,especiallywith the interferenceonKathursoeternallyharsh.



“Sir

, I

’m gettingscrambledsignals”

.
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“That’snotnewstome

,Janden.”Thadekneeledup,firing hisboltpistoltwo-handed. Itbucked

asitbanged inhishands,roundafterround, againandagain.Remnant soldiersdiedeachtimethe

gunsang.

Thadenailedsevenoftheminquicksuccession, picking themoffasthey brokecovertorunforward.

TheRemnantwasusingthelowwallsandgravestonesasshields,too.Exceptthey hadthe

numberstotakehorrendouscasualtiesandstill runrightuptotheCadians’facesinaswarm.



“Sir

,it

’sthefleet!”



Thadecrouchedtoreload again.Throne,hewas runningoutofclips.

“I’mlistening

,Janden,”hecalled.

“Getoverhere. Eighty

-Eight,coveringfire!

”



Thehunkered-down soldiersfromThade’snearbysquadsroseasone,lettingripwithriflesonfull-auto.Shortbursts:justenoughforeachmantokillatargetortwoandgettherestofthewretchesducking.Foramoment,theRemnant’sadvanceacrossthemassgraveyardhalted.

Janden madeabreakforit.Hesprinted thedistancebetweenhiscoverandthecaptain’swall.Whenhewaswithinarm’sreachofThade’scover,alas-round toreacrosshischest,shattering hisbodyarmour.Hehurledhimselfnexttothecaptain,thewayTaanhadonly minutes before.Hischestplatewas asmokingmess.

“Close,”hegrinned.

“Close,”Thadeagreed.“You’vehadworse

.Thefleet?

”



JandenofferedThadethespeechhorn,andthecaptainlistened.

Astormofvoices.Panicked,angry andpleading—alltoabackground ofviciousstatic.Thade

coveredhisothereartokeepoutthesharp cracks oflasrifles.

“…hullbreach at…” “

…



engagingunsupported…” “…



secondsleft…Deadin…”

“

…theEmperor…Laserbatteriesf…”

“toomany!”

…



“

…abandon…Reactorcritical.”

“

…Furyisgone!She…”

“

…ingdestroyed!TheFuryis…”

“No,”Thadesaidbreathlessly

,andtheninastunnedwhisper

“

,ThroneofTerra,no

”

.

Anexplosionnearbyjoltedhimbackfromthehorrorofwhathewashearingonthevox.Now

theRemnantwasusingfraggrenades.

“Zailen?”Thadespokecalmlyintohisvox

.Anotherdetonationnearbyelicited freshscreams.

Zailenwasflatonhisfrontsomefiftymetresaway,histemperamentalplasmagunhidden

behindagravestoneinfavourofhisstandard-issuelasrifle.Thadesawhimrollbackintocover,

hiddenfromview,andheardhisvoice comeoverthevox.



“Captain?”ZailenwasfromKasrNovgrad, ontheothersideoftheworldfromKasrVallock,

whereThadewasborn.Hisaccent turnedthewordintoKeptane.

“Zailen,youneedtokilltheoneswithgrenade launchers.Allourheavyweapons arewiththe

squadsinthenorthandeast.You’reit,Zailen.Copy?”

“Yes,captain. It willbedone.”Yiz

,heptane.It vill bedone.

“Goodhunting.”Thadewaslookingaroundtheedgeofthewall

,boltpistolinhand.

“Yousee

thedomedchapeltoournorth?Lookinthetower.They’reupthere”.



“Considerthemdead,sir”C

.onziderzemdead,suh.

Thadeignoredthesun-brightspearsofplasmaburningfromZailen’sgunamomentlater.He

wasalreadyfocusedonhisvox-officer“.Janden.Janden,eyesonme.”

“Sir?”Janden’spockmarked face

,acne-scarringruininghisgoodlooks,wassetinaworried

scowl.
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“GetmeMaggrigifyou can.Ifnot, get meColonelLockwood.”

“Sir.”Jandenstartedworking, hittingkeysandturning dialstoreachsomesemblanceofclarity

onhisvox-caster.Headphones on,micextended,herepeatedthesamecall,hopingforananswer

witheachnewfrequencyhetried.

Thaderesortedtohisvox-beadforsquad-to-squadcontact.



“VenatortoAdamant

,ThadetoHorlarn,respond

”

.



“Adamant:Broken”

.



FirstLieutenantHorlarnhadtoshoutabovethegunfire. Hisplatoonwas stilltaking position inthe graveyard, the men setting up around small mausoleumsand the unluckier ones usinggravestonesforcover.TheRemnantcameoninahorde,thankfully withoutheavyweaponry.Thefewhereticsthat soughtsafetyusedsimilarcovertotheCadians.Therestjust ranon,closingfast.

Amongstthemen,fightingwithaborrowedlasrifle,wasInquisitorBastianCaius.Evidently he

hadnodesiretousehispsycannononthesewretches.

Streamsofangry redlas-fireflashedacrossthedistancebetweenthetwoforces,scythingdownRemnantasthey ran.ThereturnfirehammeredintotheCadianposition.NottenmetresfromHorlarn,TrooperCealeflippedontohisback,spasming onthedrygrass.Asolidroundhadtakenhimintherighteye.



“Horlarn?”cameThade’svoiceagain.

“I’mamanwithaproblem

,sir,”Horlarnrackedhisrifle’sslidetosingle-shot.Killingthese

scumwaschewing throughhisammoreserves.Heriskedaglanceoverthegravestone hewas

kneelingbehind.Remnanteverywhere.Justahead,severalofhismenweregettingintosome

seriousbayonetwork,duellingwithRemnantsoldiersovergravestonesand lowwalls.

“Weallare

.Thefleet isgone

”

.



“Sayagain,captain.”

“Thefleetisgone

,Horlarn.”Thade

’svoicemutedandthethroatywhineofachainswordtook

over.Afteramoment, thecaptainreturned.“Getmetheinquisitor now. Wemightbegettingadose

oforbitalbombardmentinshortorder.”

Horlarnyelledfortheinquisitor, whodisengaged  fromhishalf-heartedcombatwithan

expressionsomewhereclose to amusement.He acted (even smirked)like this bloodshedwassomehow belowhim.Movingfromwalltowall,CaiushunchedandrantoHorlarn.Hisbioniceyewhirredtobringthelieutenantintofocus,adjustingfromrange-findingmovingenemies.

“LordInquisitor

,CaptainThadehasurgentnews

”

.

“Give me your vox-bead,”the inquisitor said without preamble

. Horlarn complied. Caius

attachedtheinputmictohisthroatandputtheoutputbeadinhisear.



“Thade?”



Janden wasgetting contactnow. TheotherunitcommandersoftheReclamationgroundforcesweretouchingbase,andeverystorywasthesame. Thefleet was being annihilatedandscreamingdistress

callsacrosseveryfrequency.ThesoldiersonthesurfacewereencounteringanuprisingofRemnantthatcamefromeverywhereatonce.Acrossthecity,theArchenemy’s forcesweremassingtorepeltheImperialGuard.

JandenloggedreportsfromtheKiridiansthatprimary threatswerebeingsightedastheGuard

assaultedthehab-blocks inthecity’sresidentialdistrict.TheUriah303rdwasdoingnothing butyellingforimmediatereinforcement tothesoutheast.They’dencounteredintenseresistanceastheyadvanceddownSolthane’s  mainavenue.TheImperialBoulevard,flankedbychapels,false

reliquariesandrentablepilgrimhabs,haddisgorgedfloodsofplague-slain.TheVednikan12thRifleswerereporting  armourcontacts—Remnantriotpacificationtanksandtrooptransportscorrodedbypoormaintenance,convertedtobear heavyweapons.
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Therewasnowordfromthe3rdSkarranRangers.Nothingbutsilence fromOverseerMaggrig.



“Inquisitor?”Thadekneeledintheshadowofthemausoleum

,hischainswordpurringinhis

hands.Nexttohim,Jandenspokerapidlyintohisvox-caster’sspeechhorn,repeatinghimselfas

Kathur’sinterferencestolethesensefromhiswords.Thevox-officerwasstilltryingtoestablish

contactwiththerestofthe88th.

“InquisitorCaius?”Thadeaskedagain,leavingJandentohiswork.

“Whatailsyou,captain?”crackledtheinquisitor

.

“Lord, gettoLieutenantHorlarn’svox

-officerimmediately.The fleetisunderattack.TheGuard

onthegroundis beinghammeredcity-widebythisresurgenceoftheRemnant.Weneedto

consolidateourforcesimmediately.Irecommendregroupingandabandoningthespireobjective.

I’llbein contactsoon.”

Atthat moment,JandenturnedtoThadeand mouthedtheword“Lockwood”.Thadecut thelink,snatching theofferedspeechhorn.Suchwashishaste,healmostcrusheditinhisaugmetichandwithoutrealising.



“ColonelLockwood?”



“He’sdead,”saidtheothervoice“W

. hoisthis?

”Thadedidn’tanswer

.



“WhereisMajorCrayce?”



“Alsodead.Whoisthis? ConfirmstatusofCaptainThade.”

Thadeswallowed.“Confirmedalive.ThisisThade.”

“Sir!”thevoiceontheotherendofthelinkwasmuffledbyviolentdistortion.“

…Lieutenant

Reval…We’rebeingoverrun,capt…”

Thadecouldfeelhowpalehe’dbecome.Hischeekswereascoldasice.IfLockwoodand

Crayceweredead…

“Reval

,canyouhearme? ConfirmstatusofColonelLockwoodandMajorCrayce

”

.



“firmed.Primary threatssighted.Lockwood’s

…Chimerawas…Nosurvivors…IsawCrayce

diemyself.Fraggrenade.Barelyanyth…left ofhim,sir.”

“Transmitexact coordinatesimmediately

.Damnit,whereareyou all?Reval?

”

“…opythat

,captain.Transmitting.Sir,thecasualtiesare

”

…

“Arewhat? Reval?Thecasualtiesarewhat?”



“Lostthelink,”saidJanden.“I’vegotthecoordinates,though.Only sixkilometrestothedirect

north.Wecanmeetthem onthewaybacktoheadquarters.”

“We’vegottolinkupwiththem

.Orthey

’vegottolinkupwithus.”Neitheroption seemed

likely.Sixkilometreswasn’tfar,butitbecameanightmare trekwhenitwasthrough enemy-held

territory.It mayaswellhavebeena continentaway.



“Youthinkwecan convincetheinquisitorthat we needtolinkupwiththecolonel?”

“I’mnotsureIcarewhattheinquisitorthinksatthisstage”

.

“Buttheinquisitor’smission—”

“Willhavetowait,”snappedThade “

.TheReclamationisover.”

Allaroundhimnow,Thadecouldseehismenbeingforcedintohand-to-hand fighting.The

Remnantwasonthem,vaultingthelowwallsandrunningamongthegravestones.Thadegearedhis

chainsword upandrejoinedthefight.BloodoftheEmperor, ifhewasgoing todietoday,hewas

goingtoslaughterahundredofthesebloody hereticsfirst.Raxranathisheels,itsLitany-etchedjawsopeningin readiness.

Chainswordgrowling,ThadecarvedthroughaRemnantsoldierfrombehind.ThemanhowledasThade’sswordhammered intohislowerbackandchurnedhisgutstosoupinawhirrofgrinding

teeth.Thecaptaintorethebladefreeandranatthenextclosestheretic—afilthy,skinny bastardwithablood-spotted lasrifleinhisgrimyhands.Thadesprintedathim,leapedfromatumbledgravestone,andsnappedtheheretic’sneckwithaflyingkickthatpoundedintothetraitor’sthroat.
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Hisboltersangashelanded,bangingoutathunderousrefrainandslayingthreemoreRemnantinshowersof gore.

Raxleapedatanearby Remnantsoldier,jawssnapping shutonthetraitor’sthroatinaviciousclamplikeabear-trapclosing.Thecyber-mastiff landedbefore thedecapitatedcorpseevenhittheground,itspolishedjaws smearedwithblood.

Zailen,heftinghissteamingplasmagun,joinedthecaptain.Sodidseveralothersoldiers,



rallyingtoThadeandlendingtheirlas-firetohisfury.

Thade’svox-bead chimed.Thesignalwaspoor,buttherewasnochancetoheadbacktoJandentousethevox-casternow.Theyweresurrounded.Pistolinonehand,bladeintheother,thecaptainmovedfromwalltowall,killingtheRemnantthatcamewithinreach.Thevoiceinhisearwas

muffledbeyondcomprehension.Hispoundingheartbeataddedtothemaelstromofnoiseallaround.

“Thade”he

,breathed,tearinghischainswordfreefromthechestofaRemnantsoldier

“S

.peak

tome.”

“

…linkup…”

Thade’sboltpistolroared,cuttingthevoiceoffagain.Thesoldierthathadbeenrunningathim,

bayonetloweredlikeaspear,collapsedwithoutahead.

“Repeat.”

“This…quisitorCaius.We’rebeingoverwhelmed. Plague

-slainandRemnantforces.Wemust

retreat,Thade”.

Thadelaughed.Heactually  laughed.Astheinquisitor demandedheabandonthisdoomed

missionandhischainsword strippedthefacefromahowlingheretic,CaptainThadelaughed.He’d

neverexpectedtodielikethis,andnowthetimecame,hefoundit inexplicablyfunny.



“We’reCadian,lord.It’snotcalledretreat

,it

’scalledconsolidation.Ialreadygavetheorder:

fallbacktoregroup. Otherwise, wediehere.”Thetroopernexttohimtookahitinthebelly and

dropped  likeasack.Thadeandhisshatteredsquadtookamoment’srefugebehindarow of

tombstones.

“CaptainThade

.Giveme a fulltacticalassessmentof—”Caiusstarted.

“Notnow!”thecaptainbarked.Helookedbackatthedownedtrooper

.ItwasZailen.

“Cover

me,gentlemen,” he saidtothethreesoldierscrouchedwithhim.Andthenhestartedrunning“. Rax.Thegun!”

Itwasonlyfifteenmetres,buthefeltshotswhickering pasthisbodyashecoveredtheshortdistance.Thade’sglovedbionichandgrippedZailen’scollar,knuckle-servos closingwithsilent,inhuman strength.Bolterupandfiring,Thadedragged thebleeding manbehindtheinsignificantcoverofalargegravestone. Raxwasathisheels,jawsclampedonthegripofZailen’spricelessplasmagun,movingbackwardsashedraggedtheweapon.

“Sir,”saidZailen,unsuccessfullyholdinginagush ofbrightblood fromhisstomach.Even ifhesurvivedthegut-shot,whichwasunlikely ifheremainedinthefield,thechancesofinfectioninKathurwerealmostonehundredpercent.AllReclamationtroopswereissuedwithanti-infectiongel to fighttheincreased riskofwoundsturningfoulonthisfallenworld.

“I’mhere

,I

’mhere.”Thadegunned downanother Remnant soldier thatwastooclosefor

comfort,andturnedback toZailen. “Still withme,Zailen?”

“Youhavenoideahowmuchthishurts.”Brightbloodoozedbetweenhisfingers,soaking his

uniform“.Wasn’tthissectorsupposedtobealmostclear?TheVednikansclearedit,theysaid.”

“Shutupandstopdying”Th

,adesaid.Hepulledhisblood-wetglovesoff,takinghisanti-ague

gel packfromhishipwebbing.He wasoutofbandages.“Tasoll,get overhere!”

AnearbytroopermadeabreakforThade’slimitedcover,throwinghimselfpronetoclearthe

lastfewmetres.Tasollwas clutchingalaspistolineachhand,whichheholsteredashekneltupnext

tothecaptain.Healsoremovedhisdirtygloves,reachingforthemedicalnartheciumpackathis

hip.Syringesandbandageswerepackedneatlywithin.
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“Yougotshot

,Zailen?

”Tasollsaid.Hehadagentlevoice

,totallyatoddswithhishulkingform.

Zailenhissedthroughclenchedteeth.“Lookslikeit.TheVednikan12thsaidthey’dclearedthis

place.Whatisthis,then?I’ve—ow,thathurt,watchyourfingers—I’vebeenshotinthebloody

stomach.”

“Yeah,yeah,lifeintheGuard.Theydon’tgive medalsforgettingshot

,boy.”

“Boy?I’mtwenty-five.”

“AndI’mforty

,soshutyourmouth,boy.Onthree,moveyourhands.Understood?

”



Zailenmadeateeth-grittednoiseapproximating anaffirmative.Thadetappedtheanti-aguegelandtosseditontheground nexttoTasoll.The medicacknowledged itwithacurtnodandstarted

counting.

ThenthefeelinghitThade.Askin-crawling feeling,likeawaveofinsectsunderhisarmour,a

millionlegsticklinghissweatingflesh.Theyellsstartedfromjust ahead.Somethingwas coming.



“Thade?”Avoiceinhisear

.Theinquisitoragain.

“Copy,”Thadewasalreadymoving

,hiseyesflickeringthroughtheflashinglas-fire and

duelling groupsofmen,seekingthesourceofunease.

“We’refallingbacktoyou.Isthat understood,captain?”

ThesourceofThade’suneasewasalmostthreemetrestall,cladinancientarmour, andswollenwith disease.An oversizedbolterchattered initsgreenishfists. And itwasnotalone.From thespireahead,moreDeathGuardmarchedslowly,boltersheldatthehip.Hehadnoideaifthey walkedbecausetheir ruinedbodiesmadethem unableto run,or if itwas justanotherintimidationtactic,but

they firedandCadiansstartedtodie.Soldierswerehammered tothegroundallaroundhim.TheDeathGuard’svolleyscytheddownImperialsandhereticsalike.TheTraitorAstartescarednothingforbutcheringtheirownminions.

“Understood, inquisitor

.Thefaster,thebetter,”Thadesaid,throttlinghischainsword.

“Primary

threatssighted”.



“TheXIVLegion?”



“Intheflesh.Andlord,weabsolutely don’thavethementowinthis.”Thadeduckedbackintocover,firinghispistolatnearby Remnantsoldiersbeforetheycouldrunintoclosecombatwithhismen.The DeathGuardwerestilladistantthreat,outoftherangeofhisboltpistolevenasthey cutdownhissoldiers.

“Generalorder

,Cadian88th.ConsolidateallforceonVenator

’svox-castercoordinates.Vox

backacknowledgement.”

Miraculously,everyplatoonleadervoxedback.

CaughtinthejawsoftheArchenemy, the88thabandoned itsobjectivesandnowfoughtjusttosurvive.Thesquadsfellback,metrebymetre,inanorganisedretreat.Likeaflowerclosingitspetals,the scatteredelementsofThade’s forcescametogetherinunity.Theywerebloodied,beaten,andsufferedlosseseachsteptheytook.

Abovetheash-greyclouds, theImperial fleetburned.Vox-castersonthesurface pickedupstray

screamsfromthemenaboardthosedyingships.
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CHAPTERXI

Consolidation



Solthane,YarithSpireGraveyard,Monasticsector



Tech-priestEnginseerOsironswepthis metalfist inagentle panningmotion,fromeastto west. Thesignuminhishandpulseditselectronicsignaltohisattendantservitors,andthehalf-living dronesfollowed the path of their master’s hand, unleashing a withering hail of fire. Heavy  bolterssurgically attachedtotheservitorsinplaceoftheirleftarmschatteredandblasted.ThegraveyardvistabeforeOsironclearedasthefewRemnantleft aliveafterthevolleysoughtshelter.



“Ammunitiondepleted,” saidone of theservitorsinitsdeadvoice. Theheavybolterthatformedpartofitsbody clankedastheauto-loaderslinkedtotheslave’sbackpackcycledthroughemptychambers.

Awayfromthe other officers, Osironcouldn’t have cared less about KathurReclamationprotocolregarding thesanctity ofthearchitecture.Hisservitorswerearmedwithheavyweaponry.Hewas goingtouseit.



Inthewakeoftheassault,themoansofwounded RemnantreachedOsiron’sears.Although it

wouldhavebeenapleasantvindicationtoremainandfinishthehereticsoffonceandforall,thetech-priestwasobeyingThade’sfall backorder.

Withoutaword,heturned fromthesceneofcarnagehe’d wrought,andhisservitors followedinsimilar silence.The88thsquad withOsiron’sunorthodoxsquad wasagroupof Whiteshields,underthecommandofSquadLeader FarrenKel.

KelwasaWhiteshield himself, justturnedfourteenyearsofage.HisblackhelmetwasmarkedwiththecentralwhitestripedenotinghismembershipintheCadianYouthLegion,thoughabadgeofminor rankwasevidentonhisshoulderpad.BylamOsiron,theHonoured Enginseer, madehim

nervous.Anditwasn’ttheslaughterthemachine-man wascapableof.Seeingthetech-priest’sservitorsgundownoverahundred Remnantwasnothing. TheCadianboywasalmostfifteen;he’dalreadykilledthat manymenhimself.

“Lordtech-priest?”Kelasked,astheWhiteshields —allundersixteenyearsold—fellbackinsmoothformation, eachsquadproviding coveringfirefortheothers.TheRemnant wasalreadyretryingits rushat theCadians.

“Anunnecessaryhonorific,”Osironmurmured.

“Sir

, thecaptain

’sorders are toproceedtohisposition.”Kel tightenedhishelmet strap,hisblue

violeteyesfixedontheblackdepthsofOsiron’shood.

“Iheardthem,”Osironsaid.KeljustnoddedtoOsiron’swords.Nosenseaskinghowthe

Mechanicusholymanhadnewsthesquadhadonlyjustpickedupontheir vox-caster.



“ForwardforCadia,”Kelcalledout,pointing hisownnewly-issuedchainsword towardsthedistantfiguresoftheembattledVigilantplatoon.Hestillfeltfaintlyridiculousshouting outbattlecrieslikethat.Hefeltlikehewasdoing abadimitationofCaptainThade, buthistroopersfollowedhiseverywordwithoutanylaughter.



Theymadegoodtime,movingswiftly throughthegraveyard.Osironandtheservitorswereforcedintoanawkwardforward-tiltedwalk tokeepup. Kelheard the tech-priest’sbreathingcoming
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inharshmetallicrasps,andnotforthefirsttimehewondered justhowoldOsironwas.Wasthis

labouredbreathingnaturalforoneoftheMachineCult?

Commissar Tionenjimetthemonasmallrise.Adozenofhismenwerestillalive,therestlaystrewnaroundthehill.FlankedbyDeadMan’sHand,thesurvivorswereenjoying amomentaryrespiteasthey readiedtofallbacktoThade.Thetanksthathadbeenassaulting theirpositionwereburninghuskssomedistance away, shattered and wreckedbythe furyof the five Sentinels’autocannons.Kelstared atTionenjiforseveralmoments.

“SquadLeaderKel,”Tionenjiflickedgore fromhischainsabre“

.  Neverseenacommissar

before?”

“No,sir

.Never,sir.” Thiswasalie.Kelhadseenplenty,butthiswashisfirsttimeoff-world.Hewasstaring because he’dneverseenamanwithblackskinbefore“C.ourage: Broken,sir,”Keladded.

“Ah.”TionenjinotedtheWhiteshields hadonlyafewcasualties.Theirsuccesswasthetechpriest’sdoing,nodoubt.Orperhapsthechildrenhadsimply beensenttoasectionwithlessintensefighting.But whyhad theboysaid“Broken”? He smiled ashegesturedtothe men preparingaroundhim“.Vigilant,”hesaid, “inbadshape,butUnbroken.”

Kelforcedasmile.Itmusthavelookedawkward,becausethecommissarstraightenedhiscap

andfrowned.“Somethingwrong,squadleader?”

“It

…doesn

’tmeanthat

,sir.”

“Hm?”TionenjiturnedasoneofDeadMan’sHandopenedfireonceagain,theheavy bangbang-bang ofitsautocannonechoingacrossthegraveyardasitpoundedadistantgroupofwhatlookedlikeplague-slain.“Whatdoesn’tmeanwhat?”

“Unbroken,sir

.It

’sjustslang

.Codefor

‘ableto completemissionobjectives’.”

“Thenwe’re allBroken,eh?”



“Yes,sir.”

“How veryuninspiringthatthoughtis.”Tionenjisignalled themove-outwithashortblastofthewhistlearoundhisneck.“Thankyouforthe tip,youngman”H.e madetomove,then turnedbacktoKel“.Tell mesomethingelse,ifyouwould.”

“Anything

,sir

”

.



“TheSentinelsquadron.Whyaretheycalled‘DeadMan’sHand’?”



Kelgrinned. It madehimlookevenyounger“.Namedafterthecaptain,sir”.



“Namedafterhislosthand?”askedTionenji

.Atriflegrim,evenforCadianhumour.



“Ha!No,sir

.Haveyou everplayedBlackFive?It

’sacardgame

. Weplay itbackhome.Ifyou

get dealt allfiveblackcardsinyourfirstturn,it’simpossibletowin.Wecall itadeadman’shand”.

“Andthecaptain…”

“istheworstcardplayeryou’ve

…everseen,sir.Adar—thatis,Scout-LieutenantVertain,sir

—henamed thesquadronafterhewon threemonths’wagesfrom thecaptain.They

’rethecaptain’s

elitescouts,there’refive ofthem,andthenamestuck.”

Thetwoplatoonsfellbacktogether,closing on.Thade’sposition.Tionenjimadeapromise tohimselfthen:ifhesurvivedthis,hewasgoingtodohisdamnedesttomakesomemoney offThade

ata cardgame.



The Second Shadow stood alone.TheChaos fleetclosedin,andonlynowdidthestrikecruiser turntofaceitsoncoming attackers.Thewreckageofenemyfightersdriftedaroundtheblackshiplikea

corona.

Thehalf-human creatureattheTerminusEst’svoidshieldconsolewrithedintheHerald’s

direction.Ittriedtospeakforthefirsttimeinmonths, butthetaintwithinwassorich,thecreature

couldbarelyrecall humanspeech.Insteaditpsychicallyprojecteditsmessageinaburstofpanic.



Typhus,still standing,turnedhiscolossalarmouredbulktothenearestDeathGuardwarrior.
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“Wehavebeenboarded.Assaultpodshavebreached…”theHeraldpaused,reachingoutwith

hispowerfulsixth sense,sendinghisconsciousnessthroughoutthehallsofthediseasedship.He felt

theintrusionaswoundsinthefleshofhisbelovedvessel.



“…decksnineteen,thirteenandsix

.Starboard.Sectionstwentytotwenty-four.”

Strange,hethought.Nosenseofintrudinglife.



“TheRavenGuardhavenotleftthepods,yet

.Slaughterthemastheyemerge.Slaughterthem

all. Bringmetheirskullssothelowliestofmyslaveswillhavenewpotstopissin.”



TheDestroyerHivestirredwiththeHerald’sanger.Thehollow,bony protrusionsjuttingfromthearchaic Terminator armour began to expel flies from their openings.Fat, blood-wetinsectsthrummedaroundthe bridge,releasedfromthe Herald’sinnards.Hisgod’sgreatest  blessing,

containedwithinaonce-mortalshell.



TerminusEsthadbeenboarded.Thiswasnot amusing.Thiswasanaffront.



***



Seth.Seth.Seth.

Sethscreamed.Psychiclightningragedfromhisoutstretchedfingertips,enveloping theDeathGuardwarriorintendrilsof coruscatingenergy. Itsarmourblackened andcracked underthepsychiconslaught,andthereekofburningfleshwasmadefarworsebythefoulstenchofcancerousdiseasescookingwithinthesuperheatedpowerarmour.



Thesanctionedpsykerbrokeoffhisattack,suffering asavagecoughthatbroughtbloodtohislips.Asthedestroyed TraitorAstartescollapsedinaheapofruinedarmour andburnedflesh,Sethcriedoutattheheadacheheatingtheinsidesofhisskull.Hisbrainwasboiling.Hewassureofit,hisbrainwasboiling.He’dpushedhimselftoofar.



BanJevrianpistol-whippedhim.Itwasanungentleblowthatmadealoudcrackasitconnectedwiththepsyker’s skull.Sethcriedoutagain,butforcedthesoundtoburstquieterfromhislipsthistime.



“Keepitdown,warp

-touchedfreak

”

.



Sethnoddeddumbly,bloodstreamingfromhistearducts,earsandnostrils.

Jevrian’s Kasrkin unit,liketherestofthe88th,wasfalling backtoCaptainThade’sposition.

Theywereunderthegraveyard,deepwithinanundergroundmausoleum,withSethsecondedto

themforsupport.They’dbeenexploring untilasquadofDeathGuardhademergedfromtheshadowedcorridorsadjoining alargeburialchamber,opening fire.TheKasrkinhadtakenthetwoTraitorMarinesdown withablistering volleyofhellgunfireaimedattheAstartes’ armour joints,

thirtygrenades,andSeth’spsychicfury.

Jevriankneltby thestillformofablack-armoured Cadian.He’dlostthreeofhismentotheTraitors’ bolters.Three.ThreeKasrkin,theelite,thebestofthebest.Hecouldscarcelyfathomtheloss.Andnowhehadthewarp-touched mutantdribblingandweeping.TohellwithThade’spet

wizard;Jevrianwastemptedtoshootthebastardnowandhavedonewithit.



“Moveout,”growled theKasrkin sergeant“G

.ettothesurface,doubletime.”TheCadians

walkedthecorridors,leavingtheirdeaddowninthedark.

Seth.

Thevoiceagain.Familiar, butdistant.Almost strained.Ithadbeencallingforseveralminutesnow.Hefeareditwasthevoicefromthenightofthemonastery,callinghimbyname.

Seth.

Sethtookashuddering breath,steelinghimselfbyimagining hispsychicinnerwallsbackintoplace.Withconcentration,hecouldsilencethewhisperingvoicesthatstrokedhismind.Daemons,
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warp-things, hellishcreaturesfromtheempyreanreachingintohismindandseekingawayintothe

worldoffleshandblood.Hewas all toousedto resistingtheircorruptivetouch.

Seth!SETH!

No,wait.Heknewthatvoice,sensingitthroughfamiliarity  ratherthananytruevocalrecognition.Insteadofgirding hismindinhatred,heopeneduptotheonecallinghisname.Atthelastmoment,hefearedhe’dmadeaterriblemistake.Thedenizensofthewarpwouldfloodwithin

hismindandsteal hisbody,swallowinghissoul.



Thatdidn’thappen.He’dmadetheright gamble.



+Seth.+Thevoicewascrystalclearnowhewasn’tfightingitoroverexertinghimselfthrough

useofhispowers.

+Brother-CodicierZaur.+

+Listentome,Cadian, andlistenwell.Wecannotreachtheground forces. CommunicationsareimpossiblewiththeinterferencecausedbytheArchenemyfleet.YouaremyChapter’sonly linktotheGuard.+

“Keepup, freak,”snarledJevrian.Sethpickedupthepace

.+Isthefleet trulylost?+

+Itburnsanddiesaswespeak.TheSecondShadow remainsaloneinorbit.Wearethefinaldefencebefore theDeathGuardandtheirslaveslandinfullforce.Wehavelaunched ourship-toshipassaultpodsagainstTerminusEst.+

+Anobleend,brother-codicier.Todietakingthefightintotheenemy’sheart.+

+Thefleetislost,andwithit,ourpreciousShadow.Butitisnotourtimetodie,Cadian.We

needcoordinates.Wecannotescapethisifwe remainblind.+

+Coordinates?+Seth’spsychicvoiceasked,buthealreadyknewwhy.



+Yes.Coordinates oftheremainingGuardunits.Theassaultpodsarejustadistraction.TheShadowwaslostthemomenttheArchenemy fleetarrived,andboardingTerminusEstwouldbedeaththroughathousandpoisons.Thepodsareempty.Wearemakingplanetfall.+

+Understood.TheonlysurvivingseniorofficerintheregimentisCaptainThade.Heistheonly

onethat willknowtheexact dispositionofGuardunits.+

+Thenfindhim!Thevoxinterference issavageandwearedeaftotheplanetbelow.Wecannot

throwourdrop-podsblindlyatthesurface,Seth.TheShadowisdying.Weneedcoordinates

quickly.+

+Itwillbedone.+

“Master Sergeant?”Seth’svoice wasanunhealthyrasp,butfullofcoldthreat

.ItmadeJevrian

’s

skincrawl.



“What?”



“OntheauthorityofBrother-Codicier ZauroftheRavenGuardAstartesChapter

,getmetothe

captainimmediately.”

“Whatinthehell areyou—”

“Silence

,blunt.”

Thestonewallsoftheundercroftsparkledwiththefaintkissofpsychicfrost.TheKasrkin,those

thatsurvived theDeathGuardassault,sawtheirbreathsteambeforetheirfaces.Sethfeltthe

telepathicwithdrawal  oftheAstartespsykerwithapang ofbitterness. Zaur’spowerwas

intoxicatinglystrong. It left Sethfeelingweakandwretchedinitswake.



Hereachedoutagainwithhisghost-voice,nottoZaur,buttosomeonemuchcloser.+Captain

Thade.+



TheDeathGuardMarinehad,inalifealmostforgottennow,beenBattle-Brother Ammon. He’dturnedfromthelightoftheFalseEmperoratthebehestofhisLegioncommander, themighty FirstCaptainTyphon.Hisweapon,thebolterstill inhisfiststoday,hadroared attheSiegeofTerrainthe
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fiery pinnacleoftheHorusHeresy tenmillenniaago.He’dexisted,butnotquitelived,eachday

sincetheTraitor Legions’defeat,hatingeverythinguncorruptedanduntaintedinthegalaxy.



Inthisattitude,hewashardlyuniqueintheDeath Guard.

Ammon hadsurvived tenthousandyearsofwar,existingasthehostofadaemonicdisease.Hewasimmortalunlessslain,ageless,deathless. Theperfection ofcorruption.Hisplague-bloatedbodymaintaineditsowntwistedformoflife,thewayacancer will feedonhealthycells andfuel itselfoff

avictim’sownbody.



Amnion’sfondestmemorieswereofthegreatbetrayal.Thepurificationof theLegions,thevirusbombsfallingontheirfoolishbrethrenwhorefusedtoturnagainsttheEmperor and,ofcourse,theDropsite  Massacre.AstartesfoughtAstartes andahundred  thousandboltersroared.Hestill

rememberedthesound. Itranginhismemory’searlikeadaemon’sscreamingrage.



HehadkilledIronHandsthat day. HehadkilledSalamanders.AndhehadkilledRavenGuard.

Ammonstalkeddownthecorridor,mucusleakingfromthesnarlingjointsofhisantiquepowerarmour.This areaof theHerald’s flagshipwas largelyunpopulatedexceptforthebloomingdiseasesgrowingfromthesemi-organic metalwalls.Asacredplace.Holy totheHeraldandthepestilence

god.A breedingground for theplagues thattrailedTerminusEstandravagedplanetsinthevessel’s

wake.



Ammon sawthedefilement,blackascoalandaslargeasatrooptransport.ARavenGuardassaultpod—thehullarounditsimpacttwistedandburned.Amag-locked bulkheadstaredat

Ammon, closed,silent.Heknewitcontainedtheloyalistfoolswithin,andvoxedforhisbrethrentocomeforward,readytoopenfire.



“Great  Herald,”he  voxed.The fluidsin histhroatmadehimsoundlike  a manspeaking

underwater“W.ehavelocatedthefirstpod.”

OnboardTheSecondShadow,standingbythecommandthroneofashuddering, burningbridge,

Brother-CaptainCorvaneValarmadea cuttinggesturewithhisblack-armouredhand.

Attheorder,aservitorenteredafive-digitcodeintoits console.



Ammon, hisbrethrensquad,thevariousmutatedthingswithhim,andasignificantportionof

threedecksoftheTerminusEst,werevaporisedasthefirstoftheassaultpodsdetonated.

Explosions ofsimilarsizetorethroughthestarboardsideofTerminusEstastheotherpods—eachriggedwithwarheads andmunitionsfromThe Second Shadow’sweapon bays—detonated on

cue.



Theflagship listed,rolling offcourse,itsinsidesfloodedwithalarms,screamsandflame.Inthecourse  of a single battle with a grossly-outnumberedImperial fleet, the Herald’s  vessel hadsustained moredamagethanithadsincetheSiegeofTerra.Bleedingandstreaming  ghostly,

unnaturalfire fromitswounds,thehugeshipbrokeoffits attackrun.

AgreatcheersoundedontheShadow’sbridge,criedbyAstartesandChapterserfsalike.

Corvanelet thecheersubside,feelingsatisfactioncoursethroughhim.



“ServantsoftheChapter

,youhaveserveduswell.Todayyoumay dieknowingyourduty is

done,andeachofyournameswillbeetchedintheChapter’srecords.”

Thenhe turnedtohisbrothergiantsintheirblackarmour“.RavenGuardtothedrop-pods.Make

readyforplanetfall.”



Seth’swarningwas weak— thepsykerhad longsensedthecaptainwas resistanttopsychiccontact,evenforablunt,butthemessagegotthrough.Withmostofhissurviving unitsreunited,Thadecommandedovertwohundredmendefendingaclusterofmausoleums inthegraveyardgroundsof

YarithSpire.



Squadswerestationedina ringaroundacentralbuilding—anornatetombraisedinhonourofapilgrimofgreatworthwho’ddiedsomesixthousandyearsbefore.Thecoverwasbetterhere;the
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Cadiansmovedbetweenthemausoleums, firingoutattheadvancingRemnanthorde.Thade’sfew

weaponsteamssetuptheirheavyboltersintheshadowsofthesegargoyle-encrusted buildings,adding theirfuriousrateoffiretotheonslaughtoflasriflesonfull-auto. DeadMan’sHandstalkedtheedgesoftheCadiandefensiveline,autocannonspounding intothedisorganisedranksoftheArchenemy.



VertainsworeasanothergroupofRemnantcoweredbehindasmallshrinebuilding. Asingleroundfromhiscannonwouldannihilatethemarblestructureandexposetheenemy troops.Insteadoffiring,VertainturnedhisSentinelasidewithacurse,openingfireatanothergroupoutinthe

open.

“Thiswouldbemucheasierifwe couldfire at thedamnscenery,”hemuttered.

“Copythat,” Greervoxedback.

“We’redead,eitherway”V

.ertainswitchedvox-channels.

“Captain?”



Thade  was in the centre of the Cadian defence, speakingwith several officers,includingCommissar Tionenji,SethandInquisitorCaius.Heturnedhisheadandclickedhismicro-bead.“Thade

,go

”

.

“Sir

, requestingpermissiontoignoreReclamationprotocolandopen fire onblessedstructuresinordertoprosecutetheenemytomaximumeffect”.



Thadelaughed.“Delicately phrased.DoestheEmperor likegold?Fireatwill.Informtheothersquads.”

Tionenjinarrowedhiseyes.“Whatwasthat order?”

“The order to abandon Reclamation Protocol Zero

-Nine

” 

.Thade met Tionenji

’s eyes. “A

problem,commissar?”

“Theprotocolsaretheunderpinning ofthisentireventure

.Thedestructionofholystructuresis

countedasblasphemyagainsttheGod-Emperor”.



“Theprotocolisawasteoflifeandasureway ofensuringwelosethiswar

.It

’sarulesetdown

byLordGeneralMaggrig,who—ifreportsarecorrect—isdead.”

“Confirmed,”Jandensaid.“Thelandingsitewasoverruntwenty

-sevenminutesago.Lord

GeneralMaggrig’sdeathwasconfirmedbyVednikanscouts.Hewascrucifiedbythe

Remnant.” “Iheardthedamnreports!”Tionenjifumed.

“We’llminimisecollateraldamageasmuchascanrealisticallybeallowedfor

,butbythe

Golden Throne,Iwillnotdieheresosome Ecclesiarchybastardcansmile inafewyearsabouthow

wehelpedsaveonreconstructioncostsinonepaltrysquarekilometreofacitythesizeofa

continent.Winningthewarismoreimportantthansavingahandfulof credits.”

“Youarecommittingheresy. Iamwithinmyrightsto execute you.”

“I’mfightingawar

.Whichisthegreatersin:losingtheworldtoChaos,orlosingafewshrines

intheworld’sdefence?”

“Semantics,captain.Semanticsthat fail tojustifyblasphemy”

.



“We’refightingawaralmostentirelywithoutourheavyweaponry

,whichwasleftneatly

packedincratesaboardshipsthatarenownothingbutwreckageinorbit.Mymenareaspiousas

anyintheImperium,CommissarTionenji.Theywillusemoderation.”

Tionenji didwhatThadehadbeenexpectingsincethemomenthemethim.Hewentforhisside

arm.



TionenjiwasafineexampleoftheCommissariat’sstandardsoftraining.Hedrewfast,hishand

ablur,andhadthepistol aimedatThade’sfacebeforehishearthadbeat asecondtime.



“Ifyouwillnotdoyourduty—”Tionenjibegan.

Thenheswallowed,listeningtothethreateningbuzzofliveweapons.Thadestoodunmoving,his violet eyes glaringinto  the commissar’sown.Nextto him,Ban Jevrianwas  holdinghishellpistol inbothhands, aiming atTionenji’seye.AtThade’sothershoulder, Lieutenant Horlan hadhislaspistolraisedandsimilarlyaimed.Tionenjiflickedhisglanceleftandright.EveryCadian
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officerhadhisweaponaimedatthecommissar,eventhefourteen-year-oldboy“D.ropit,”hissed

Jevrian.

“Commissarornot,”LieutenantHorlansaid, “youdieifthat gunstaysoutofitsholster.”

Tionenjismiled.“Gentlemen,youhavejustsignedthisregiment’sdeathwarrant”.



Jevrian’shellpistolwhinedasitreachedfull charge“I.saiddropit.”

“I’llseeyou alldeadforthis.”

“We’realldeadanyway”y

,oungKelgrinnedwithouthumour.

“Stoppointingthat prettypistolatawarden

-captainofCadia,”Horlansaid. 

“Rightnow.”

“Rightnow,”JevriangrowledasherepeatedHorlan’swords,“orIkillyouwhereyoustand,

youoff-worldsonof abitch.”

Tionenjiholsteredhislaspistol,apatentlyfalsesmilecreasinghislips.“Verywell.”

TheCadiansslowly loweredtheirweapons,eachmanstillonedge.Thadeclearedhisthroat,takingabreathbefore speaking.Healmost looked shaken.Itwasclearhe’dnotexpectedhismentobehaveastheydid.

“Thatwas…unpleasant

.Now,ifwemayfocuson thematterathand?

”

“Bywhatauthority—”Tionenjistartedagain,butThadeinterrupted.

“BytheauthoritythatIamthehighest

-rankingofficerintheImperialGuardleftaliveonthis

world.ThatmakesmeOverseeroftheKathurReclamationuntilahigherImperialauthoritysays

otherwise.”

InquisitorBastianCaius coughedpolitely.

ThadeandTionenjiturnedtoinquisitor.They’dbothforgottenhewasthere.



“Areyouquitedone

,gentlemen?

”



Tionenjisaluted.Thadenodded. CaiusfixedThadewithhisunnervinggaze,false eyeswhirring

astheyfocused.“Captain,Iamthehighestechelonof Imperialauthorityhere.” “Lord

—”Thadebegan.ThroneofTerra,theinquisitorhadjustseenthat standoff…

“Enough! Yourcancellationofthedeceasedlordgeneral’sordersisacceptable

.Asforyour

confrontationwith your commissar, I couldn’t care less. It will be dealt with bythe proper

authoritieswhenthetime comes.Focus,you fools.Wehaveadutytodo.”

ThadeandTionenjiglaredateachotheruntilthecaptainbrokethestare.



“Janden,arethecoordinatesreadytosendtoTheSecondShadow?”



Thevox-officernodded.Throughintensevox-tuning, he’dcompiledalistoftheremainingregiments andtheirlocationswithinSolthane.Itwasashortlist,andnoofficerabove therank of

lieutenantstilllived.Thecoordinates he’dgatheredwere preciselandingpoints—nodangerof

hittingfriendlytroopsor crashingintobuildingsonthewaydown.

“Good work,”  said Thade“S

. eth, how long  has it been since you received the Astartes’

message?”

Thesanctionedpsykercheckedhiswristchronometer“J.ustundersix minutes.”

“Isvox clear enoughtosendthecoordinatesupthere?”

“It’s afifty-fiftychanceatbest.”Janden lookedashamed.“Myset was winged inthelastfight

.I

canbarelygetitworkingshortwave”H.etappedanastylookingbulletholethathadshearedoffa

chunkofthevox-caster’scasing.



“Ican’tsend it,”Seth shookhishead.“Iknow whatyou’rethinking. Ican’t link mindsover that

distance.Sorry,sir.”

“Noted.Thadeto88th.Anyvox-castersstill functioninginaworthwhilecapacity?”

Achorusofnegativescamebackoverhisvox-bead.BloodoftheEmperor, they’dtakena

beating.Thade’s threehundred menhadsixofthepowerful vox-castersbetweenthem.Andnow,

downtojustundertwohundredsoldiers,theirhigh-endcommunicationsgearwaseitherlostin

battleorscrambledbyinterferencetothepointof uselessness.

“Nomoredelays.Punchit

,Janden.”
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“Sending

.Ifthey launchimmediately, they

’lltouchdownatourwesternperimeterinjustover

twominutes.”

Thewesternperimeter.Darrick wasthere,leadinghisremainingplatoons.He’dencountered theleastresistanceinthislatestconsolidation,andThadeknewthatmadeDarrick’szonetheclearestforanorbitallanding.



Thadewasn’tlyingwithwhathe’dsaidtothecommissar. HewasaspiousasanyImperial

citizen,buthesometimeswonderediftheEmperormanipulatedcertaineventsjusttoseehimsquirmoutofthem.Thiswasonesuchtime.Darrick’s voicebrokeacrossthevox,distortedandshouting.

“Captain!Captain!Throneinflames!Captain!Primary threatcontact

.Thisone’sthebiggest

bastardyet.”

“Whatthehell?Darrick,youtoldmeyoucouldkeepyourareaclear”

.



“Anditwas goinggreat

,sir.Untilthisdreadnoughtshowedup.”

TheSecondShadowtrembledinitsdeaththroes.Inthered-litconfinesofadrop-pod, BrotherCaptain CorvaneValarlookedatnineofhisbrother Astartes, eachonestrapped intotheirdescentseats,facinginward.Theysat insilence,trustingtheirfatestotheCadiansbelow.

Zaurenhadtriedtocontactthesanctionedpsykerseveraltimes,nottrustingtheshattered

Imperialvox-channelstoconvey thecoordinates.Thenearnessofsomanywarp-taintedChaosvesselswasruininghispsychicstrength.EachtimehefelthisconcentrationreachingouttoSeth,thefeeling ofconnection waslostalmostimmediately.Hefeareditwasmore thannaturalwarpdistortion from the Archenemy’s  proximity.  The pressure on his sixth sense was warm andinsidious,almostalive.It occludedhispsychicsightlikeablanketthrownoverhistrueeyes.

SotheRavenGuardwaitedforavoxtransmission theyknewmightnevercome.Corvanehadgivenorders to launch thepodsnomatterwhatifthey werestillaboardwhen theship’s destructioncame.Buttheywereholdingonuntilthelastmoment. Todieasadrop-podcareenedoffabuildingandexplodedontheground wasnoway forawarriortoperish. WiththeShadow’s scannersdown,

theyneededthoselandingcoordinatesfromthesurface.

“Theshipshudderedwithsupremeviolence

.Throne,” saidZaurquietly.Itwasthefirstword

spokeninthepodsincetheAstarteshadboardedminutesago.

“Initiatingdrop”b

,lared amechanicalvoiceoverthepod

’sinternalvoxspeakers.

“FortheEmperor!”oneoftheAstartescried.Dockingsuncoupled,locksreleased,andfive

night-blackpodsslashed fromthehulloftheburningSecondShadow.

AboardCorvane’spod,theworldwasreducedtodarknessandheavy shakingasitforedown

throughtheplanet’satmosphere.

“Twominutes,”hecalledouttohismen.Inanswer

,nineofhumanity

’s finestwarriors,geneshapedfromthegeneticmaterialoftheEmperorandHisbelovedprimarchsons,madethesignof

theaquilatotheirleader.

Above them,thestrikecruiserwentcritical.Theexplosion sentwreckageslicingthrough space,

woundingChaosvesselsthatwere,intheirmindlesseagernesstodestroytheRavenGuard,too

closeto evadetheblastradius.Evenindeath,the RavenGuardvesselclaimedtraitorouslives.



TheArchenemywarmachinewasapproximately fourmetrestallandalmostaswide.Roughlyhumanoid inshape,itwalkedinastomping, short-legged stridethatwouldhavebeencomicalhadthewarmachine notbeenoneofthedeadliestthingsTaan hadeverseeninhislife.Thewalker’sarmswereweapons:theleftwasasteellimbendinginawidechainsawfistthesizeofagrownman,therightwasalongcannonwithcoilsalongitslengththat glowedwithdullblueheat.



Dreadnought.Athickly-armouredshellbearinghideousweapons.Darrickhadseenone,andonlyone,before.TheFleshTearersChapterhadfieldedoneoftheserelicwarmachinesduringthe
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Black Crusadethreeyears before.Darrickhadwatchedwith wideeyesasithad torn atank topieces

withitssteel-rendingclaws,ignoring endlessstreamsofsmallarmsfireclatteringoffitshull.Notmuch inthisgalaxyhadmanaged tounnerve Lieutenant TaanDarrick inhisyearswithin theShock,butthat hadbeenoneofthem.

Andithadbeenonhisside.

Thisonewasnot.Ithadwalkedfromthecity,surrounded byamobofhowling Remnantasitstrodethroughthegraveyard.

Darricklookedleft.Helookedright.Hisplatoon,takingcoverfromtheRemnantinthegardenofmausoleums, wasarmedalmostentirelywiththeirstandard-issue lasrifles.Thegroundshookasthedreadnoughtstompedcloser.

“It’sfiring!”someone cried.Darrickdidn’tneedtobetoldthat

.Theairtingledandmadehis

teethacheasthedreadnought’s plasmacannonchargedup.ToTaan,itwaslikeagreatbeastwasdrawing breathtoroar.Hetookabreath,looking aroundoverthetopofthewaist-highmarblewallhe’dbeencrouchedbehind.TheRemnantwasstilladvancing,supported by theDeathGuard war

machine.



Itfired.Ahorrendousstreamofretina-burning lightflaredfromtheplasmacannon’ssteamingnozzle,striking thesideofonemausoleumandwashing thewhitestoneinsuperheatedenergy.Thefirststonestouched bythekissofthebeamweaponwereincineratedintonothingness, andthesurrounding rockmeltedaheartbeatlater.Thewallceasedtoexist,andtheCadiansnearbybrokecoverandfled.MostweregunneddownbytheadvancingRemnant.



“Oh,that’sjustgottodie,”Darricksaid.Heclickedhisvoxlive“D

.arricktoEnginseerOsiron

”

.

“Osironhere.”

“Plasmacannon,bigone

,andI

’vegotnothingthatcancrackopenadreadnought

.Allianceis

very,veryBroken.”

“The plasma technologyused bythe Traitor Legions  is primarilyHeresy-era grade

. That

means—”

“Enginseer”T

,aantried.

“

…thesustainedbuildupofionisedgas…”

“Osiron!”Anotherwallexplodedinagum-achingeyesoreofchargedairandmeltedrock

.

“Timeisa factor!”



“

…requires alongerandmoreforcefulventing periodthancurrentplasmatechnology.Usethat

timetomoveintocover.”

“Oh.”Darrickkilledthevoxandshoutedtohismen,“Grenadesatthedreadnought whenthatcannoniscoolingdown!”Heglancedatthemancrouching nexttohim.Farazienwasclutchinghisgrenadelauncher“.Anyseriousammunitioninthat?”

“Justfrags.”

“Maybewecangive itanitch.88th,  timetostophiding! ShowyourfacesandkillsomeRemnant.Anyonewithgrenades,getready toofferthemupniceandgenerous,like.Throwforthedreadnought’sfeet onmymark”.



Anothermausoleumwallceased toexistunderthecannon’sfury.Thistime,several of Darrick’splatoonwerecaughtintheblast,dissolvedbytheplasmawashing overthem.TrooperJovahowledashisarmdisintegratedandhestumbled outofhisshatteredcovertobescytheddownby Remnantlas-fire.TrooperHakenandSergeant Tainewerehalf-smotheredbythewhite-hot,splashingplasma—notenough tokilltheminstantly.Asthey laythrashing ontheground,bodiesdissolving,Taan’s

riflesangouttwice andhead-shottedthemoutoftheirmisery.



Helookedoverthewallagain,sightingthedreadnought.Off-whitesteamwasgushing fromtheholesboredintotheedgeoftheconenozzle,andthecoiledenergy ringslayeredlikeaspineacrossthebackofthecannonwereglowingbright.

“Now!”Darrickcalled.“Fire!”
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Taan’smenroseandopenedfire.Grenadesflewtosmackaroundthefeetofthedreadnought,



andlas-fireslicedintotheadvancingRemnant.Hereticswerepunchedfromtheirfeet bythevolley.

Theclusterofgrenades—fragmentationbombsusedtokillinfantry andbreakupunitsofmen—wentoffamomentlater.Thedreadnoughtstalkedthroughtheresultingsmoke,itsgreenishhullalittleblackenedinplacesbutotherwiseunharmed.

“Damnit,”Darricksaid,getting ready toorderafallback.Hehadnothingthatcouldwoundthe

accursedthing, andthedreadnoughtmarchedon.

Itsstompingadvancesuddenly haltedasahigh-calibreautocannonroundhammeredintoitschest.Shardsofarmoursplinteredandflewasideasseveralmoreimpactsfollowed. Taan’smencheeredasDeadMan’sHandstalkedpastthem,wadingintotheenemy.



VertainguidedhisSentinelfromtherelativecoverofthemausoleums, triggershelddown.Red

ammowarningsflashedonhiscontrolconsole.



“I’mfiring hopesandprayers, here”he

,voxedonthegeneralchannel

“I

.fanyonehasaheroic

plan,now’sthetimetomakeithappen”.

“It’sbleeding,”Greervoxed.Anditwas.Thedreadnought’s adamantitearmouredshellwas,inmany places,sheathedoverinpatchesoffoulgreyflesh.Astheautocannonshellstorechunksofarmouraway,fragmentsofbloodyboneandrancidmeatflewaside,too.Taan’smenrenewedtheir

returnfire,cuttingdownRemnantwithlethal accuracy.



Thaderanintocover alongsideDarrick.WithhimwereRax andBanJevrian.

“Iheardyouhadaproblem,” thecaptainsaid.VenatorplatoonandtheKasrkinsquadweredispersingalongsideDarrick’smen.Thaderose,firedhispistolattheRemnant,buthisgazefelloverthedreadnought.



OneofDeadMan’s Handwasdown before it—theSentinel’s legsshearedoffatthekneesbythedreadnought’smassivechainblade.Thadesawthepilot,Greer,bursttheroofofhiswalkeropenandscrambletogetaway.Thedreadnought’sswingingchainbladeputanendtothatattempt.Greer’sbodyfell intwogoryhalves.

DeadMan’sHandwas backingawaynow,firingsporadically.Thadeknewmostofthemneededto reload.

Theenemywarmachinewaslimping,dragging onelegwhileblood,pusandablackfluidstreamedfromthegapingholesinitssemi-organic armour.Evenatadistanceoffifty metresandmore,itreekedoffilthandwaste.



“That’sgottodie,”Thadewhispered.“Mythoughtsexactly,”Darricksaid.

“Kasrkin,withme!”thecaptainshouted,gunninghischainsword.“88th,coveringfire!”



“You’re joking

.” TaangrabbedThade’s wrist,feelingthetensionofcablesandsteelunderthe

sleeve“Th.isisthestupidestthingyou’veeverdone.”

Withhisfreehand,Thadetappedthesilveronhisownhelm.



“Pointtaken,”Darrickamended,lettinggoofThade“

.Thisisthesecond-stupidestthingyou

’ve

everdone”.



“Arewedoingthis,orwhat?”Jevriansnapped.“There’sawargoingon, youknow”

.



“Watchit

,gloryboy,”Taansmirked.

“FortheEmperor!”Thadeshoutedashebrokeintoarun. JevrianandtheKasrkinsprinted after

him,withRax runningalongside.



Whatfollowedtookplaceinthespanofhalfaminute.ToTaan,watching asheandhismen

providedcoveringfire,itlasteda fewseconds.To Thade,itfelt likeanhour.

Thedreadnought waswounded. DeadMan’sHandhadseentothat.He’dneverhavetried

somethingthis…thisstupid,otherwise.



Thade ledtheKasrkinacross theopenground.Thewoundeddreadnoughtturned inaponderousarc,seekingtobringitsplasmacannontobear,buttheCadianswerealreadytooclose.Thade’s
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chain-bladesangatthebackofthewarmachine’skneejoints,rippingthroughcablesslickwith

filth.Onthebackswing,asthedreadnoughtroaredits anger,thewhiningswordslashedatahipjointanddugin.Thadeclenchedhisteethasthebladebuckedinhishands,theteethravaging thesoftermechanicsofthedreadnought’swaistjoint.



TheKasrkinfannedout,openingupwiththeirhellgunsandshooting  intothesurrounding

Remnant,forcingthembackfromThade’sinsanemelee.Jevrianranatthedreadnought’s front,hispowersabregleamingwithcracklingenergy asheactivatedit.Hefiredhishellpistolatpoint-blankrange,spearingholesinthegreat, rottinghulkthattoweredabovehim.

“Hurrythehellup!”heyelled.Thadesawed,headturnedfromtheoutpourings ofstinking

,oily

bloodthat gushedfromtheseveredpipesandjoint cables.

Jevrianthrew  himselfto the side as the wailingdreadnoughtlashed out with its massivechainfist.Evenprone,hewasstillinitsarc,andatthelastsecondhispower sword clashedagainstthefallingbladetoblock certaindeath.Theimpactwasbeyondjarring;hefelt somethingsnapinhisshoulder andwasthrown tenmetresaway,landing inaraggedheapofdentedarmourandCadianoaths.Hestaggered tohisfeet,seeing starsandclutchingthehiltofhisshatteredpowerblade.WithaKasrkinbattlecry,heraninagainwhilestill half-dazedandwithabrokenarm.

“Neverfall!Neversurrender!”

TheKasrkinringingtheduellistsshoutedastheyfiredattheRemnantdaringtoapproach.

“Neveroutnumbered!Neveroutgunned!”



Thadeheavedbackonhischainswordtopullitfree,andhammereditbackintothemutilatedhipjointwithallhisstrength.Thebladebouncedfortheghostofamoment, thenthewhirringteethsnaggedonthemechanicsagain,bitinginwithrenewedferocity.Thedreadnoughttriedtospinonitswaistaxis,butitsattemptamounted tolittlemorethanagrindingofbrokengearsandsquealing,mutilatedjoints.

Thadefelttheteethbitesolidmetal,sawingintothecoreofthedreadnought’sleg,eatingthrough themachine’smetalbones.Itbegantostumble,slashing itschainfistwildlyandunleashingatorrentofplasmafire atthe ground.

“Go!”Thadeshouted,finally ripping hisswordfree

.Heranback,clearingthedreadnought

’s

immediateradiusofdestructionasitsaggedandstaggered,lowertothegroundnow.

Jevrianscaledthewarmachineone-handed. Hisbrokenblade,cracklingwithitspowerfieldunstablebutstillactive,rammedintothestaggering dreadnought’sfrontalarmourandsanktothehilt.TheKasrkinsergeant’sgloved right handsoughtpurchase, findingit inanoozinghole madebyanautocannon shell.Hehauledhimselfupwithonehand,hisbootonhisimpaledswordhiltfor

support.

AstheDeathGuard warmachineflailedandstaggered,half-crippled andtrying toshakeoffthehumanthatclung toitsfront,Jevrianjammedthemuzzleofhishellpistolintothefinger-thin visionslit onthedreadnought’sornatefaceandpulledthetrigger.

Itfell.Thepilotofthedreadnought hadoncebeenanAstartes,interredwithinawalkingadamantitetombofancientMechanicusdesign.Thepistolfirelancedintothewitheredhuskthatwasallthatremainedofthewarriorwithin,cutting  theonce-man  topiecesandendingthedreadnought’slast vestigesoflife.

Alowwhinerangoutasthehulking masspowereddown.Jevrianleaptclearincaseittoppled.Itdidn’t;itmerely stoodslouched,armshangingdeadatitssides.Havingseentheirchampion fall,theRemnant forcewas infullretreat.Cadianlas-fireflashedafterthem,biting intoexposed backsandsendingmoreoftheArchenemy’stroopstotheground.

ThadeandJevrianwalkedbacktoTaan,bothoutofbreath.

“Shittinghell,”Darricksaid.

“Yeah”

,agreedtheKasrkinsergeant

“M

.yarm

’sbroken,”hesaid,justnoticing

.Thadesmiled

hiscrookedsmile,absentlypattingthetopofRax’schromehead.

“Ihopeweneverseeanotheroneofthose”

.
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Seventeensecondslater,atank-sizedpod—paintedblackandscorchedblackerfromplanetfall

—smashedinto thegroundfiftymetresfrom the88thfront line.A waveofdirtwasthrownupwiththeimpact,someofthesmaller earthendebrisclatteringofftheCadians’ helmetsandshoulderguards.Withasnarlofmoving parts,thesidesofthedrop-podopenedlikeaflowerfacingthesun.Thesidesclangedontotheground,becomingrampsbywhichtheRavenGuarddescended.

Thetengiantscameout,boltersup,seeking targets.Afteramoment, thetenAstartesloweredtheirweaponsinunison.Theygatheredaroundthemangled,drippinghulkofthedeaddreadnought.Faintvox-clicks reachedThade’sears—theAstartesweretalking toeachotheraboutwhatthey

wereseeing.Oneofthemmovedovertotheexhaustedsoldiers.Thaderecognised himfromhis

armourandmadethesignoftheaquila.Hismen mirroredthesalute.



“VictoryorDeath,brother-captain.”

TheAstartesdidn’treplyatonce.Then,inthemosthumangestureThadehadeverseenfromoneoftheEmperor’s chosen,Corvane Valarhikedathumboverhismassiveshoulderplate,inthedirectionofthedownedwarmachine.



“Impressivework,captain.”

“Thadefelthimselfsmiling ashespoketothegiantinblack,Thankyou

.Incidentally,you

’re

welcometohelpoutwith thenextone.”
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CHAPTERXII

Alone



Solthane,YarithSpireGraveyard,Monasticsector



Twohourslater,theCadiansabandonedtheirdead.



“TheReclamationisoveruntilreinforcements come,”Inquisitor Caiushadaddressedthe88thsurvivors astheskiesdarkenedwiththethreatofrain.“I havespokenwiththeRavenGuardcommander  andestablishedlimitedcontactwithwhatremainsoftheImperialGuardforcein

Solthane. Thepicture isgrim.TheAstarteshavedepartedtosecuretheirownobjectives inthecityandbattletheDeathGuardontheirownterms. ThatleavestheImperialGuardregiments tocreatewhateverunifiedresistancetheycan forgefromtheashesofthis…thisdisaster.”

TheCadians,barelyahundredandfiftystill standing,clusteredaroundthespeakinginquisitor.

“Whatabouttherestoftheregiment?”atroopercalled.“WhataboutColonelLockwood?”

“We’velostcontactwithwhateverremainsofthecolonel’sforces”

,Thadesaid.

“Theywere

attackedbya forcethat fareclipsedtheRemnantassaultingus.Oddsofsurvivalareunfavourable”.



“Whataboutthecolours?”Darrickasked.“IfI’mgoing todiehere

,Iwanttodoitunderthe

bannerofthe88th.”

“He’s right

,sir,”Vertainsaid.

“If we’re all that’sleft

,we can

’tleavethestandardinthemud”A

.

chorusofagreementmetthis.Thadecrossedhisarmsandlookedattheinquisitor witharaised

eyebrow.

“Itoldyouthey’dsaythat,”heobserved.

Itwasdecidedashorttimelater.The88thunderThade’scommand wouldtraveltothelastknowncoordinatesofLockwood’s menandlookforsurvivors.Theregimentalbannerhadtoberetrieved.Theywoulddo thisonthewaybacktoReclamationheadquarters.

“Arewegoing backforthetanks?”BanJevrianasked.TheKasrkinsergeantwasamessofbruisesandcrackedcarapace armour.



Thadenodded.“Countonit.”

“Good,”Darrickcut in.“I’mtiredofwalkingeverywhere”

.



“Platoonleaders,seetoyourwounded.Weleavenoonebehind.”Thadescannedthecrowd

—

allthatremainedofhisregiment“On.thewaytoColonelLockwood’s lastcoordinates,westopto

load the Chimeras.Then  scouts  will enter  themain  Reclamationbase and look for  supplies.

Prioritiesarewaterpurifiers,anti-infectionmedicationandrationpacks.Anyquestions?”

Silenceansweredthis.“Good,”Thadefinished.“TheEmperorprotects.Nowmove.”

Asthemenmovedout,Thadefelltothebackofthecolumn,walkingwithInquisitorCaius.

Oncethetwomen wereoutofearshotfromtheothers,Thadeopenedwitha ruefulsmile.



“ThatbusinesswithTionenji…”

“He’llseeyouallshotandbewellwithinhisrightstodoit

.ButfornowIneedyou,soyouget

tolive.”

Thadenodded,expectingno less.“That’snot thereasonIwishedtospeak withyou.Don’tmake

mebegfortheanswersIneed,lord.”
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Caiusturnedhisheadtofacethecaptain,andhispsycannon pivotedaccordingly“.Throne”,

Thadecomplained,“doesn’tthat evershutdown?”

“No.Nowget tothepoint.”

“TheOrdoSepulturum

.WhatareyoulookingforonKathur?

”



“Donotmistakeme

,captain,your recentdefencewasexemplary.Youareafineofficer,and

usingthatclusterofmausoleums asafirebasewasinspiredthinking.TheReclamation’srestriction

onheavyweaponryhas provenachore,butevenwiththisdisadvantageyouhavedone well.Buttry

toberealisticwithyourambitions. YoudonothavetheearoftheHolyOrdosofHisMajesty’s

Inquisition.”

“Youdon’tknow,doyou?”

“Iam runningoutofpatiencewiththiscourseofconversation.”

“Listentome.”Thaderestedhisaugmetic handontheinquisitor’s shoulder

.Thepsycannon

hummedforamoment,powereduponinstinctandquelledbytheinquisitor’spsychiccommand.

“Iamlistening”

.



“Wearetrappedonthisworldforthenextmonthormorewithoutreinforcements.Themainbulkofthegroundforces’waterpurificationwasperformed byrecyclersaboardtheorbitingfleet.Whilewehaveenoughfoodandanti-ague medication onthesurface,we’llloseallofitiftheDeathGuardortheRemnanttakeovertheReclamation’sbase—which,byallreports,theyalreadyhave.”

“Iam awareofthesituationweface.”

“No,inquisitor

.You’renot.You’remissingsomethingrathervital.”

“Explainyourself”

.

“Lookatthesesoldiers,” Thade noddedtothemarching column ahead.“Takealonglook.What

doyousee?”

“Yourmen.”

“Look harder.”

“TheCadian88th.”

“Tryagain.”

“Iamnotobtuse

,butIam farfrompatient. Iasked youtoget tothepoint

”

.



“Humourme.”

Theinquisitor,curiousnow,lookedatthesoldiersupahead.Whatdidhesee?Brain-deadservitorswalkedintheirshambling gaitaroundthered-cloakedform ofEnginseer Osiron.ThesurvivingKasrkinkepttogetherintheirowndark-armouredpack,alittleawayfromtheothers.Caiusnoticed,forthefirsttime,atattooonthebackofBanJevrian’sbullishneck.“Unbroken” itread,instylisedGothic script. SethRoscrainwalkedalone,leaningheavilyonhisblackstaff. WhiletheKasrkinkepttheirdistance,thesoldiersseemedtoinstinctivelyavoidthesanctionedpsyker.

The mainbulkofsoldiers wereragged, dirty,butstraight-backedandalertwiththeirweapons attheready.Theformationwasorderlyandefficient,withthestretcherbearerscarryingthewounded—eachpairsurrounded by afire-teamofmenfromtheirplatoon.TheSentinels,thefourstillinworkingorder,stalkedina ceaselesspatrol aroundthemarchingcolumn.

Caius’psychic sensepickeduponwhathisnaturalsensesdidnot.The airaround theCadianswaspowerfullygrim—everyman’sthoughtsturnedtothetrialsof survivingthenext fewhours,letalonethenext fiveweeksuntil reinforcementsreachedorbit.Thesenseof defeatwaspalpablenow.

“Isee”

…

“Yes?”

“

…yourpoint,captain.”

“Ithoughtyouwould.Ourregimentwasathousandstrong

.Justoverahundredremainalive,

andwe’relooking attheprospectofdyingofstarvationorChaos-tainted infectionunlesswecansecureourconquered base.NowIknowwhatyouwant.Youwanttocontinueyoursearch,seeking
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whateveritisthatbroughttheCurseofUnbelieftothisworld.I’mtellingyouincoldhonesty that

withoutanswers,withouthope,that’snotgoing tohappenwithusatyourside.Andnowweface

executionifTionenjiwishesit.”

Thade drewabreathandcontinued,“This isnotaboutInquisitorialauthority,lord.This isaboutwar,andthisisaboutCadia.Every singlemanhereexpectstodietoday.Iexpecttodietoday.And

wewanttodie,becauseonelastchargeagainsttheDeathGuardandkillingasmanyofthemaswecanisonehellofawaytogo.Sincechildhood, we’veallknownwewereborntodieinwar.Walkingacrossaplagueplanetfordaysonenduntilstarvationsetsinisnottheway anyCadian

wantstodie.Norisafiringsquadbecauseofoneoverzealousother-worlderseenasaprimeway to

meettheGod-Emperorintheafterlife.”

“You’rewrong

.Thisisaboutauthority,Thade.AndIholdit.Idemandthatyouserveme.”

“Ah,nowwecometothecruxofthematter

.Icoulddisobey thisorderandneversuffer

punishment, asbeingdeadinthecomingbattlewouldleavemefarfromharm’sway.Soletmebe

clear,lord.I’mchargedwithleadingmymenintobattleandensuringaboveallthattheyfightand

diefortheGoldenThrone.Soconvinceme.Convincemethat onelastchargeagainsttheenemy

and killingahordeof them isn’t thebestwaytoserve theThrone.ConvincemetheGod-Emperor

wants morefromus,orwedieinbattleforHimtonight.”

Caiussmiled.“Thisisan amusinglittleblackmail,isitnot?But Itakeyour point.YouwillobeybecauseI demand it,butI willthrowyoutheboneyouandyour menneedinordertobe…motivated.”

“You’veageneroussoul

,lord.”Thadegrinnedback.

“Youaskmuchofme

.Ialreadygaveyoupermissiontorecoveryourregimentalbanner,didI

not?”

“Thatcoinspinstwoways

.It

’stacticallysound toseekoutthesurvivors ofthe88th.Iam

,after

all,thecurrentcommandingofficer. Butlet’scut tothepoint.WhatisitIshouldknow,inquisitor?”

“AndwhatifIsaythat what Iknowfor certainislittlemorethanwhat Ialreadytoldyou?”



“ThenIwouldaskyou toguesswhat’sgoing on,becausetheeducatedassumptionsofaservant

oftheOrdoSepulturumaremorethangoodenoughforme.”

“Verywell

.Iamtaskedwithvisiting thevariousshrinesoftruemeritwithinSolthane,seeking

thesourceofthetaint.”

“ThatmuchIknow”

.



“UnlikeanyotheroutbreakinrecordedScarushistory

,noArchenemyvessel broughtthedisease

fromorbit,nosightingsoftheHerald’s flagship wereregistered before theplague struck, nothingof

theconventionalkindoccurredhere.Wereasonedthatsomething alreadypresentontheplanetwas

responsible.”

“Thisisstill notnewstoanyone

,lord.”

“TheOrdoSepulturumhasitssuspicions ofwhatcausedthisplague.”ThatcaughtThade’sattention. “We have atheory. Itmatchestherecords Ihave of acultist interrogationbeforethe CurseofUnbeliefstruck.Andnow,withhindsight, itmatchesthesuddenappearanceoftheTerminus EstandtheHerald’sfleet.”

“Tell me.”

“Firstyoutellme,captain.WhatdoyouknowofKathur’s achievements beforehisglorious

ascensiontosainthood?”

Thadeshrugged.“Nothing.Justwhat’sstatedintheshrineworld’s scrolls.Afileofthemwas

attachedtoourinitial briefingreportsonplanetfall.”

“Andwhat gloriouspictureofsainthooddidthese holytextspaint?”



“Hewasacrusader

.AnImperial Armycommanderthousands ofyears ago.Heworkedwiththe

oldAstartesLegionstoreclaimthelostworldsof mankind.”

InquisitorBastianCaiussmiled.ThepatronisingcurveofhislipsmadeThade’sskincrawl.
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“So,hewasaleaderwithinthefledglingImperium

,allegedlyduringtheGreatCrusade.And

howdidhedie?”

“Hewaskilledinbattleonthisworld,thelastplanethisarmiesbroughtintocompliancewiththeImperium.I’vehearditsaideventheRavenGuardprimarchhonouredhimby speakingathisfuneral”.



“Andwhatofhisremains?Wheredothebonesof this greatherorest?”

“TheyareinterredacrossSolthaneinvariousshrines.”

“Aperfectrecital of commonknowledge

,captain.Andalmostentirelyincorrect

”

.

Thadeshruggedagain.Hewasn’tsurprised.“Soenlightenme,”hesaid.

“KathurdidnotdieintheGreatCrusade

.HediedintheHorusHeresyitself.Andhisbones,

maytheGod-Emperorblessthem,donotrestonthisworld.Thisshrineworlddoesnothonourhis

final restingplace.It honourshismemory”.



“Sowheredidhedie?”



“That’snotthevitalquestion,butI’llanswerit.”Caiusslowly raisedafinger

.AtfirstThade

thoughttheinquisitorwantedsilence.Thenherealisedtheothermanwaspointing.Pointingup.

“Hediedinspace?”

“Inorbit

.Aboardtheflagshipofhisfleet,theEmperor-class battleshipInPurity Protected.The

vesselwaslostwithallhands,andthewreckageraineddowntotheplanetbelow.

“Whatdestroyedhisship?”



“Nowthat

,captain,isthevitalquestion.Thetruthisastrangebeast.Itappearsdifferentlytoeachsoulseeingit.Themistsoftimewillshroud anytruth,becausetruthchangeswithage.Eventsbecomememories,memoriesbecomehistory,andhistorybecomeslegend.”

“Isee,”saidThade

.Heresistedtheurgetorollhiseyes,guiltily hopingtheinquisitorhadn

’t

pickeduponthat thought.

“TenthousandyearsbeforethisReclamation,whenournewbornImperium almosttoreitselfapartintheHorusHeresy,thegalaxy burnedincountlessbattlesacrosscountless systems.Unknowablenumbersofstoriesfromthiseraarenolongerrecountedintheirentirety.Butthis

one…Thisone we knowisthe truth.An enduringcore of truth behindaliethathasgrownaroundit

likeapleasantshell.”

“SowhatdestroyedKathur’sship?WasittheTerminusEst?My sanctionedpsykerhaslearned

that theHerald’svesseldestroyedtheflagshipoftheRavenGuardintheHorusHeresy”.

“No,captain”C

,aiussmiled.

“ThegrudgeheldbytheRavenGuardistheirownweighttobear

—thoughIamnotblindtothefactFateseemstohavebroughtusalltogetheragainsttheXIV

Legiononthisworld.”

“Throne

,justanswerthebloodyquestion.WhatdestroyedKathur’sship?Whatwashefighting

here?”

“TheDeathGuardbattleshipAggrieved.AfterthefailedSiegeofTerra

,whentheTraitor

Legionsturnedtailandfledtothewarp,notallofthemmadeittotheblossomingOccularis

TerribushereinScarusSector.ManyweredamagedfromtheassaultonHolyTerra,andtheirwarp

drivesthrewthem backintorealspacefarshortoftheirdaemonic haven.LordAdmiralKathurand

hisvessel,InPurityProtected,chasedtheAggrievedhereandengageditabovetheworldthat

would onedaybenamedforhim.”

“Soyourtheory isthattheAggrievedleftsomethinghereafteritdestroyedKathur’sship?

Somethingthat haslainsilentuntilnow?”

“Thatisapossibility

.But Ibelieveotherwise.”

“TheAggrievedneverleft.”Thadesaid,swallowing asitallfellintoplace“

.TheAggrieved

remainedhere,hiddensomewhereontheplanet.”

“ThatiswhatIbelieve

.InPurity ProtectedwasthecreamoftheImperialNavy,evenwereit

damaged inthehellofTerra’s Siege.TheDeathGuard vesselwould havesufferedunder itsassault.
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I  suspectthe Aggrievedwas forcedinto a crash  landing. It struckthe surface and  remained

undiscoveredsincethedaysoftheHeresy.EversinceIcametothisworld,I’veheardavoicecallingout,screamingintothewarp,pleading foraid.Yoursanctionedpsykerhasheardit,too.I’vereadhismindseveraltimestobesure.Ibelieveheeventriedtotellyouonce.Thevoiceisweak,butthescreamerwas at least strongenoughtoleaveabeaconforitsbrethrento find.”

“TheCurseof Unbelief”

.



“Yes,theplague

.Allthesuffering,allthedisease,allthedeath.Asickeningsignthatlightsup

intheunseenworld,saying:‘Iamhere.Cometome’.”

ThethoughtstaggeredThade.Toconsidersuchpainreaching outintothewarp,actingasabeacon.Allthoseliveslost,justtosendamessage.Itwasblasphemy onascalehecouldn’tfully

comprehend.

“But whynow?”heasked.“Ifyou’reright,theAggrievedhasbeenhere forahundredcenturies,

silent asatomb.Whynow?”

“Becausesomething aboardtheship’swreckagehasfinallywokenup.Something powerful

enoughtocausetheplaguethatkilledthisworld,andsoimportanttotheDeathGuardthatthe

Heraldhimselfhascometomeetit.”

“Whereisit?Throne

,whatisit?

”



“Ifweknewtheanswerstothosequestions,thiswarwouldalreadybeover

.Ihadplannedto

visiteachtruly holy sitewithinSolthane’scathedraldistrictandperformvariousritualsofscrying.

It’smybeliefthatthefirstcolonistsandcity-builderswillhavesensedtheslumbering malicefrom

thecrashedvessel.Imperialrecordsarefullofsimilarincidents—culturesunknowinglyraisingtheirholiestsitesoverplacesofgreatdarknesstonullifythetouchofevil.Asubconscious defence,ifyouwill.”

“There’salot of‘maybe’stickingoutofthisplan,lord.”

“DoIhaveyoursupportnow,CaptainThade?HaveIconvincedyoutheEmperor wantsmorefromyou andyourmenthansomevaingloriouslast charge?”

Thade tookalong timebeforeanswering.Finally,witharuefulsmileandastrangegleaminhisvioleteyes,hesaid“We haveto reachthewreckoftheAggrievedbeforetheHerald.”

“Thatisimpossibleatthisstage

.Theywillbelandingaswespeak.Theylikely knowexactly

whereit is.Wedonot.”

“Yes,wedo.”ThadeclickedhisvoxliveandorderedSethtojoinhimat thebackofthecolumn.

“I’ve alreadyspokenwith yoursanctionedpsyker

.Hewasunableto confirmanythingofuse. He

couldbenomoreprecisethanfirstsensing ituponentering thecathedraldistrictseveralnightsago.

Wearealreadyinthecathedraldistrict,captain.Westillhavehundredsofsquarekilometrestosearch”.



“CounttheSeven”T

,hadewhisperedwithadawningsmile

“

. CounttheSeven.The clarityofour

scannersatthemonastery…Thevox-ghosts…Weheardthemtryingtospeakwithit,tryingto

wakeitup.Wecaughtthemvoxing DeathGuardbattlemantrasoneveryfrequency.They werescanningforit.Theywerecallingtoit.BloodoftheGod-Emperor,it’sunderthemonastery.Ithastobe.”

“Itmightbe”t

,heinquisitorallowed. 

“Butit’sfarfromcertain.Yourswasnottheonlyregiment

toencounterscannerclarityinthemonasticsectorinthepastweek;merely thefirst.Iintended tovisiteachreportedsite.AndIremindyouthat‘underthemonastery’ meansnomorethan‘underabuildingthesizeofasmallcity’”.

Thecaptaintookabreath,watchingtheshuffling formofSethRoscrainmakinghiswayback

through themarching soldiers.Oncemore,heremembered thesanctionedpsyker’swordsintheShrineoftheEmperor’sUnendingMajesty—attheheartofthemonastery beforethey’dfacedthefirstDeathGuardwarrior. Sethhadneverspokenofthevoicebefore.Itstartedthatnight,onthatmission,wheneverything hadreallystartedtofoulupbeyondrepair.Ithadhappenedinthemonastery’sheart.
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“Sethonly heardthevoiceashegrewnearertoit

.Butyou…TheAstartes…Youbothheardit

beforeandhearitnow.ButSethisweakerthanyou.Hehearditonly ashedrewnearertoit.Youcan’ttrackityourselfbecausethevoiceisever-present.Butyoucantrackitbywatchingitsinfluencewithinhim.”

Theinquisitor’sgazeremainedunbrokenasThadefinallysaid,“I’vebeenblind.”

“Yes,youhave.”

“Youwereplanningallalongtouseus—useSeth—asthebloodhoundtotrackthisvoice.”

“Assoonashissensitivitytothepsychicscreambecameapparent

,yes.Beforethat,well,the

factthe88thwasthefinestregiment involved intheReclamation wasjustgoodfortune.Ineeded

soldiers,Thade.Ineededtoscourthiscity.”

“TheTraitorLegionmayknowexactlywheretheAggrieved is.Butwehaveachanceifwecan

trackthevoicetoitssource.”

Theinquisitorwasimpressed.NotatThade’sdeduction,butathisruthlessness.To use Roscrain

asanopenconduitforthewarp-voice wouldalmostcertainly killthesanctionedpsyker.Hedidn’tneedtosayit.Thadeknew,anyway.TheCadianwasn’tblindtohisroleintheImperium, northerolesofhismen.

“Icanseeinyoureyesthatyou’vesensedthetruthofthematter

.Thissearchwillstill likely

take daysorweeks,butyou areright.Wewillplaythis game,with yourpsykerasthepawn.”

Bothmenlookedtothetoweringspiresanddomesofthemonastery afewkilometresaway.Entiresectionsofthepalatialmonumentwereblackened,fire-touchedfrombattleanddarkenedfromthesmokeoffuneralpyreswhentheworld’spopulation hadfirstbeguntodie,andthe

incineratorsstill functioned.Thereitstood:thescorchedheartof a fallencity.



ThesightmadeThadesmile.



“Inastunningbreakwithtradition,Ithinkweactuallyhaveashotatthis,”hesaid.“Infact

,to

theEyewithyourdoomsaying, Caius.Allwe’vedoneonthisplanetsincewelandedisretreat.No

more.Ifwe’redestinedtodiehere,we’lldiefighting,doingourduty totheEmperor.AndI’m

willingtobet we’reclose enoughtobeat theHeraldtotheprize.”

“There’sonematteryou’venot considered,Thade.”

“Idon’tappreciateyouspoilingmy upliftingspeechwithanaddendum

,butenlightenme

nevertheless”.



“TheAggrieved, andwhateverhasawokenwithinitswreckage

,islikelyunderthemonastery

’s

foundations.TheMechanicumsuppliedmewithheavy diggingequipmentincaseIhadtoseekmy

prey undertheearth.Thatequipment,obtainedatmassivecostImightadd,isnowdustinthe

atmosphere.”

Thadelookedat theinquisitorwitha clashofbemusementanddespaironhisface.



“SacredThrone

, it

’sonethingafteranotherwithyou.I’mgladwe’reonly secondedtoyoufor

onemission.”

“Ifwesurvive

,I couldmakeitpermanent.”

“Ifyoutried,I’dshoot youmyself”Th

,adesaid.

“Uh,lord,”headdedseveralsecondslater

.
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PartIII

TheLastDay
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CHAPTERXIII

ForHomeandtheThrone



Solthane,Monasticsector



ItrainedastheDeath Guard madeplanetfall.Ancientwingedcraftdrifted through thegrimclouds,descending tothesurfaceinjuddering landingarcswhilerainstreamedfromtheirrottinghulls.ItwasthefirstrainSolthanehadseeninweeks, and thethirstysoildrankitsfill.

TyphussetfootonKathur.Hisarmourwashottothetouch,radiatingheatthewayamangrippedbysicknessrunsafever,andthegreenishplatesteamedgently asthecoldrainfallhissedagainstit.Inhisfistwas hisManreaperscythe,deactivatedandsilent.



“Thatsmell,”breathedTyphus,hishelmetvoxspeakersadding acrackletothewetdrawlofhis

voice“Th.atscentontheair…”

Solthanereekedofdeath.Ithadreekedofdeathformonths,buttherainhammering downon

moulderingcorpses—boththosethatmovedandthosethatdidnot—wasaddingathick,sick

smelltothealreadycorruptair.



“Thesmellofdivinity,”Typhusgrowled.“ThesmelloftheDiseaseGod’sgifttomortalflesh.”

ThewarriorsoftheXIVLegionhadtoucheddownwithinSolthaneitself,inanexpansivecityparklargeenoughtoaccommodatethelandingcraftofahundredTraitorAstartes.ThousandsofcultistsinRemnantuniforms emergedfromthedarkplacesoftheshrine-city,clusteringaroundthedisembarking DeathGuardlikeworshippersgreetingtheirgods.Forthemostpart,theAstartesignoredthemortalscummillingaboutandchantingpraises.

“Lord!Lord,haveyoucometodeliverus?Lord!”



Typhusturned tothescreamingwoman.Shewaswretched ineverywayimaginable: filthyfrom

headtotoewithencrustedgrime,halfherfacewasblackenedbyaflesh-eating disease,andher

raisedhandsweremutilatedfromwhereshe’deatenherown fingerstostaveoffstarvation.

TotheHerald,shewasbeautiful.Typhuswatchedherforseveralmomentsbeforeshewaslostinthepressofravagedhumanity surrounding theDeathGuard.Itwasbecomingdifficulttomove

through thedensecrowd. Peoplesodiseasedtheyhadnorighttobealivepressedinfromeverydirection.Thegod’sblessingkeptthemaliveandripewithsickness,ontheedgeofdeathsthatwouldtakeyearsofpain to comeunlesstheywereputoutoftheirmiseryfirst.



+Clearapath.+Typhus’wordswormed intothemindsoftheDeathGuard.Ahundred bolters

wereraisedatonce,unleashingtheirfuryintothecrowd.Thecrowddispersed likeatide,fleeinginevery directionasthegunsofthefallenAstartesreapedscoresoflives.Boltshellsdetonatedinbodies,showeringtheDeathGuardingobbetsofbloodyflesh.

Theparkwassoonclear.Typhuswasloathtodestroy anysoulsworntohismaster,butthis

rabblebarelycounted.Mosthadpledgedtheirdevotionoutofpanicandconfusion.Iftheydied,littlewaslost.TheHerald’smission meantsomuchmore thanthelivesofahandfulofhalf-faithful

peasants.



Among thebuildingsnearby,tallfiguresinblackarmourmovedquietly,watchingtheadvancingDeathGuard.Theyobserved innearsilence,watching astherainslashedfromtheTraitorAstartes’greenisharmourandcleansedtheplateofheretic blood.
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“Weseethem,”voxedBrother-CaptainCorvaneValar

.

“Goodhunting”

,replied CaptainThade’svoice in his  internalhelmspeakers.

“Victoryor

Death.”

“Nottoday

,Cadian.Today,itshallbeboth.”

***



TheChimerassatattheedgeofthegraveyard, linedupinneatrowsalong awideavenue.Therainwasheavynow,scythingintosoilthatwasquickly becomingthickmud.Thadeledthecolumnofmen,leavingthegraveyardthroughthetowering marblearchway they’dentered byonlyhoursbefore.

Thesquadsspreadaroundthetanks,riflesup.No onewasthere.Thestreetwasdeserted.

“No guards”s

,aidDarrick.

“Anyoneget Valiantonthevox?”

Thade  had left fifteen men, Valiant squad,to watch over  the thirtytroop  transports.The

possibilitieswereuniformlyunpleasant.EitherValiant had metitsend toofast tovoxforassistance,

oranycriesforhelphadbeenlostinthemaelstromofthebrokenvoxnetwork.

“I’vegotbloodoverhere,”saidCorrun, hislaspistoldrawn.Thadecameovertohim

,hisown

pistoloutandheldlowinbothhands.Thade’scommandChimera,blackwheretheotherswerea

mix ofblackand grey,hadascarletsmearupone side.

“Nobodies.”Thade’sskinprickled.

“Tick

-tock

”D

,arrickremindedhim.

“Perimetersweep,andmakeitfast,”Thadeordered.Thesquadscheckedtheimmediatearea

,

findingnothingmorethana fewbloodstainsontheground.

“Ican’treachValiant,”Jandenadmitted,slinginghispatched

-upvox-casteronhisback.He

cameovertowhereThadestoodby thetracksofthecommandChimera“Thou.ghthisisn’texactly

workingatpeakperformance”.



“I’vegotthem”a

,voice crackledoverthevox

“

.Throne,they

’reinpieces.”

Horlan’s squadfound thefifteenmenofValiantseveralhundred metresfromtheChimeras,withinasmallenclosedstreetchapelmadeofinexpensivewhitestonethatpoorlyimitatedmarble.Apilgrimtrap,set upbyfakerelictraders,andnowthetombofalmosttwentyGuardsmen.

Valiantwereindeedinpieces.Theirbodieslay limblessanddesecratedinaheapedpile,their

armourandfleshalikeshowingevidenceofblade woundsandlas-fire.



“Sir,”Horlanwasbackingoutofthechapel

,voxing thecaptain.

“Alldead.TheRemnantdid

this.”

“Damnit,”breathedThade“M

.ountup,we’releaving.TheRavenGuardisengaging theXIV

Legion.Astartesornot,there’snoguaranteetheycanbuyusmuchtime.”

TheCadians boarded, and therampsslammed closed astheymadereadytomoveout. When the

tanksrolledaway,almosthalfofthemremainedbehind,uncrewedandunmoving. Oncetheywere

underway,ThadejoinedCorruninthefrontofthecommandChimera.



“YouknowthewaytolinkupwithColonelLockwood?”



Corrundidn’ttakehiseyesfromthevisionslit,watchingthebuildingsspeedpast.



“YouknowIdo”

.



“Noharminchecking

.Voxtotheotherdrivers—whenwearrive,we’regoingtodisembark

andbebackonboardwithinthirtyseconds.”

“Thirtyseconds?Whataboutsurvivors?”

Thadefixedhimwithalookthatspokevolumes.“Justvoxit,Corrun.Thirtyseconds.Wedeploy,wereclaimthebanner,andwe go”.

Corruncomplied,and the tanks trundledon. Throughwideavenues andslender,windingstreets;throughabandonedbarricadesthathadstooduntouchedsincetheplanet’sEnforcersdesertedthem
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weeksbefore.Allthewhile,thevoxchatteredwithintermittenthowlsofstaticandindecipherable

whispers.

“We’regettingclose

,sir,”Corrunsaid,pullingintoanexpansiveconcourse.Thetransport

startedtojostle,treadsclawingthetankovermoundsoftheslain.“Thiswassomebattle…”

“Iwanttoseeformyself”t

,hecaptainsaid.

Thadeclimbed theshortladdertothecupolaandpushed itopen.Hepeeredoutofthehatch,pistolinhand,andactivatedhisvox.Thesceneresembled amarketplace ofdetritusandabandoned

traders’carts.Asthetanksslowed,Thadeemerged tostandontheChimera’s  rain-slickroof,scanningthescenearound.ThebodiesofslainGuardsmen werestrewnacrossthemarble-tiledground,stainingthemosaicpatternsacrossthefloordarkandunrecognisablewithblood.ThebodiesofRemnantwerespreadinfargreaternumbers,punctuatedhereandtherebythehulkingformofaslainTraitorAstartes.

Hetookitinwithatactician’seye.Therewaslittleorderhere,hardlyanysignsofhowthebattlehadebbedandflowed.Ithadbeen fast.The88thhadbeenencircledfrom theoutsetandcutdownintherankstheyformedtorepel theassault.Thadeknewthecolonel’sSentinelswouldbeoutofsight,almostcertainlydestroyedastheenemyfirstcameuponthembeforeengaging themainforce.



“Thadeto88th,”hesaidashiseyessoughteverydetailofthescene

,drinking itallin.Faceshe

recognised,drawnindeath,bodiesanduniforms soakedinbloodandtherain.“Beready todeploy,

weaponshot,onmyorder.Venatorsquadwillgofortheprize.Everyoneelse,standready”.

Corrundrovethroughthemessofdeadsoldiers,theChimera’s treadshissing astheysplashed

through thethin,orangefluidofrainwaterandblood.Thereitwas.The banner.Thade’sgazefixed

onthefallenbanneratopasmallmound ofslaughtered soldiers, thefabricitselfstainedandsoaked

through.

Aburned-outhuskofaChimera,asblackasThade’sown,sizzledintherainfall.Thenuance

wasnotlostonThade:itwasabluntpremonitionofthingsto come.

Andthebannerwasonthegroundonly twentymetresfromit.Ragged,ruinedandfilthy.Itlay

likeablanketacrossthebody ofthelastmantocarryit,itsrain-darkenedsurfacedistortedbythe

lumpsofthecorpseitcovered.

“Corrun,  kill the engine

. Venator squad, deploy. The banner is by Colonel Lockwood

’s

transport,twentystepsnorth.Go.”

Themenspilledout.

“Courage

,Adamant,Defiance andLiberation,”Thadenamedthesquadsheknewweresuffering

withlowammo.“Deployandscavengeforwhatyouneed.”

Theothersquadsdeployed. Thadewatchedthemtaking magazinesfromthedead.Hisattentionremainedmostly onKelandhisWhiteshields.Theydidn’tbalkattheduty.Thatwassomething, atleast.



“Can youseeLockwood?”voxedDarrick.

“Don’task,”Thadereplied.HerecognisedLockwood’s corpse bythesilvertrimonthecharred

corpse’sshoulder armour.Itwaslyinghalfoutofthedestroyed Chimera’sturrethatch,apistoland

swordonthetransport’sroofoutofreachofitsblackened,outstretchedhands.

Thade movedtotheedgeoftheroofandleapeddown totheground. Hisbootssplashed filthy

waterinasprayashelanded.

“Sir,”crackledthevoxtothepercussionof clankingfeet inthebackground

.



“Copy

,Greer.”Thenheswallowed.Greerwasdead;he’dseenhimdie.

“ThisisVertain,sir.”

“Myapologies. Interferenceand…Thadehere

.Go.”

“Enemysighted.We’llneedtomakethisfast

.Lookslikeplague-slaincomingdowntheavenue

tothewest.”

114


“Numbers?”



“Hundreds.We’ve gotafewminutes,they’rejustshambling.”

ThaderanovertothewreckedChimera,nearwherehiscommandsquadwerereverently lifting

thebanner, squeezingthewaterfrom thethickfabricandfurlingitforretrieval.Heclimbed theside

laddertothetank’s roof,kneelingtopickupColonelLockwood’sboltpistol.

Lockwoodwatchedhimperformthisindignity,raptwithaneyelessstare,blackened facelocked

inawide-jawedandsilentscream.

“Needtheclips,sir?”Tasollaskedashefinishedrollingthebanner up.Thade didn’tanswer

. He

lootedLockwood’sburned corpse thewaytheothersquads were lootingtheirslainbrethren,addingLockwood’s unspentboltermagazinestohisowndwindlingsupply.Usingaspareholsterfromhiswebbing,hestrappedthecolonel’spistoltohisotherthigh.

ThademovedbacktohisChimeraalongsideVenator.Throne,didheeverwanttoleave.Itwasn’tthat thecarnage-richsiteofthislast standunnervedhim.It wasthathedidn’twanttojointherestoftheregimenthere.



“Let’sgetoutofhere” h

,esaidtohissquad.Hevoxedthesamewords toeveryone stillalivein

theregimentoncehewas backonboard.

Vertain,maintainthemobileperimeter“.We’rerolling.”

“Copy

,sir

”

.

Darrickvoxedagain.“Privatechannel.Horlarnsaidyoutookthecolonel’s gun.”

Thadeglanceddown atthesecond boltpistolathiship.ItwasornateforCadianwargear, edgedinshiningbronzewithanivorygrip.ThewholeregimentknewthestorybehindhowLockwoodhadcomebyit.LikeThade’ssilvermedal,itwasapointofprideforthe88th—oneoftheirsymbols.

“Itookit

,yes

”

.



“Good,”Darricksaid,andleft itat that

.

Thadegripped theoverhead handrailandmoved towhereJandenandTasollwerecleaning the

bannerasbesttheywereable.Zailenwasnearthemboth,onhisback,looking upattheroof.Hisbreathingcameindoglikepantsthroughpurpling lips.ThadeclickedhisfingerstogetTasoll’sattention,andflickedaglance atZailen.Tasollshookhishead.

“Zailen,”Thadesaid, crouchingbythewoundedman.

“Cap,”hesaid.Bloodfleckedhislips.Notagoodsign.

“I’msorry

,buttheformalrecordoftheReclamation isgoing tosayhowyougotgutshotjustto

havesometimeoff”.



Zailenmanagedagrin,blinking hiseyesthreetimestofocus.Hewasdoped-upnicely,Thadeknew,butthefacthewasn’tscreaming withthepainofthebellywoundwasthebestevidenceofthat.



“Darrickalreadyusedthat lineonme

,sir.”

“Well

,forgetDarrick.Ioutrankhim. My threatsmeanmore.”HeturnedtoTasollandJanden,

watchingthemrinsethebanner,fightinganuphillbattletodry itout.Thedeckingfloorofthe

transportwaswetwiththebloody watertheyhadsqueezedfromtheflagsofar.Thadeordered

TrooperLaun,whowasperforming awhisperedRiteofMaintenanceonhislasrifle,tosweepthe

wateroutusingspareuniformsfromthesupplytrunksundertheseatingbenches.

Tasollfingeredaholeinthebanner. Itwasalas-burn,scorchingthesurroundingfabric

black. “Norespect,eh?”

“Holditup,”Thadesaid.“Let’sseethedamage.”

Thebanner’sbackgroundwasquarteredgreyandblack,withtheedgesdeckedinsilverrope.ThecentresymbolwasthetraditionalemblemrepresentingtheCadianGate,anangulararchdetailedinsilverthread,withthefortress-worlditselfinthecentre.Agoldencoronaframedthetopofthearch.Beneathitwerethewords“CADIAN 88th—FORHOMEANDTHETHRONE, FOR

CADIAANDTHEEMPEROR”.



115


Asmallerbanner hungattachedtothebottom rightcorner—thebanner oftheKasrkin ofKasr

Vallockwhoweretraditionally secondedtotheregiment.Itmirroredthelargercrestonthemainbanner,thoughtheCadiangatewasdoneindarkgrey insteadofsilver,andithadanadditionalmessage:“NEVERFALL,NEVERSURRENDER,NEVEROUTNUMBERED,NEVEROUTGUNNED”.



It was,bythestandardsofmostImperialGuardbanners,rathermutedandsubtle.



It  wasalso rained,scoredbya dozensmall  holesfromlas-fire,rippedin several  places,discolouredandstinking frombothbloodstainsandrainwater,andmissing mostofthesilverropethat haddecoratedtheedges.It hadseenmanybetterdays,andfewworseones.

“Still looksproud,though,”Tasollsaid,guessingthecaptain’sthoughtseasilyenough.

“ForHomeandtheThrone,” Thadesmiled,thenturnedtoZailenagain.“You’renotgettingoutofworkjustyet.”

“Finebyme…itmeansI’m stillgettingpaid.”Zailen smiled.His facewas sopaleanddrawnhe

lookedlikeaskull.Thaderefrainedfrommentioningthat tohim.



“We’lllockyouinhere”t

,hecaptainsaid,

“withJanden’svox-caster.”

“Iunderstand,sir.”

Thadenodded.Zailenwouldn’tsurviveanhour,but at least he’ddiedoinghisduty.



“Cominguponthemonastery”C

,orruncalledoverhisshoulder.

“Copy

.DeadMan

’sHand,anyproblemsahead?”



“Looksclear

,sir,”Vertainvoxed.

“Clearall thewaytothemonastery’s



grounds.” “Let’sprayitstaysthatway.”

It didn’t.



Theplague-slainwereoutinforcethatnight.Amassivehordeofthewalkingdeadmilledaroundthefrontgroundsofthemonastery;somequietandstill,othersweeping andraving intothenightsky.



The88thhitthemwiththeforceofathunderclap. SeventeenChimerastoreintothegardengrounds, laserturretswailingandchopping thedeadtopieces.Heavyboltersonthefrontofthe

transports —cautiously unused forsomuchofthecampaign—openedupwithbarking chatter,nolongersilencedby Reclamationprotocol.Theexplosiveboltsscythedtheplague-slaindownindroves,andfilledthecoldairwithspraysof evencoldergore.

ThaderodehisChimeraashehadstoodonitbefore,atoptheroof,bothboltersdrawn. Heheld

thecolonel’sweaponinhishumanhand,clenchinghisownpistolinhisaugmeticfist.NosignoftheDeathGuard —neither theadvanceelementsalready ontheplanet,nor theHerald’sownwarriorswhohadlandedhours before.Therewasstillachancethe88thhadmade itherefirst.The

RavenGuardhadpresumably delayedtheXIVLegion,butnocontacthadbeenestablishedwith

ValarandhisAstartessincethey’d firstengagedtheHerald.

Thetanksbumpedandjostledasthey crashedfallencursevictims.Thadekepthisbalance,

voxingonthe general channel.

“88th,deploy asordered.”Ashespokethewords,Thadeholsteredoneofhispistolsand

crouched,grippingahandrailwithonehand,firingwiththebolterintheother.

Itwasasclosetoperfectastheywereevergoingtobeabletodointhecircumstances.Withtoomanytanksandtoolittleroom tomanoeuvre,thedrivers wrenchedtheirvehiclesintoanear-perfectperformance  of Opening  the Eye. Tracks rumbled, gang-ramps  slammed down, and the lastsurvivingplatoonsofthe Cadian88thdisembarkedwithriflesupandfiring.

Thehordeofplague-slain wasrentapartlessthanaminuteafterthefirstChimera enteredthegrounds.

TheChimeraswerelockedandsealed,leftparkedintheirstarpattern.The88thformedup.At

theheadoftheformation,Thadedrewbothhispistolsagain.

“ThadetoZailen.”
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“Here

,sir,”camethevox-replyfromthewoundedmanstill aboardtheChimera

“B

.egin

”

.



Everyvox-beadintheregimentclickedlive.Zailen’svoicewasstrainedanddistorted,butall

themoreearnestforthosefactsashespoketheLitanyofCourageintoJanden’svox-caster.



“

…foreverindefiance,westandtruetoHimonEarth…”

Thadespokeoverthecontinuing litany,usingitasaquietbackdropashevoxedhisorders.Atthelast,ashisremaining squadsstoodtoattention,steelingthemselvesbeforeenteringthemonastery,Thadespokeagain.

“We’ve gotonechancetodo thisright

.Onechance tomakesureeverysoul thatdiedaboard the

lostfleet,every soldier thatdiedinthecitytoday,andeverycitizenthatdiedintheplagueweeks

ago…didn’tdieinvain.

“Onechance.”Helet thewordshang

.



“We’regoingintothecatacombs.Thendeeper

,intothefoundations.Then,ifwecan,we

’re

going deeperstill.TheXIVLegionkilledthisworld,thisholiestofplanets,andwefailedtomake

them pay. Somethingunderthis monasteryhasbeencallingtotheHerald.TheHeraldhasanswered.

Hecomes now. Wehaveonechance tobeathimtotheprizeheseeks, onechancetokillwhatever

he’scometofind.Youknowwhatweseek:theHeresy-erabattleshipAggrieved.Youknowwhat

werisk:everything andnothing,forallwehavelefttogiveisthebreathwedraw,andthebloodin

ourveins.Thisisouronelastchancetostandtogetherbeforewediehowweknewwealways

would—inservicetoCadiaandtheGod-Emperor.”

“ForHomeandtheThrone!” thesoldierschorused.Zailen’srecitaloftheLitany ofCourage

continued,mutedbut audible,inthebackgroundofthegeneralvox channel.



“ForHomeandtheThrone,”Thadeechoed.“TheEmperorprotects.Nowmoveout.”



Themonastery wascoldanddead,whichsurprisednoone.Yetthesilencewasstillunnerving.Bootedfootfallsechoedstrangely throughthecavernoushalls,allsoundbouncing fromtheskeletal

architecturewhilestern-facedanddisfiguredstatuesofsaints,angelsandAstartespeereddownfrom

theiralcoves.

ThadehadgiventhefourremainingmembersofDeadMan’sHandachoice:remainoutsidewith the tanks or abandontheir Sentinelsand jointherestof theregiment.To aman,they’dvotedto

remainintheirwalkers.Thadehadgiventhemafinalsalutebeforeenteringthemonastery’stoweringdoubledoors.TheregimentknewthechancesoftheSentinelssurviving outtherealoneweretooslimtocontemplate.Onlythefacteverymanknewhewasmarchingtoalmostcertaindeathunderthemonasterypreventedthem fromseekingtodissuadethewalkerpilots.

“I’llletthemdiehow theywish

,” Thade had said.

“They’ll killmore oftheArchenemy’shostif

they’resat intheirSentinels.”

“Weneedeveryonethat canstill carryaweapon!”Tionenjiinsisted.

“Fourpistolswill makenodifference,”Thadeshookhishead. “Theystayanddiehowtheywishtodie.Theystayandfighthowevertheychoose.Thisconversationisover.”

Nowthe88thadvancedthrough theruinedcathedral,theoccasionalgunshot blasting outtosilenceastrayplague-slain thatshambledthrough theemptyhalls.Overthevox,Zailenspokeon,nowrecitingtheLitanyofDefianceintheFaceof theEnd.Hisvoice grewfainterastimepassed.

“Thevox-linkisgettingweaker

.Andchoppy.Icanbarelyhear Zailen,”Darricksaid.

Thadenodded.Hedidn’thaveitinhimtoplayalongwiththelie.NeitherdidMasterSergeant

Jevrian,buthedidn’tstaysilentonthematter.



“He’sbreathing hislast

,joker.Don

’tshineitupforsmiles.”TheKasrkin leadertossedasidean

emptyglassvial,andtensedhishandintoa fistafewtimes.“That’sbetter”.



“Didyoujustglandsomething?” Darrickasked,hisirritationrising

.Cadianregulation

discouragedalluseofcombatdrugs,andThadewasespecially hardonthosehefoundindulging.

Withthetemporaryboosttoreflexesandstrengthfrommostcombatnarcotics,cameunreliability
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anddangerousside-effects.Stimmabusemightbecommoninotherregiments,but itwasrare inthe

Shock.

“Shutyourwhine-hole.”

“Gotohell

,stimmjunkie,”Darricksnapped.

“Ban”Th,adeturnedtohimandstoppedwalking“.Isthat frenzon?”

“Likeit mattersifit is?”



Therewas aclick and thenearbyhumof achargedweapon.Jevrianflicked his glancetotheleft,

whereCommissarTionenjiwasholdinghislaspistolto Ban’stemple.

“Beagoodlittlesoldierandanswerthecaptain,youshavedape,”Tionenjiwarned.Thadesharedalookwiththecommissar.Hewaspleased;thiswasalmostthefirstthingTionenjihadsaidinthehourssincetheirconfrontation, andthefirstsignsoftheatmosphere thawingbetweenthem.Still,thiswashardlyideal…

“Naw,it’snot frenzon,”Jevriangrowled.

“Thisisn’tsomepenallegion,andyou’re notaCatachanjunglethugwhogetstoglandcombat

drugsthatareforbiddeninthePrimer.”Thadewasasclosetoangry asDarrickandtheothershad

everseenhim.



“IsthisaTen

-Ninety,sir?

”askedthecommissar

.



“Thatdepends.Isthat frenzon,Jevrian?”



“ATen

-Ninety?Forglandingstimms?Ialreadysaiditwasn

’tbloodyfrenzon.”

“Sowhatisit?”Thade asked.“Iwon’thavethatcrapinmy regiment

,Kasrkin. We’reallbetter

thanthat.”

“DyingwithdignityisawfullyimportanttotheCap,”Darrick

interjected. “Shutup,Taan.”

“Shuttingup,sir.”

“Listen”J

,evriansaid,reachinguptolowerTionenji

’spistolwithhisbrutishlylargehand.“It’s

notfrenzonorsatrophine,weclear?Throneinflames,don’twe haveajobtodo?There’sstillawaron,lasttimeIchecked.It’sjustacocktailof“slaughtwithalittledownertostaysharp.Reflexjuice.”

Thecaptainlet itslide.Asthecommandteammovedon,JevrianwalkednexttoThade.



“That wassomefineloyaltyyoushowed me there

,hero. Next time the Garadeshihashisgun

pointedatyourface,Imightnotleaptoyourdefence.”

“Getoverit,”Thadesaid.“Youwereinthewrongthen,too.”

“I’ll rememberthat.”Jevrianfell backintolinewithhisKasrkin.“I’ll rememberthat

,captain

”

.



Sethwashearingthevoicewithastonishingclaritynow.

Andthatwastheproblem.Itwascoming fromeverywherenow,fromthedustontheground,fromthebloodstainsonthewalls,fromtheporesofhissweatingskin.

Theinquisitor trailedhisevery stepnow.Sethknewwhatthiswasabout—theyneededhimto

findthesourceofthevoice.Itwasobvious. ButasThade’ssmallarmy descendeddownthewidestonestairsintotheundercroft, heknewtheyweresettingtheirhopesonafalsepath.Hecouldn’tmakeoutanysenseofplaceordirectioninthevoice’sululatingscream.Evenwithhissensesopenedwidetothehiddenworld,allhecouldfeelwastheillusory sensationofunseenfingernailsscratchinglightlyathismind.

Hebegantowonderafter awhileifthefeelingwasreallyjustanillusion.Atasteappearedinhismouth,rawandrancid and tinglingonhis tonguelikeburningcopper. Hewas strongerthan this. Heknewit.Hecouldlistenforthevoiceandremainuntainted.Caiusdid,didn’the?Zaurhad?

Sethplacedonefootinfrontoftheother,attimesshamblingforwardlikeoneoftheplague-slainandremaininguprightonlybygripping hisblackstaff.Hefelttheireyesonhim…Thade’s,Caius’thebastardJevrian’s.,
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They didn’t careifhedied.Whatever ittooktogettheirprize.Whatever ittooktoreachthe

crashedship.Herehewas,swallowing thetasteofbloodandtryingnottochokeonit,whiletheysilentlywilledhimonwithsmilesontheirfaces.

Hecould,herealised,killthemifhewished.Withinthatrealisationwasaflareofshame,quickly quenchedinSeth’srisinganger.CadianBlood,thefueloftheImperium… Borntodiein

servicetotheThrone. Itwaslaughable,Sethrealised.Laughableandgrosslywrong.



DamntheThrone.TheThronewasameat-grinding enginefeedingonthesoulsofthosethatwastedtheirlivesworshipping it.DamntheThrone.TotheEyewithallofthemforwishingmedead.

They wereinavaultwithaceilingsolow many ofthetallersoldiershadtoslouchasthey

walked.Ithelped thepopularopinionthattheentire cathedral,raisedoverseveraldecadesoftoilby

tensofthousandsofworkers,wasthrowntogethermorebyfaiththansensibledesign.

AsSethpassedbetweenrows ofstonesarcophagi,eachoneadornedwithgolden decoration and

bearinglong-fadednamescarvedintothestone,theCadiansdetectedacuriousnoise.

“Youhearthat?”ThadeaskedCaius.

Theinquisitornodded,gesturing tothesarcophagusclosesttoSeth’strailingcoat.AsThade

passedit,heheard…

—somethinginside,somethingmadeofdrybones,furiouslyscratchingtoget out—



…somethingwithin.An eeriesound,likeverminrunningoverstone.



“Tell methat’stherats,” hesaidtoCaius,loudlyenoughforthemennearbyto

hear“. It’stherats,”theinquisitorreplied,notlookingback.

Fromthat pointon,TionenjifollowedSethwithhislaspistoldrawn.

TheCadianshadbeenwithinthemonasteryforapproximately threehourswhenthevoice

addressedSethbyname.

“Why areyousmiling?”Thadeaskedhimimmediately

.Sethblankedhisfaceandlookedatthe

captainwhiletheywalked.ThefalsepityonThade’sfacesickenedhimsopowerfullyhehadto

tensehisstomachandforceitnotto rebel.



“Nothing”he

,saidat last.

“You’relookingbad,Seth.Do youneedtorest forawhile?”



“Norest.”Caiusshoved Sethforwardwiththepalmofhishandonthepsyker’s spine

,right

betweentheshoulder blades.Sethdrooledashestaggeredon.He’dbeenabouttosayyes.Been

abouttomentionthat thevoicewascallinghisnamenow.

ThademovedclosertoCaiusasthetroopswalkedthroughatunnellitby dimstriplightingrunning offoneoftheforgottenpowergeneratorsinthecity-sizedmonastery.This,too,wasunnerving.TheCadianswereusedtoSolthaneasa citydevoidofpower.

“Thisiskillinghim,”thecaptainwhispered.

“Thiswillkillusall,”Caiusrepliedinatonethatbrooked nofurthercomment. TheinquisitorwonderedifThadehadreallyconsideredthesanctionedpsyker’schances of survivalafter all.Eitherway,nowwasnotthetimeforsentimentality.Nowwasthetimetoshutupandserve.

Fromupahead,wherethetunnelbranchedintoaT-junction,LieutenantHorlanvoxedbacktothemainforce.



“We’vegotsomechanting uphere

.Thetunnelsplitsnorthandsouthandleadsintoattached

chambers.We’ve got chantingcomingfromthesouthside.Silencefromthenorth.”

CaiusstaredatthebackofSeth’sheadasthesanctioned psyker shivered inthecoldair.He

seemedtobelisteningtosomethingonlyhecouldhear.



“Wegosouth,”theinquisitorsaid.ThadevoxedtheordertoHorlan,andtheunitsclosed

togetheroncemore,catchingupwiththeirscouts.



119



Thechanting turnedouttobethedregsofsomeplaguecultlostinthedarknessofthecatacomb

maze.The88thsquadsstormedin,opening fireandcuttingdownthehandfulofhereticsasthey

croucheddownfortheir eveningmeal.



Severalsoldiersspatonthecorpsesastheypassedononcethefightingwasdone,disgustedtoseehowthehereticshadbeenfeastingonthebodiesoftheirowndead.They werebutthefirstof

severalsplintered,isolatedgangsofmindlesspilgrimslostdowninthedark.EachonefellbeforethegunsoftheImperials,andthe88thventureddeeperanddeeperthroughsubterranean burialvaults,storagechambers,habitationwingsandabandoned ritualhalls.Noneofthesehadbeenused

inthousandsof years except fortherecentdeprivationsofthescavengingheretics.

“We’reintherealcatacombsnow,”Thadesaidatonepoint

,running hismetalhandacrossthe

wallofa chamber.



“Howdoyouknow?”askedCaius.

Thade tappedthewallwithhisknuckles. “Stone.Notmarble.Thisischeapandserviceable,probably nevermeanttobeseenbyanypilgrimsevenwhenthetemplewasstillgrowing.What?Don’tlookat melikethat.JustbecauseI’m asoldierdoesn’tmeanI’manidiot.”

“I’m beginningtoforgetwhat sunlightfeels like,”mutteredDarrick.Heheldalamp

-packinone

hand,panning itaroundthedarkchamber.Powerwassporadicintheundervaults,andtheceiling

lightglobeswereoffmoreoftenthanon.

“It’sonlybeensixhours,”Jevriansaid.“Growabackbone”

.

“It’sbeennine,”Thadesaid,holding hiswristchronometerwithinDarrick’scircleof

illumination.

“Icountsevenhoursandfifty,”Kelpipedup.More responsescame

.Notasinglechronagreed

withanother.



“Thiscan’tbegood”D

,arrickcommented.

“Move,”calledCaius.“Timedisplacement isacommon effectofwarpdistortion. Justkeep

moving.”

“Oh,”Darrickmuttered.“Well

,that

’sfine

,then.Silly meforworrying.”Grininplace,Darrick

expectedThade totellhimtoshut up.Hefound thefactthecaptainremainedsilenttobemore

disconcertingthantimeitselfplayingaround.



Typhuswrenchedhisscythe clearand theRavenGuardsanktotheground.Ithadbeenabrieffight:briefbutdeliciouslysatisfying.BloodhissedandbubbledontheHerald’sblade,cookingblackonthesurfaceofthepsychically-chargedmetal.



Brief. Satisfying.Butcostly.The RavenGuardhadswoopeddown alltooliterally, strikingfromtheairastheydescendedonjump-packswithhowling thrusters.Chainswords sangandboltersbarkedatcloserangeastheAstartesbutcheredoneanotherinasavagebrawl.

Theblack-armoured Astarteshadbeenoutnumbered threetoone,buttheadvantageofsurprisecountedformuch.TyphusstaredthroughtheY-shapedvisorofhisgory,hornedhelm.DeathGuard, theircrackedarmour thecolourofgangrene, layacrossthelanding site.Men(orbeingsthathadoncebeenmenandstillmaintainedroughlyhumanform)thathadstoodalongsidetheHeraldformillennia,laycleavedbyImperialchainbladesorburstopenbybolterfire.



Typhus feltnoemotionatseeing this.Hewascapableofnoemotionalsensationthatevenvaguelyapproachedsomethingahumanwouldcomprehend.Whathefeltwashollow,theabsenceofemotion.Histhoughtsplumbed thisvacantspacewithinhismind,searching thevoid,finding itchillingandalmostfascinatingwherehisemotionsonceresided.

A plagueon these accursedsonsof Coraxintheirblackarmour.TheirguerrillaassaultshadheldtheDeathGuard’sadvancefortoolong.
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Themomentaryintrospectionpassed,and TyphustookaRavenGuardheadwithasweepofhis

scythe.Pickinguptheblackhelm,heshooktheheadfreeandstampedonit,crushing ittobloodand-bonepasteunderhisboot.



“Wehonourourenemies,”theHeraldgrowled,andvomitedastreamofbloated,sticky fliesthroughhisnarrowvisorintotheempty helmetinhishands.Hetossedthewrithingmassontotheheadlesscorpseathisfeet,lettingtheflesh-eatingfliesspillacrossthebodyandseekopeningsinthedeactivatedpowerarmour.



Thefinalinsult.Thegene-seedofthesefallenAstartescould neverberecoveredby  the

Imperium. Thislastthoughtstirredsomethingdeepandsludge-thickwithintherecessesofthe

Herald’smind.TheRavenGuardstillsufferedtodayfromtheirnearextermination tenthousandyears before.Todenythem thegenetic legacyoftheir primarchnowbroughtasmiletotheHerald’slips.Hisemotionsmighthavedecayedlongago,buthewasforeverdelightedbybothvengeanceandcruelty—especiallywhenthetwomixed.

TheDeathGuard,minushalftheirinitiallandingforce,movedonshortlyafter,leavingthe

flesh-fliesoftheDestroyerHiveto finishtheirmeal.



Thevessel,whatremainedofitatleast,wasanAstartesbattle-barge.Thisancientspacebornefortress lay inpieces,thelargestsectionsofhullstillbonewhiteandemeraldgreenintheXIVLegion’soriginalcolours,unstainedbytheyearsofwarp-corruption thathadtaintedtheTerminusEstandthearmouroftheDeathGuardthemselves.Thetaintwasinsidiousratherthanobvious, butnolesstrue.



Hereandthereonridgedsheets ofexposedhullmetal,blackmarksshowed wheretheship hadploughedthroughtheatmosphereonitsdeathdive,beforegougingthissavagecleftintherockoftheworldsoontobenamedKathur.

Silencereignedwithintheshatteredship.Thecrew,Astartes,servitorsandLegionserfsalike,hadlongsincemoulderedtoboneanddust.

Onlyasinglesoulclaimedanythingakintolifehere.



It waitedinthesilence,screamingsoundlessly,knowingitshouroffreedomhadfinallycome.
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CHAPTERXIV

CadianBlood



Beneaththecatacombs



It defiedtheir expectations.

Sevenhours oftrekkingthroughthemonastery, andthey’dfoundit.Sethnolonger evenneededtoleadtheway;Caiuswasalltooawareoftheforceofthe voice’spullashemadehiswaythroughthecatacombs.Impossibletoignore,itsintensitymadeitincreasingly difficulttoreachoutofhis

ownmind,andhefelt inexorablydrawndeeperintothesubterraneanlabyrinth.

Allnotionsof needingexcavatorequipmentwerebanishedfromthought.All imagesof thegreatshipblowntoamillionpiecesandseeingtheimpressivewreckageinanunderground cavernwerepurgedfromimaginations. Thetruthwasboth muchmorelogicaltounderstandandmuchmoreuncomfortabletobehold.

TheAggrievedwasn’tburiedintherockofKathur’scrustbeneaththefoundations ofthe

monastery.It wasthefoundationsofthemonastery.



The Cadians becameaware immediatelywhen thedeepesttunnels ofthecatacombs allappearedtobewalledwithmetalinsteadofstone.Itwasstrikingly obvious,asthecarvedrockpassageways

gavewaytocorridorsofrivetedironandblacksteel;itwascleartoallwholaideyesuponitthattheywere enteringthehallsofanImperialship.

Avery oldImperialship,ithadtobesaid.ButoneofStandard TemplateConstructdesign,andtherefore,timeless—thedesignstill inuseinnewvesselstoday.

Osironcouldscarcelybelievewhathisphotoreceptorswereshowinghim.

“They madethelowestlevelsoftheirfledglingcathedrallinktothesecorridors,”hismetallic

voicerang out,echoing weirdlydown thespaceship’swidehallways.“This is…blasphemous.Such

aviolationoftheMechanicum’streasuredlore.Suchanunholywasteofpowerandknowledge”.



“Theblasphemy wascommittedbeforethevesselevencrashed,tech

-priest,”Caiussaidsoftly.

“Andafter.”

“TheblasphemyagainsttheEmperor

,yes.IspeakofblasphemyagainsttheCultMechanicusof

Mars,andtheOmnissiah.”

“TheOmnissiah?IthoughtyourMachine

-Godwas theGod-Emperor,”Darrickcutin.

“Youjust

dressedhimdifferently.”

Osiron’scrimsonhoodmovedinagesturethatmayormay nothavebeenindicativeofanod.

“Allthisknowledge”h

,esaidagain, strokingmetal fingersacrossthevessel

’sinternalskin. “Allthisstolenpower.”

“Taintedbyheresy,”Caiussaid.

Now Osirondefinitelynodded,concedingthepoint.ThevesselmayhavebeenclosetothepeakofMechanicusingenuity, butthetech-adepts offorge world Marswished notruckwiththetouchofChaos.Taintedwastainted. Lostwaslost.

“I’d expectedanArchenemyvesseltobemore

…obvious,”Darricksaid. 

“Thisisbadenough—



andhowintheGreatEye arethesewalllightsstill on?—butit looksjustlikeoneofourships.”
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“Weareintheupper decksandhavenotpenetratedfar,”Osiron remindedthemall“And

.when

theAggrieved felltothesurface,itscorruption fromitscrew’sheresywasstillfresh.Thisshipdied

beforeChaoscouldwormall thewaythroughit.”

“No,”Caiussaid, goadingSeth forward.“Thisship isriddledwiththeArchenemy’stouch.Ifeel

itclearly.”

“AsdoI”

,Sethspokeforthefirsttimeinhours. Histonguewasthickinhismouth,andslimy

stringsofsalivastretchedbetweenhischatteringteeth.

“Seth,”Thadebegan.

“Seth,”thepsykerreplied,“hasbeendeadforsometimenow.”



Theentitydwelling withinthewreckageoftheAggrievedhadreachedouttothesanctionedpsykerastheCadiansdescended.Itwasatrifling mattertostirSeth’sthoughts intodwelling onrebellion,bitternessanddisloyalty.

Atleast,atfirst.BeforethefinalblowthatkilledSethandallowedtheentitytowearthepsyker’sbody,therehadbeenmuchtodoandasurprisingamountof resistancetodoingit.

Theentity hadstirredthesedarkthoughtswithinthethin,weak,mortalsoupthatformedSeth’sconsciousness. Andatfirstithadbeeneasy,thesuggestionsofemotionandthoughtblendingseamlesslywithSeth’sownbrainfunction.Hewasanoutcastamonghispeople—thoughtsofthisforeverrodehighinhisconsciousness—andamplifyinghislonelinessandhatredof rejectionwasasimple matter,the merestofpsychictweaks.Theentityprobed withinvisible fingers, tastedthesurfacepain,andflavoureditatouchdarker,atouchangrier,minutebyminute.

Disguising thisgentlemanipulationfromtheotherpsychically-gifted memberoftheImperialcoterie wasnodifficultfeat.The entityat theedgeofSeth’smindknewthat itsownpsychicbeacon,theendlesssilentscream,wascloudingtheotherhuman’sperceptions.

ItdidnotknowCaiuswasaninquisitor, andhadnoframeofreferencefortheterm,asthetitlehadnotbeencoinedinanysignificantway intheagewhentheentityhadtrulyexistedintheflesh.Evenhaditknown themeaningofthetitleandtheformidable skillsofthosethatboreit,theentitywouldnothavebeentroubled.Itspowersfareclipsedthoseoftheapproachingmortals.

Whatitneedednowwas flesh.It couldnot rebuilditselfwithoutflesh;lotsofflesh,blood,sinewand theothermeats thatmadeup thehuman form. Ithadwoken, and thepsychicpangs of its rebirthmanifestedastheplague,acry foraidfromitsdistantbrethren.Butnow… nowitneededflesh.Birthingthecursehadleftitweakandlingering ontheedgeofslumber.Finally,afterweeksofregeneration,itwasreadyoncemore.

Yetitsmanipulations ofSeth’smindbegantosnapback,repressedandrefusedby themortalwhoseskulltheentitywastryingto claim.



Whatareyoudoing?the mortalhadasked. Sethmeltedbackintohisownthoughts,reaching for

thecanceroustaint takingholdbehindhiseyes.

Whatintrusionisthis? Whoareyou?

Theentitysawhowthe mortalmanifesteditself outofitsmeatyshell;abeingofsilverlightwith eyesofviolet fire.

“IamthedeathofKathur,” theentity hadreplied.Italsotookpsychicformnow,withinthehuman’s psychicperception.Abulky,swollenfigurewithwhitearmour thatsomehowwrithedinamillionlittlemovements.Sethlookedcloser—thearmour,despitebeingAstartesinshapeandstyle,was formedoffat,wrigglingmaggots.

YouareDeathGuard,Sethhadsaid.

“Iwas.For myloyaltytotheGrandfatherandthepainIinflictedupontheservantsoftheFalse

Emperor,IwasraisedabovetheLegion.”
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AswastheTraveller.Sethwassereneashespoke,asthoughhewereidly contemplating some

matterofminorcuriosity ratherthanthepresenceofadaemonwithinhismind.Youarekintothe

Traveller.



“IknownoTraveller”i

,tsaid.

TheHerald.Typhus.

“TheFirstCaptain.TheHost

.Mybrotherinarms,Typhon.Iamaprinceofdaemonsand

deservedlyso. ButtheHerald’sbloodis avataric andthrice-blessedbythe PlagueLord.”

Iunderstandnothingof what yousay.



“Youarehuman. Ifyouunderstoodthewords,theknowledgewouldkillyou.”

TheHerald,hecomesforyou.

“Wewere friendsonce

. Battle-brothers.WewillslayScarustogether

”

.



I cannotletyoudothis.Wewillstop you.

“No.Youarealreadydying

.Youhaveturnedwithinfortoolong,andIamnowtheforce

animatingyourmortalbones.”

IwillwarnThade.



“Yourhive-brotherseesyoumoveandthinksyoustill live

.Hedoesnotseethetruth.

”



I will fightyouhere,then.



“Youwillnotwin.”

Evenindeath,weserveHomeandtheThrone.



“Youwill not  win,”theentitysaidagain,and launchedat the  psyker

,its writhingclaws

extended. TheCadiansteeledhimself fortheassault,andforthelasttimeinhislife,SethRoscrain

wenttowar.



Itwascripplinglyintimate,fightingonabattlefieldthatexistedonlywithinSeth’smind.Ashisfleshandbloodbody walkedon,droolingandwhisperingtoitselfinthedarknessbeneaththemonastery,hisconsciousness andpowerwasutterlyfocusedwithin,fightingthedaemoninsidehishead.

TheetherealAstarteslashedoutwithbleeding clawsthattoreshredsfromthesilverlightthatformedSeth’spsychicprojection.Wherethetalonsfellandrentcorposantpsy-flesh, they lefttrailsofravenousmaggot-thingsthat boredintohissilverskin.

Sethscreamed intothe depths ofhismindashiseyesblastedbackwithvioletflame inaviciousreply.Thesquirming masscoveringtheAstartesburnedaway inawaveofblacksmoke,revealingthebloated,corruptedarmourbeneath.

“Yourdefianceislaughable

.Icannotfeel pain

”t

,heAstartessaid, readyingforanotherattack.

Iwillbegladtoteachyou.Sethsmiledthroughclenchedteethasthewormsburrowed intohisform. Withasurge ofconcentration,hisstaffflaredintoexistence,heldinhishands. Hepointed theaquilamotifat theDeath Guard.

Pain. It feelsalittlelikethis.

Goldenarcsofcoruscatingenergy leaptthedistancebetweenthedoubleeaglesymbolandtheAstartes. Sethfeltamoment ofheatedsatisfactionasthedaemonshriekedandwrithed intheholyfire.



ThemindoftheAstartes-thing wasaunionofdaemonicandonce-humanperceptions,andthisheadyclashofconceptionstruggledtograspjustwhy itwasfeelingagonyforthefirsttimeintenthousandyears.It wasstrong,immortal.



Butitwasstilldisembodied, andthatmadeitweak.Mostofitstruestrengthwasinitsphysical

form,andeventhat was massivelydepletedinthewakeof callingtheplague.



Ithadbeenafooltoletthemortalbaititlikethis,andasitglaredatSeth’sghostly form,gleamingwithgoldenlightandahaloofvioletflame,itsawthepsykerknewit,too.Theirtelepathicclosenesswithinthisinternalbattleground senttheirthoughtsflashing backandforthtooneanother.
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Arewedone? Sethsneered,theeagleatophisblackstaffwreathedinblindingfire.Ihadmore.



“Youdieforthis,human”

.



Iwasbornreadyforthat.

“Youwillgreetthat deathnow!”

True…Thetwowraithsmet,clawsagainstfleshandholy eagleagainstarmour.Bothsoulscaughtfireandbegantodissolve inthepsychicfury oftheirmeeting,butonlyone ofthesoulsscreamed.Sethmanagedasmileashispsychic body immolated,andhelookedintothedaemon’sshrieking visage.He’dneverhadachanceofwinning.Evennowhisformwasdissipating intheblinkofaneyecomparedtotheslowerosionofthedaemonAstartes.Andstill theAstarteshowled.

…but deathisworth it,hehissedasthevioletlightfadedfrom hiseyes,justtoseethatlookon

yourface.



“Seth,”ithadsaid,“hasbeendeadforsometime now.”

Thedaemonwearing SethturnedtofacetheCadians.Already, itswelledandgrew,bulgesof

contorted muscletearingthrough theoversizedbadweatherjacketSethhadownedforyears.Bloodranintrailsfrom thesockets inhisheadand neck,andtheaquilaatopthepsyker’sstaffshatteredinahail ofshardsthat killedthreemen.

Tionenjifiredfirst,blowing theinsidesofSeth’sheadoutthebackofhisskull.Thadeandthe

othersopenedfireamomentlater,shreddingtheirpsyker’sstolenfleshinahailoflas-fire.Thade’sbolterspoundedonceeach,hammering explosiveroundsintoSeth’schestandsendingthepsykerbackagainstthewallinamessofbloodandbone.



Itwasn’t dead.Itwasn’tevenannoyed.Stillitgrew,fornow ithadflesh,butitneeded more for

atruerebirth. Clawed handsofthickeningyellowfleshreachedoutfortheclosesttwomenintheconfinesofthecorridor.Themanifesting daemontorethethroatfromthefirstandpulverisedthespineofthesecondinitsvice-likegrip.

Corrun’sheadrolledbackonhisneckandhecollapsed,fingersspasming astheytouchedthe

gaping woundwhere histhroathadbeen.Thesecond manstayedinthe daemon’sgrip,wieldedlikeaflailtohammermoresoldiersfromtheirfeetandbludgeon themtodeathagainstthedeckingandwalls.

The88thfellback toa widerpartofthecorridor, thefrontrankscrouchedso thosebehind couldfire.Thade’spistolsroaredalongsidetheinquisitor’s psycannon, theseheavierweaponsrippingchunksfromthemassofwarty fleshrisingbeforethem.Thedaemon,hunchedinthehallway,regardedthefragileCadianswithonebloodshot violeteyethesizeofahumanhand.Theairreekedofburningmeatandtheozoneoflas-weaponsdischargingatclosequarters.Moresoldiersdiedasthebeastswungleft andrightwithits corpseflail.



“Purgetheunclean!”Caiusshouted,chantingascreedofchastisements ashisshoulder cannonfired.Eachboltlandedlikeasprayofacid,bitinghardandmakingsteamingwoundsinthedaemon’sflesh.

The creaturebegantobackaway,retreating fromthecarnageithadcaused.Inthespaceofahandfulofheartbeats,fifteenmenlaydead.Thade’scry topursue brokeoffinhismouthasthosefifteenmen,invariousstatesofdismembermentandruin,allbegantomoveagain.AsSethhaddonemomentsbefore,theytoostartedtoswellanddiscolour.



“Flesh!”thedaemonroared,andclutching twocorpsesineachgiantfist,itturnedandmoveddownthecorridorinahunchbackedrun.TheCadianshearditspounding footstepsevenastheyturnedtheir gunsontherisingbodiesoftheirown comrades.

CorrunandtheotherslainCadiansweresimilarlyresistanttoinjuryastheirbodiesthickenedandbloatedinimitationof Seth’s corruptedform. Thadeaimed hispistolsatthewet,blinkingorb inthecentreofCorrun’s forehead,formedfromhiseyesmergingashemutated.Theshellsrammedintothesofttissueanddetonatedamomentlater,leavingthedaemonwithouthalfofitshead.
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Thadebackedaway.The thingthathadbeenCorrunseemeduntroubledbythemyriadinjuriesit

wassustainingintheonslaught.



“Wehavetoget through!”Caiuscried.

“Holdranks!”Thadecalled.Thecorridor wasilluminatedintheflickeringrednessofmasslasfire.Thesharptangofozoneevensmotheredthereekofthemonstrous beingsstalkingtowardstheImperials.

“Don’t letthemtouchyou!” Caiusyelledtothemen.Nooneaskedwhy

. Theorder wasenough;

detailswereirrelevant.Youcouldtelljustbylooking atthemthattouching themwasgoing tokill

yousomehow.

“Advance!”Thadeordered.ThesurvivorsoftheCadian88thfellintostep,unleashing fireina

relentlesstorrent asthedaemonsadvanceddownthenarrowcorridortowardsthem.



***



Outsidethemonastery atlast,TyphusandhisDeathGuardescortstoodattheopendoorsofthe

ShrineoftheEmperor’sUnending Majesty.AlthoughhehadlinkedupwithXIVLegionforcesalreadyonKathur,hiswarbandwasdevastated.

TheDeathGuardhadcomeacrosstheseventeenChimerasleftby the88thinthemonasterygrounds.

“Abandoned”T

,yphushissedoverthevoxashegesturedtothe tanks.

“Isenseonlytraceechoesoflife.”

“Ihearthepuling creedofanImperial tongue

,” oneoftheTraitorAstartes hadvoxed asthey

surveyedthescene“. He chants.”

Typhusheardit,too.Aloneman,whispering  Imperiallitaniesacrossavox-channel. The

benedictionsintheEmperor’s namehurttheHerald’sears,andhedeactivatedthechannelwitha

blink-clickdirected atanicononhishelmet’sinternaldisplay.

+Findhim+, Typhus pulsedtohisbrethren.TheDeathGuardmovedclosertothetanks,which

waswhentheystartedtodie.



Nineoftheturretsspunoncue,asOsiron’sservitors-hardwiredintotheweaponssystemsoftheChimerasunderThade’sorders—openedfireontheTraitors.Multi-barrelled laserturretsemitted their high-pitchedwhines,slicingthroughAstartesplatewhileheavyboltersmountedonthetank’shullsboomedtheirownangrychorus.

Noonce-mortalbeing,eventhosegrantedimmortality bytheRuinousPowers,waswithoutweakness.TheDeathGuardhadsurviveddozensofcenturiesasthehostsofsupernatural plagues,buttheirincredibleresiliencetotormentsofthefleshalsomadethemcumbersome—atleast

relative totheir skills inlifeastrueAstartes. Theysought coverwith lumberingslowness,several oftheirnumberbeingcutdownandpain-filledliveslasting tenthousandyearsending foreverina

stormofambushingfire.

DeadMan’sHandwaiteduntiltheDeathGuardhadadvancedfullyintothemonastery groundsandsurrounded thetanks.Vertainlickedhislipsashewatchedthegreen-armoured hereticstakingrefugebehindsmallerbuildings intheestategardens.Hepickedhistargets,sentaseriesofvox-



clickstotheotherthreepilotsalongsidehimsotheywouldknownottowasteammunition by

overlappinghisfire arc,andorderedtheattack.

Vertainhadsmiledasheheard Zailenstill chanting.



Typhus’ragewasboundless. Hehadorderedhismentodestroy thetanksandpullthewalkersapart.Halfof thisplanmetwithsuccess.TheservitorsaboardtheChimerasofferedlittlethreatening

resistancewhentheTraitorAstartestoreintothehullsandattackedthemwithroaringchainblades.

TheSentinels,however,retreatedbackintothepowerless,emptynight-time city,leavingonlya

vox echooflaughterforTyphustosneerover.
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TheHerald’sforceshadtakenapunishing beatingthroughouttheirshortcommitmenttothis

campaign,butbytheGrandfather,hewasherenow.

Andnowhewould…Andnow…

“No,”Typhusbreathed,feelingthehiveinhisintestineswritheandclench.

“Lord?”voxedanearbyDeathGuard.

Intherecessesofhismind,theeternalscreamfrombeneaththemonastery fellsilent.Typhusclenchedhisteeth,shatteringtwoofthemandswallowingthewaveofcarrion-eatingfliesthatthreatenedtoleavehislips.

“No!”heroaredwithintheconfinesof hishornedhelmet

.



+NO!+hismind’svoice shrieked,athousandtimeslouderdespiteitsphysicalsilence.



Fromathousand,barelyahundredremained.

Bloodstained,battered,wounded,thelast hundredenteredthecircularbridgeoftheAggrieved.

Jevrian’sbrokenarmwasset,buthe’dpickedupalimpfromoneofthecyclopeancreatures’clawsgashinghisthigh.Thewoundwassmearedwithanti-aguegelbutitstillstung,inJevrian’sownwords,likeanarmyofbastards.

Osiron’sbreathingrattledin andoutofhisrebreatherandheheldhisaxelowintiredhands.Rax

stalkedalongsidethetech-priest,jawsspreadforbattle,its armouredbodyfilthywithenemyblood.

ThadeandDarrick wereunharmedbutexhausted, andThade’ssword wascloggedwithgore,preventing anyfunction.Caiushadexpendedallofhissacredammunitiononthewarp-beasts,andsimplylethisheavypsycannonfall tothefloor,ignoringitnowthat itwas useless.

The88thfannedoutaround thecircularroom, lookinginatthecentreofthechamberwherethe

raisedcontrolthronejuttedfromtheflooronagrandsteppedplatform.Chainshungfromtheceilingofthechamber,decoratedby theoldmarkIIIhelmsoflong-deadloyalistAstartes.Thecogitatorbanksandconsolesbythewallssatinruin,many stillwiththeiroperatorsclosetotheirstations,

wastedawaytoloosepilesofboneontheground.

Ahundred riflesraisedtocheeksasThadepointedhisfouledswordatthefigureinthethrone.Theentitywasreborn.Itsreservesofstrengthmighthavebeenexhausted byboththeplagueitunleashedandtheinvisible,draining wounds inflicted by Seth’sfinalassault,butitsensedthe

nearnessofTyphus,and that nearnessmadetheentitybold.

Itwasclearly onceanAstartes.Time,andthefavourofitshatefulgod,hadchangedthat.Whatsatuponthethronenowwasclub-limbedandtwisted,likesomething half-formedfromapsyker’snightmareandwrapped inill-fitting Astartesarmour.Itsfleshwasliquefiedinplaces,meltingandreforminglikehot candlewax.Blistersandbuboescovereditsskinwherebleedingrashesdidnot.



“Hello,”itsaid.

“InthenameoftheGod

-Emperor

” 

,Caiusintoned,andthedaemonrecognisedtheonlytrue

threatintheroom.PowerroiledfromCaius.Inthemomenttheentitysenseditupclose,itknew

fear.



“Die,”itsaidtotheinquisitor

.

Caiusdied.Notinstantly,butwithinafewshort seconds. Theveinsstoodoutonhisface,dark

andugly, ashe musteredhispsychicmighttorepel thehorrendouslypowerfultelepathic invasion.It

wasmorethoroughanddisgustinglymoretenderthananyphysicalviolation.BastianCaius,who

hadcomeallthisway toservetheThrone,drewhispowerswordandactivatedit,feelinganalien

forceeatinghismind.Hewouldhavebeenatleastalittleconsoledtolearnoftheimmenseeffort

thedaemonhadusedinthiscommand. Hewouldhavebeenproudtolearnthedaemonhadfeared

himsomuchthat itriskedfurtherpsychicdraintoensureCaius’demise.



TheCadians  neversaw the  inquisitor’sdeath. Bythe  timeCaiushad obeyedthe terriblecommandandplungedhisaquila-hiltedbladeintohisownbelly,theGuardsmenhadopened fireonthedaemon.
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“HaveyoucometobringmebackintotheFalseEmperor’slight?”Grotesquely

, itspokewith

Seth’svoiceeventhough itnolongerworehisfeatures,maskedastheywereunder itsreformedpowerarmour“.Toshowmemysinsinthelightof yourdeadgod?”

Somethinglikethat,Thade thoughtashisbrokensword fellinachop,andahundred riflesfiredin anger.



Alltold,thefinalbattlebetweenthesurvivorsoftheCadian88thMechanisedInfantry andthe

daemonresponsible fortheKathurite Scourge lastedunderoneminute,yetitcostthelivesoffortysixloyalCadian-bornservantsoftheThrone.

Thevolleysof las-firedidalmostnothingtothecreature, anditrampaged throughthebridge,itsclawstearingsoldierslimbfromlimb,whileitpausedonly tovomitacidonthosetooslowortoo

proudto retreat.

ThadeandHorlan,botharmedwithruinedchainswordsthatsportedstilledteeth,ranintoengagethedaemon.TheywerejoinedbythewoundedBanJevrianwithhismalfunctioningandhalf-snappedpowersabre,andtwenty menusingtheirpistolsandbayonets. WithThadewasRax,

leapingat itsmaster’sside.

Thisswarmassaultalsodidalmostnothing,exceptcostlives.Horlanwasdecapitatedbyasweepofthedaemon’sclaw.Thadewassavedfrom thesame fateatthelastmoment byagrindingmetalhandblockingthefallingclaw’sarc.

Osiron,hisback-mounted powerpackandadditionalservo-armsparkingasitsjointsgavewayunderthepressure,heldthecreature atbaylongenoughforThadetoget tohisfeet again.

Thetech-priest’slastactioninthebattlewastoswing histwo-handed axewithallhismachineenhancedstrength,rammingitsolidlyintothedaemon’sbody.This,atlast,didsomething.Thebladebithard,snaggingwithinthebeast’sspine,dropping ittoitsknees.ItsreturnstrikesmashedOsiron tothesideofthechamber,wherehewoulddieseveralminutes laterfromblood lossandinternalhaemorrhaging.



Renewedlas-fireslashedintothepronedaemon,every beamnowcarvingitsburnlinesintothefattyfleshofthething’sface.Thadecameatitfromtheside,bothpistolshammeringuntiltheir

clipsrandry.Raxleaptatthehorror,itsjawsripping head-sizedchunksofspoiledmeatfromthe

beast’sbones.

It wasweakening,buthardlyoutofthefight, evenwithouttheuseofitslegs.

“Thade!”Commissar Tionenjicriedasheranatthecreature

,hackingintoitsneckwithhis

slenderchainblade.Hisownstrikewasadistraction,astheswordhe’dtakenfromInquisitor Caius’

bodyflashedthroughtheair inThade’sdirection. The captaincaughtit,reverseditinhishands,andplungedit two-handedintothedaemon’sneck.Blackbloodflowedfromalegionof woundsnow.

Anditstill wouldn’tdie.

Therewasnogloriousfinalblow,thoughthesoldiersofthe88th—thosethatsurvived—wouldsayovertheyearsthatitwasThade’slaststrikewhichassuredly sawthedaemondead.Thetruthwasaltogetherlessglorious, andbecauseTaanDarrickwasinvolved,consistedofmuchmoreswearingthanthesagawouldsay.

“Run,youidiots!”Darrickcriedfromhispositionby thesideconsoleswiththeremainsofhis

squad.

Thadeandtheothersintheirdesperatemeleesawa rainofblackincoming,clatteringall

around. Grenades.

AsThadethrewhimselfaside,hisworldexplodedinlight.



“Letthisworldrot.”TheHerald’svoicewasasavagewhisper

. Hestillstoodatthegatesofthe

monastery, listeningasthepsychicdeathscreamfadedfromhissixthsense“I.amdonewiththis

place.”
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TheDeathGuardformedaroundtheirlordandmaster,unsureofhismeaning.

“Weareleaving

,GreatOne?

”aplague-riddenAstartesasked.

Typhuschuckled.Thethingslivingwithinhiswindpipewrithedat thisrare mistreatment.

“Yes.Ihaverealbusinesstoattendtobeyondthispettydistraction.Tellme

,doyouremember

Brother-SergeantArlus?”

“No,lord,”repliedtheclosestDeathGuard.

“Doanyofyou?”



“Ido,lord.IwasBrotherMenander

.IservedArlusinlife.WewereSeventhCompany.Hewas

greatlyblessedbytheGrandfatherwhenwemadewaruponTerra”.

“Hewas.Buthesquanderedhisgift

.AndthisshallbethelasttimeIallowthewhiningof

distantfoolstodistractmefrommyduty.Come.WereturntoTerminusEst!”

“Andthen,lord?”



“Andthen…toCadia

.TakemetotheWarmaster.”



“Medic!”



Thadekneltby Osiron,flinching backassparksflaredfromthetech-priest’ssunderedbody

armour.

“Sir,”Tasolllookedawkwardasheheldhisnartheciumkit

,staringdownatthetornredrobe

nowrevealingan entirelyaugmeticbody“.W-whatshouldIdo?He’snot evenbleedingblood.”

“It

…isasynthesisedcompound…”Osironwheezed

“…ofhaemolubricantqualities…and…”

“Shutup,youidiot,”Thadelookedattheoilyblackfluidcoveringhishands.“Justshutup,and

telluswhattodo!”

Tech-priestEnginseerBylamOsironsaidnothingmore.



Amongst thestinkingfalloutandmoans oftheinjured,CommissarTionenjileanedagainstthedoorarchleadingfromthebridge.Hecaughthisbreathawayfromthemen,notwilling toletthemsee

howexhaustedhewas.Itwashisdutytobeinspiringatalltimes.NotforCommissarTionenji were

theachesandwoesofmortaltiredness.Themen shouldn’tseesuchthings.



Asmilecrossedhislips.Hewasalive.Life!Afteralltheyhadwitnessed andalltheyhad

endured.

Hewasamanwhoseintelligencewasbothruthlessandrestless.Already heplannedstratagemsfortheremainsoftheregiment tosurvive onKathur longenough togreetthemainReclamationforces.TheincidentwithThadeandhiscommandteampullingtheirweaponsonacommissarwouldhavetobeaddressed,but…

“Hey.”BanJevrianoftheKasrkinlimpeduptothecommissar

,hisrighttrouserlegsoaked with

red.“Onehell ofafight”.

“Greetings,mastersergeant,”Tionenjigrinned—allwhiteteethsetinhisdarkface“T

.he

Emperorsmilesonus, Ithink.”

“Oh,youthink?”

Theknifecamefrom nowhere. OnemomentJevrianhadbeenleaningagainstthewallwithTionenji,cradling hisbrokenarmandfavouringhisbadleg.The nextmoment, Jevrian’sfistwasatthecommissar’sear andhishand-lengthbootknifewasstickingcleanthroughTionenji’sskull.

Bloodbarelyevenhadtimetospurtbeforethecommissar droppedtothedecking. Jevrianreclaimedhisknifeseveralsecondslater,wincingasheneededtobenddown.Hislegreallydidachelikean armyofbastards.

“TheEmperor smilesuponme,”Jevrianraisedhimselfbackup,wipinghisknife

,theblade

clearlystampedwiththeregiment’sinsignia,onthesleeveofhisfatigues.

“Butyou?Idoubthe’dpissonyouifyouwereonfire.”
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Jevrianreturnedtothemainarea.TaanDarrickmethiseyesfromacrossthebloodybridge,and

theKasrkinofficernoddedonce.



Intheearpieceofeverysoldierstillstanding,asinglevox-clicksounded.Severalmennodded.

Somesmiled.Mostpretendednottohearit,butonlyoneneverknewwhatit meant.



“Whatwasthat?”askedThade

,tappinghisvox-bead.

“Nothing

,sir

”D

,arrickreplied.

“Justaglitch.”
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EPILOGUE

Home



I



Twenty-sevendayslater,theReclamationfleetarrivedin full force.

TheHerald’sfleetwasgone—hadbeengoneforweeks—leavingonly thefaintestechoesinthewarptomarktheirdeparture.Theyleft adeadworldbehindthem,markingtheirfailure.

ThefirsttroopstowalkthesurfaceencounteredfewerthreatsthantheReclamation’s initialspearheadhadfaced.Neverconcernedwithreinforcing theworldforconquest,noArchenemy

vesselsarrivedtosavethehereticsoftheRemnant anditssplintercultsdrawnfrom thetreasonouspopulace. Withallglobalproductionshutdown andoff-worldimportsutterlyceased,thestill-livinghumansofKathurbegantodieofthirstandstarvationbeforelong.Thosethatmaintainedsuppliesoffoodandwater ekedout an existenceasterritorialwarbandsuntiltheImperialGuard’smainforceannihilatedthemcompletelyinwhatscholarscametoknowasthe“TrueReclamation”.



TheGuardunitsarrivingattheheadquarters ofOverseer Maggrigandthefallenregimentshecommanded,encounteredafortifiedbase of jury-riggedprefabstructuresandsalvagedtankcannons

mountedonscratchbuiltfortresswalls.

Asthegatestothisratherhumble fortressopened,GeneralMilliusRylooftheHadrisRift19thdescendedfromhiscommand tank—apristineLemanRussDemolisher—andwasgreetedbyamanin raggedCadian-patternarmourpaintedblackwithgreyfatigues.

“WelcometoNewSolthane,”said theman with acaptain’sstripesonhisshoulder

.He scratched

atablackbeardthathadbeengrowing forthepastfewweeksatleast.Waterrationsapparently

hadn’tallowedforluxurieslikeshaving“I.sincerelyhope you’vebroughtussomeammunition.”

Themannexttohim,equallyfilthy,raisedhishand.

“Iwouldn’tsaynotosomefood,either”

.



“Shutup,Taan,”thecaptainsaid.

“Shuttingup,sir.”

Thegeneralobserved thesescruffyexamples ofGuard discipline,clearlylessthanthrilledatthe

sightbeforehiseyes.

“You look likedeath,bothofyou,”hesaid,hislipcurling. Andthatwasn’teventheworst ofit

.

Thecaptain—andthemenjoininghimfromthebuildingsaround—allstanktohighheaven.

Evidentlybathinghadn’tbeenonthecards,either.



II



MyLordCastellan,

IrecommendFirstLieutenantParmenion Thadeforthehighestcitationinourworld’sdefence.Despitegrievous injuryandashatteredchainofcommand, heassumedleadershipofShockandInteriorGuardforcesstationedintherecentretreatatKasrVallockarranging fortheevacuationofseventy-zonepercentofcitizenryevenasthefortress-cityfell.Allsurvivorsbolsteredthedefences

atnearbyKasrs,includingthewoundedgovernor-militantandhisfamily.
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IalsohavereportsfromoverfiftyeyewitnessesthatFirstLieutenantThadeduelledandslewa

TraitorAstartesoftheThousandSonsLegionwith theassistanceofhiscommandplatoon.

Asafinalnote,I offertheeyewitness reports listedintheattachedfife,listing Mechanicumpersonnelwhowilltestify tothedestructionoftheenemy Titan(Reaver-class)  designated“Syntagma”at thefall of KasrVallock.Thade’ssappersand tech-priestcontingentwere responsiblefortheoverloadedgeneratoria withinthecity’sindustrialsectorthatfedtotheSyntagma’simmobilisation.The followingdeploymentofInteriorGuard and ShockforcesstormingthecrippledTitanresultedinthewarmachine’sdestruction.

Creed, I heard about the new medals. Give one to Thade. Too manyare being givenposthumous,andwe’velittletobeproudofsincetheDespoilersetfootonHome.Hedeservesthis,andwiththelossessustainedtoourregiment, I’m makinghimacaptainimmediately.

Wewillmarchtogetheragain,LordCastellan,underCadianskies.Untilthatday,may theGodEmperorwatchoveryou.



ColonelJosuanLockwood

Cadian88thMechanisedInfantry



***



Thadeloweredthedataslate.



He’dneverreadhiscitationbefore,andColonelLockwood’swordstoLordCastellanCreedsatuncomfortablyinhismind.Melancholyatthe  disasterofKathurmonthsagomixedwiththe

bitternessofKasr Vallockstilllessthanayearbefore.Ithadalwaysseemedridiculous tohim—earningamedalandapricelesssword for thefirsttimeinhislifehe’deverhadtorunfromabattle.Thefirstbattlehe’d ever lost. Infailure,hewasrewarded.Promoted,even.

He’dtoldLockwoodthe truthonce.ThetruthbehindKasrVallock.

“Iwantedtostandandfight,”he’dsaid.“ItwasOsiron whotalkedmedown, gavemealongspeechabout fightingthegood fight when itcountedmost forCadia andnotwhenitcounted formypride.”He’d clenchedhisfists; one familiar andwarm,theother—freshlyimplanted—unfamiliar,still numbtomostsensationbeyondasenseofachingcold.

“Throne

,Iwantedtodiethere.Itwashome. Weleftourownhometoburn. Nowwe’rebeingshippedoff-worldwhiletheenemypissesontherubbleofthecitywherewewereborn.”

“Stopwhining, Thade,”thecolonelhadsaid.“SlapasmileonyourmiserablefacetomorrowwhentheLordCastellangivesyouthatsword,andgetoveryourself.We’reallhurting.HalfofHomehasfallen,son.CadianBlood,eh?Iceinyourveins.”

Thadehadchuckledthen,andforcedasmile.Lockwood wasright,ofcourse.He’dalwayshadthat damnableabilityandThadeadmiredhimforit.



“Youwin.”

“OfcourseIdo.YougavetheWarmasteronehellofablackeye

,andyou

’veevery righttobe

proudinsteadofwallowing inthisself-pitying nonsenseI’mseeingrightnow.ButshakeCreed’s

handattheceremonytomorrowandremember: thisisn’tallforyou,youselfishbastard.It’sforthe

88th.Themenneedsomeinspirationtotakewiththemafterallthis.Homestillneedsalotofour

sweatbeforeit’sallours again.”

Thadedriftedbacktothepresent,feelingtheshiveroftheshiparoundhim.



“Colonel?”askedavoicenearby

.Thadelookedoutoftheporthole,comfortableintheflight

seat,staringoutinto thevoidof space. ThetroopcarrierInfinite Faith rumbledonward,andaplanet

slowlyhoveintoview.Aplanetofblueoceansandsilvercities,aplanetthatThadeknewbetter

thananyother,ringedbya colossalwarfleet that lookedliketwinklingstarsfromthisdistance.



“Colonel?”Darrickrepeated.Thadeturnedhishead.
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“That’s‘warden-colonel’toyou.”Hegrinnedandturnedbacktothewindow,lookingoutatthe

planetastheyslowly drewcloser.Thenightsideoftheworldshowedglintsofflameflaringonthesurface,likedistantcandlesintheblackness.War,viewedfromorbit,hadabeauty allitsown.DarrickmovedaroundRax,whosatpolishedandoiled by hismaster’sside,andhenodded tothe

porthole.

“HowdoesHomelook,Par?”



“Sameas always,Taan”He

.stared at theplanetbelow,watchingpartsofitburn.

“Unbroken”

.



ScanningandbasicproofingbyRedDwarf,formattingandadditionalproofingbyUndead.
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