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			It is the 41st millennium. For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has sat immobile on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the Master of Mankind by the will of the gods, and master of a million worlds by the might of His inexhaustible armies. He is a rotting carcass writhing invisibly with power from the Dark Age of Technology. He is the Carrion Lord of the Imperium for whom a thousand souls are sacrificed every day, so that He may never truly die.

			Yet even in His deathless state, the Emperor continues His eternal vigilance. Mighty battlefleets cross the daemon-infested miasma of the warp, the only route between distant stars, their way lit by the Astronomican, the psychic manifestation of the Emperor’s will. Vast armies give battle in His name on uncounted worlds. Greatest amongst His soldiers are the Adeptus Astartes, the Space Marines, bio-engineered super-warriors. Their comrades in arms are legion: the Astra Militarum and countless planetary defence forces, the ever-vigilant Inquisition and the tech-priests of the Adeptus Mechanicus to name only a few. But for all their multitudes, they are barely enough to hold off the ever-present threat from aliens, heretics, mutants – and worse.

			To be a man in such times is to be one amongst untold billions. It is to live in the cruellest and most bloody regime imaginable. These are the tales of those times. Forget the power of technology and science, for so much has been forgotten, never to be re-learned. Forget the promise of progress and understanding, for in the grim dark future there is only war. There is no peace amongst the stars, only an eternity of carnage and slaughter, and the laughter of thirsting gods.
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			He was gone. He had disappeared back into the void almost as soon as he’d arrived, and yet everything was still, one way or another, all about him.

			Some souls leave an indelible trace. I believe he was incapable of ­moving through the universe without profoundly changing it. In a sense, he was not even part of it – he had a body, he could be wounded, he breathed air and drank water, and yet you could not look into those eyes for long without seeing the overwhelming strangeness there, the quality of another place, bound up for a time in flesh and blood but surely beyond it.

			I had seen him only a handful of times, mostly from a distance. The first occasion was when I travelled with my then master, Tieron, to Luna, and witnessed the aftermath of the battle he and his warriors fought under hard starlight. I was not brave enough to accompany my master into Guilliman’s presence, and so only observed that first meeting from afar. After that, we were separated, and Tieron and I did not speak again until we were both back on Terra. And after that, the daemons came, and it is difficult to recall anything without flinching.

			I was sick for a long time, then. We all were, I think. The air was polluted with stronger poisons than we had ever known, and we were used to poisons on Terra. The stone beneath our feet felt fragile. When you put a finger out to touch something – a cup, a scroll – electricity would snap across the gap, a flicker of bloody energy that had no place on this or any other world.

			Amid it all, though, he was there. His energy was infinite. He fought the creatures that dared charge our walls, casting down the greatest of them. Even as the spires still burned, he spearheaded the assault that freed the Vorlese Gate and reforged the Throneworld’s access to the Imperium. Warriors flocked to his side, given renewed purpose by the smallest of his actions, or even the rumours of them. When he returned to the Palace, the pace of his reordering was frenetic. We had been used to torpor for so long, and now we had one among us who would tolerate no hesitation. None of us could look him in the eye and say no, save perhaps Valoris himself. Reforms were put in place that I had not expected to see enacted in my children’s lifetimes, let alone mine.

			I never worked harder. Tieron was gone by then, exhausted by his long service and the rigours of the cataclysm, leaving me to take his place. We were a study in contrasts, I suppose. He was old, indulgent, a product of insecurity. I was a relatively young woman, and in other times might have expected to serve for several decades more before taking the chain of office. I had always had my eye on the position, and knew that I deserved it, but now the prize had been handed over into hands that felt, in truth, not quite ready.

			I had been a part of the Palace machine for many years, of course, but even so it was hard to grapple with everything that had to be done. The orders came in flurries, brought to my chamber by panicked attendants, and I had to somehow make sense of them and see them dealt with.

			I remarked on the difficulties to Mordecai, my adjutant. We were in my personal chambers, speaking in private conference. My inner room was a small space, sparsely furnished. I had only just got rid of Tieron’s clutter, replacing it with the things I valued more greatly than vases and paintings – cogitator terminals, advanced sensor arrays, secure comm-links to the various agents we had in the field. The result was a strange mix of the ornate and the functional – it was in a state of improvised change, as were all things at that time.

			Mordecai did not offer an opinion. He was by then nearly two hundred years old, and steeped in the ancient rituals of the only place he had ever known. I also think he was in a state of shock, and had taken to shuffling through the gilt corridors with his eyes half-closed, shutting out the evidence that it was all ending. So many of my servants were like that, still rocked by all they had seen and experienced. Terra is a world built on tradition, much of it thousands of years old. We had come to depend on that, to make it a kind of religion to go alongside the official one, and having that foundation shaken had hurt us, I think, more than any of the physical damage that had been done.

			But just then, some weeks after the victory at Vorlese, while those we had recovered from the void were still confined to their medical stations, the summons came. I remember looking at the parchment docket in my hand, seeing the seal of office at the top of it, and the thin line of gold around the edge. A holo-ident glimmered faintly across the left-hand margin, which gave surety of its origin, though that felt superfluous, for none would have dared to forge a document with his name on it.

			I was daunted, I will admit it. I had grown up with the powerful, and did not scare easily, but he was different.

			I went straightaway. I left Mordecai hunched in front of all the stacked pict-feeds, and hurried to my personal living quarters. Much against habit, I checked my appearance carefully. Would I look ludicrous to him, being so new in position, largely untried, a possible weak link in the new chain of command he was building? It was possible that he had summoned me only in order to dismiss me, as he had done with so many of the high-ranking Palace officials already. To be cast out of office that quickly would, I concede, have dented my pride, and I found myself rehearsing arguments as I went, hoping I would be sufficiently self-assured in his presence to deliver them.

			He had taken up residence in one of the older sectors of the Senatorum. These quarters were sufficiently close that I was able to walk to meet him, passing through a tangle of internal corridors, none of which had external windows. As I went, I passed that same mix of ancient and modern – priceless gold statues leaning next to coils of Mechanicus cabling, fine carpets rolled up to reveal glittering machine-pits beneath. Adepts and magi bustled around, prodding and fixing, restoring and meddling. We were all having to be seen to be busy, to be committed to the great restoration, knowing that the eye of the Regent was on all things, and that even the smallest detail might be brought to his attention.

			Such were the dimensions of the Inner Palace buildings that, despite making use of several self-propelled walkways and privileged cut-throughs, it took me some time to reach his location. The chambers he had co-opted must have been more or less as they were when he had first dwelt here, aeons ago. The lack of change may have been reassuring to him. He had brought his Space Marines to guard him, which again was something that would not have happened here before.

			As I finally reached the great vaulted antechamber, replete with mosaic depictions of the Nine Primarchs fighting the old wars of myth, I found it uncomfortable to see them standing before the marble doors, perfectly still, perfectly silent, their faces hidden behind gold-winged masks. They had, I knew, travelled across the length of the entire galaxy to be here. Their armour, fine as it was, still bore the chips and scores of combat. I wondered what they thought of this place, now they were here, but of course did not ask them. As far as I was concerned, they were like golems, capable of being summoned to life through blood or spells, but in the meantime only made of inert matter. Nothing they did as I passed them by challenged that mental image.

			He did not only surround himself with soldiers. The chambers beyond were thronged with civilian servants, most in the blue-lined robes of Ultramar, some in Terran regalia. A number of those were either under my command or were otherwise known to me, but they did not attempt to catch my eye as I walked through their midst. Above them all, ­crystal chandeliers glistered. Below their slippered feet, the rugs were finely woven and of intricate design. The impassive faces of heroes gazed out across the throngs from oil paintings and frescoes. The murmur of conversation was just as it had always been in such places – low, urgent, conspiratorial.

			I caught the eye of his duty officer, who immediately worked her way to my side. She was of Ultramar, as were so many of those he trusted to be close to him. 

			‘Chancellor,’ she said, bowing. ‘Thank you for coming so quickly. He awaits within.’

			I was led through the crowds and shown into his private chamber. Great gold-crusted doors closed behind me, sealing off all the chatter. I found myself in a high-ceilinged room. Cold, grey light shone through tall external windows. The place smelled vaguely, I thought, of boot polish. The objects within were, I assumed, those that had been there for centuries – antique desks and chairs and ornamental pillars. Incongruously, a large collection of chronometers had been placed in a cabinet behind armourglass. An obsidian figurine of Sanguinius stood in the corner.

			The duty officer had withdrawn, meaning that I was alone in there. Aside from him, of course.

			He looked up as I entered, and rose from the heavy desk he had been working at. His size was not the most striking thing about him, although of course that was hard to ignore. He fixed me with that solid gaze of his, the one I had been warned about. When he looked at you, nothing tangible in his expression gave away that he was judging you – there was no overt criticism there – but still, somehow, you felt guilty, as if your sins had been uncovered all at once and you were left scrambling to make excuses for them. I am sure, absolutely sure, that he did not intend that, for when he spoke his voice was rather quiet, even solicitous, but there was no getting away from what he was, and what he had seen and done. Against that record, it was impossible, I suppose, to feel anything other than inadequate.

			‘Cancellarius,’ he said, using the more formal version of my title.

			‘My lord Guilliman,’ I replied, bowing. ‘You wished to see me?’

			He smiled – a brief, snatched gesture. His face was handsome in a patrician kind of way, though held rigid and scarred in the military manner. I knew how old he was, at least in absolute terms, though he wore the years lightly. He looked almost familiar, which made me think that the Ministorum image-makers must have used accurate models for their statues, the ones that had been distributed across all human worlds over the millennia, carved to standard dimensions and used to encourage devotion from the masses.

			‘I wished to see you weeks ago,’ he said, gesturing towards two low chairs that had been placed closer to the windows. ‘It is the courtesies that slip, when time is short. I am sorry for that.’

			I sat opposite him. Ahead of us was the view of the world outside – the smouldering, blackened spires, stretching away under a grey sky. 

			‘There is nothing to apologise for, my lord,’ I said.

			In the strict run of things, he had no authority over me. He had no official rank at all within the Adeptus Terra. He was something we had no category for, and at that point he had not assumed the formal title of Imperial Regent, nor had he revived the old position of Lord Commander that he had occupied all those thousands of years ago. According to the Lex, I was under no obligation to speak to him at all.

			But all of us knew how things stood. If he had asked us to fall on our swords, we would have done it. 

			‘You are the doorkeeper,’ he said. ‘The High Council operates only because you facilitate it. For what it’s worth, you should know your predecessor spoke highly of you.’

			Ah, Tieron. For all his human weaknesses, his little vices and indulgences, he was not a bad man.

			‘I will be making changes,’ Guilliman went on. He placed his hands together in front of him, angling the fingers. ‘There will be no bloodshed, no humiliation, but the Council will answer to me from now on, and I cannot trust all its current members to do that.’

			I nodded. We had known that something of this nature would have to take place. Lord Franck, the Master of the Astronomican, had died during the first wave of anarchy to overtake the Throneworld, so he at least was due to be replaced. In the normal run of things, the succession would have taken place swiftly, but these were not ordinary times. The Forbidden Fortress, Franck’s domain, was still under formal reconstruction following its near-destruction when the Rift had reached us, and it was not yet clear who would occupy it, nor what they would discover when they did.

			‘Do you have particular changes in mind?’ I asked.

			Of course he did. Guilliman reached down for a scroll on the table between us, and handed it to me. I opened it, and read five names, including Franck’s, together with replacements. None were surprises. If I had been asked to draw up the list, I would have made many of the same judgements.

			‘Is there anything there you would counsel against?’ he asked.

			It was nice of him to ask.

			‘They are excellent choices, my lord,’ I said.

			‘I will speak to those affected in person,’ he said. ‘But I wished to consult you first.’

			‘I appreciate that, my lord.’

			‘There is pressure from some quarters to change everything,’ Guilliman said. ‘To sweep it all away. I have no intention of doing so. We are in a precarious strategic position, and I cannot undermine that which remains capable of functioning.’

			I rolled the parchment up again. ‘May I ask what timetable you envisage?’

			‘Within the week. And after that, reform of the subsidiary bodies.’ He smiled again. ‘Do not fear, cancellarius. Your position is safe. I place considerable faith in you – I hope that will be justified.’

			‘As He wills it,’ I said. ‘But… a week. It will be difficult to–’

			‘It cannot be delayed. Nothing can be delayed.’ He leaned forward, and in that gesture I was reminded of his physical bulk, his sheer otherworldliness, the truth that he was only human at all in the loosest sense, and the trappings of domesticity – chairs, armour, parchment – were just props around him to enable us to comprehend it all. ‘I will not be on Terra long. I cannot be. Most of my time here has already been spent preparing the new crusade, the one that must depart before the year’s end. These things – these appointments and reforms – they are the least of my worries, and when I am gone, you must maintain them.’

			So that was the real purpose of this meeting. He was warning me of the coming rupture, knowing that it would be severe. We had only just come to terms with the idea that we might survive these times of trial, and that fragile hope was largely bound up in his presence among us. Take that away, and it would be harder not to remember how weak we really were.

			I was not capable of hiding those thoughts from him. He must surely have been expecting them.

			‘Terra is still in profound turmoil, my lord,’ I said. ‘Control does not extend far beyond these walls. If you depart before–’

			He closed his eyes, and I stopped talking. For a moment, I perceived an enormous weariness in him, a mortal response to the infinite demands and hopes heaped upon his armoured shoulders. I look back now, and guess that every meeting he ever had ended the same way, with someone pleading for more help, more guidance, more protection.

			‘The Imperium burns,’ he said, quietly but firmly. ‘Every hour I spend here, behind my father’s walls, is another hour when worlds are lost. My decision is made. It is correct. I ask only that you preserve what has been done here once I am gone.’

			I bowed, my cheeks flushing a little. ‘It shall be as you command, my lord,’ I said.

			And, in what followed, I did what I could to make good on that promise. I understood the reasons. I respected the integrity of the decision.

			But I do not know if he was right. A primarch is a godlike creature, a master of forces far beyond any we can hope to understand, but even the Church never taught that they were infallible. Those of us privileged enough to know a little history understood that they could make mistakes, and the mistakes of gods are greater than the mistakes of mortals.

			Was he right to leave so soon? I do not know, even now. Perhaps he could not have done otherwise. Perhaps things might have been better if he had stayed.

			That is for the historians to ponder, should any live for long enough to look back on these ages. All I could say with certainty is that we were to be alone again, while the forces that had come close to destroying us had not gone away. In that respect, nothing had changed. The wider Imperium would have Guilliman to protect it, driving an arc of fire across the void at the head of his crusade’s armies. We on Terra only had ourselves, just as it had been since the days of legend. We had to trust, and pray, that it would be enough.

			It is important to remember, when considering all that was done then, how little we knew.

			It had never been easy for us, at the very heart of the Imperium, to understand what was taking place with any accuracy in its furthest reaches. No greater illustration of this exists than Cadia. That world had been the linchpin of our defences for millennia. Armies had been dispatched there from all corners of mankind’s domains at regular intervals, and entire astropathic choirs were devoted to monitoring its condition. And yet, when the Despoiler finally rose up against it, we were almost entirely ignorant of what took place until the fighting was over. It is true that Kerapliades, the Master of the Adeptus Astra Telepathica, had given warnings long before the catastrophe occurred. It was also true that many of us had feared the worst for years ahead of the event, and had been making contingency plans for disaster. But even after that world had been lost, we could not be certain of the true position of the subsector for considerable time. Tieron estimated that months at least had passed before the effects of the Cicatrix Maledictum – the final proof of our defeat there – reached the Sol System, wreaking its havoc across our ancient ramparts.

			I often think about that. We sent reinforcements there, waving the ships out of void-dock with fanfares and music, when the world itself was already gone.

			By the time of Guilliman’s arrival, our ignorance was greater than ever. Some of this was due to the temporary outage of the Astronomican, which had left us unable to send ships for any distance in even partial safety. More was due to the losses we had suffered within our ranks of astropaths when the Rift hit. The toll was high across all Imperial worlds, even those that clung on while the effects of the rupture washed over them, and we were no exception. By the time the worst was over, and the survivors emerged from their bunkers and semi-ruined towers to survey the wreckage, we had lost our principal means of discovering the fate of other worlds. Those few star-seers who had somehow insulated themselves against madness were heavily leaned on after that, so much so that many died from overwork. All circles in those days were vicious – the more we tried to recover ground, the more we damaged ourselves.

			Bit by bit, though, information reached us. Battered warships staggered into Luna’s void-docks, each carrying tales of destruction and mayhem. Acolytes were rushed through final training at the Obsidian Keep and pressed into service. Once the Vorlese Gate had been secured, squadrons of Mechanicus augur-ships were shot through the warp-lanes, given no mission but to run hard and send back as much data as possible before being overtaken by the enemy.

			And, of course, by then we had the Lord Protector himself. He had arrived on Terra at the head of a powerful army, one that had fought its way through almost unimaginable terrors all the way from distant Ultramar. They had witnessed for themselves the collapse of the Imperium’s foundations even as they had hurtled through them to reach its core. There were rumours, never confirmed, that Guilliman had even obtained access to counsel from xenos during this time, though if that were true then the abominations had disappeared long before he took up his official stewardship of the Imperium. For myself, I do not believe the whispers. He would have killed them rather than listen to their lies.

			Given our incomplete understanding of what lay beyond our immediate surroundings, it was inevitable that there should be disagreement over what, if anything, we could do in response to the Rift opening. There were those who argued that we needed to retrench, build our strength here and guard the holy sites at the heart of our ancient empire. As Terra was still in a state of semi-revolt, riven by uprisings that could not be quelled during the Days of Blindness and their aftermath, those voices found much support. After all, Guilliman had brought with him unique and capable forces, including warriors from many Space Marine Chapters, all of whom could have been used to repopulate the walls here and bring us back into stability.

			It did not take much thought, though, to see that such a policy would only postpone our demise, not prevent it. Over the millennia, Terra had grown dependent on its vast web of supplicant worlds. Thousands of them were required in order to keep our hungry mouths fed. Some losses might be sustainable among the masses if the food supplies failed for a limited time, but other functions were absolutely essential. The League of Black Ships had to maintain its perilous void-circuits, lest we be starved of fuel for the newly restored Astronomican and replacement psykers for our inter-system communication. Tithes from civilised worlds had to be collected in order to maintain the operation of government and the galactic coordination of Astra Militarum movements. The volume of materiel that had to move in and out of the Sol System daily just to maintain a state of equilibrium was absolutely staggering. Terra had become bloated on the incoming traffic from its straggling dominions, and would not survive withdrawal from their constant provision. As a result, we could not huddle behind our defences and lick our wounds. We had to strike back, and swiftly, to regain control of that which was already sliding out of our grasp forever.

			Guilliman had appreciated this from the start, of course. And, though I only came to realise it much later, his motivation in fighting so hard to reach the Sol System was only partially concerned with us on Terra. Of equal importance to him was Mars, where his greatest project had been ready and waiting for him, ripe to deliver him a new army of such power and scope that any previous Imperial Warmaster would have given their eyes for it.

			The Primaris programme had been kept secret from all. For me, that, rather than their undoubted battlefield prowess, was the most remarkable thing about the entire endeavour. Tieron had been fond of telling me that there were no secrets in the Imperium, only failures of recollection, but here was something that, if we chose to believe what we were told, had been gestating quietly for millennia, right under the noses of the High Lords and captains-general and arch­magi. Guilliman was the author of the Primaris, and so he had come here, it turned out, not to rescue us, but to activate them.

			I wondered sometimes whether, if the Primaris programme had been instigated on a forge world of Ultramar rather than Mars, he would have made the difficult journey here at all. I like to think he would have done, and that the place of his creation meant something to him even after the passage of so much time. I hope he would have come. Of course, we’ll never know for sure.

			In any case, when it finally became clear, following our meeting in the Senatorum, what Guilliman was intending, I tried hard to reach Oud Oudia Raskian, the Fabricator-General of the Adeptus Mechanicus. I thought it important that the High Lords convene swiftly to debate this course of action and consider how the Throneworld would survive once stripped of so many of its defences. I failed to make contact, despite attempting it many times. I will admit it – I also wanted to know whether Raskian had been aware of the Primaris, and if so whether he approved of them being placed under Guilliman’s sole command so quickly – but my inability to find him put paid to such ambitions. Mars being Mars, I never found out where he was, or why he remained silent. They are a strange people, made stranger by their obsessive religion, and there was a limit to what a Terran, even one as senior as I, would ever be able to uncover.

			But the eleven remaining High Lords were in place, some established in their roles, others new Guilliman appointees. I was the chancellor, the one charged with running their errands, guiding them away from mistakes and looking to their corporate welfare. The time of great upheaval was over, so we hoped, and so my duty was clear. A High Council with so many new members, at a time of such great peril, was always going to be difficult to manage, despite the fact it would need to be given direction swiftly, before anything else could degrade or devolve.

			There was no choice, then, but to issue a silent prayer to the One on the Throne, collect my thoughts, form a strategy, and get to work.
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			It had been called the Heartspite. I had felt its age and its malice from the moment I stepped aboard. In an instant, placing my boots on its cursed decks, I had absorbed flashes from its long life. I had seen the wells of the Eye revolving beneath it. I had seen the blurred starscapes that had once swung across it, bathing its flanks in forbidden light.

			That ship is gone now, destroyed by the primarch, its tainted debris still no doubt orbiting the world Vorlese. All that history, all that long service, obliterated in one heavy bombardment. It had come close, though. It had come close to giving its name some real heft. Had it succeeded, we would be hemmed in still, scratching our way to freedom like blinded felids.

			I think on that ship often. My feelings towards it are complex.

			On the one hand, its destruction vindicated the feelings I had struggled with since being barred from the Throneroom. The message could not have been clearer – I was to trust in the path placed before me. I had been repulsed from service within the depths of Terra’s holiest shrine, only to find the humiliation propelling me outwards, breaking the self-imposed cordon that we had laboured under for so very long. I do not think that any other warriors in the service of the Imperium could have fought for so long in that situation as we did. We had to be there. And thus the precedent was set, and we were, as an order, freed to strike against our oldest and most persistent enemy.

			I am not entirely immune from pride. I understand what such a victory meant to me and my brothers, as well as to my sisters in the Anathema Psykana, upon whom we relied so heavily in order to prevail both there and at the Lion’s Gate. If uncertainty comes, as it so often does, I draw on the Heartspite. I recall the press of tortured iron against my bleeding palms. I recall the way the place smelled of fouled blood, and how the air within its dark chambers stung my throat. 

			And yet, that change, like all change, brought complication with it. As a species, we have become wedded to tradition. We cling to it, like a mortal child clinging to its mother, unwilling to unclasp lest we find ourselves suddenly alone and helpless. Breaking with the past, in any sense, seems like a desperate gamble. We might be wrong. We might be damning ourselves. Every step, every single step, might see us stumble, never to get up.

			That is what it is like to live in these times, hedged on all sides by enemies that seem to know no limit. We are faced by many weapons, and suffer from many maladies, but the worst of these is doubt, which paralyses us, and makes us see danger within our own halls even before we peer outside them. To head into the darkness directly, to take the war into their hell-ships and cleave paths of vengeance into their agonised hearts, that releases us. We might face our death still, but that death would be a warrior’s death, on our feet, looking the enemy in the eye.

			I would not have framed things in such a way before the Heartspite. The words themselves sound like something uttered by one of my counterparts of the Adeptus Astartes. The Space Marines have been fighting in this direct manner for far longer than we have, and we must learn from them now, I think. I am told that the Wolves of Fenris, one of their more unrestrained Chapters, give their warriors deed-names after noteworthy engagements. I admire that practice. What I might once have thought of as a kind of wild boastfulness I now see as something greater – a way of giving fleeting actions lasting significance, of fixing the flair of a sword-strike forever to its owner. Perhaps all the Space Marines, in their many different ways, understand that motivation and respond to it.

			So it was for that reason, I suppose, that the primarch wished to confer his great honour on me, marking me out as linked to the engagement that allowed him to lead his crusade fleet unimpeded into the abyss. There would be no deed-name from him, nothing carved in runes, but rather something a citizen of Ultramar would understand – a wreath of laurel leaves, crowning me as his champion even as the mythical generals of our ancient past were crowned.

			In another place, maybe that honour could have been simply accepted, taken with both hands, then left to slide unremarked into the annals. But this was Terra, a world on the edge of oblivion, where symbols ­mattered and allegiances were always fractured.

			Was I right to accept it? I believe so. Even one of my brotherhood could not easily have refused the invitation from a primarch, and I genuinely think he intended nothing much other than gratitude. Perhaps I am wrong in that. He is famed, they say, for his political acumen. He may have been using us, just as Ravathain, I suspect, always believed.

			I continue to think otherwise. I continue to trust that virtue still exists among our species, and that not every gesture is double-sided. Only time will tell whether that is wise or foolish.

			The ceremony took place several months after the engagement at Vorlese. It took me almost that long to return to full combat readiness. The wounds I sustained on board the Heartspite were severe, and the weapons of the enemy are artfully designed to cause prolonged damage. I remember long days of semi-awareness, while drones hovered over me and attendants worked the needles and saws. I do not remember much pain, though perhaps I had already absorbed all the pain I could by then.

			Our relationship with our bodies, as members of the order, is not entirely straightforward. We know, all of us, that we have been extensively remade from our original birth-form. Much of the muscle and bone we entered the universe with is excised or altered to bring us into maturity. When we are damaged, it is most often these new structures that bear the brunt. Are we the same creation, then, as we once were? Are we even best thought of as a single organism at all? These are questions for the philosophers. The practical effect is that we can be somewhat dislocated from ourselves, even at times of extreme trauma.

			I received excellent care, given the privations of the time. When my broken form was returned to the Tower of Hegemon, alongside that of my brother Ujoma, we were still struggling in the aftermath of the Lion’s Gate assault. Our apothecarions were crowded places, full of desperate attempts to preserve those who might yet fight again. When I look back, I feel sure that I was marked out for special attention, no doubt for symbolic reasons, something that I am of course uncomfortable with. It must have seemed important to those in command that those who had broken the leaguer of Terra were preserved, to be paraded thereafter as heroes of a new dawn. The same applied to my sister in service, Aleya, whose whereabouts were, at that point, unknown to me. I later found out that she was undergoing the same frantic care elsewhere in the Palace, for the same reasons.

			I did not dream then. Aside from a few specific exceptions, we do not dream. I did experience waking visions, though, from time to time. I saw myself back on the ship, with Aleya at my side, going through the combat as if for the first time. I experienced that most unexpected euphoria again, flushing down my tortured arteries and making my heart swell. I remembered that she had spoken, just once, before speech became impossible, and that I had laughed to hear it.

			Then I stirred fully. I was deep within the Tower’s apothecarion ­levels, a place of hard lumen-beams and white tiles, shackled to a metal slab, my skin cut open and stuffed with wires. I could see my organs pulsing under the gauze of synthskin, and watch my vital signals track across crystal lenses mounted overhead. I observed as the chirurgeons worked on me, knowing that they were operating at the very limit of their understanding. The art of our creation is barely understood in these diminished ages, and thus the art of our preservation is also precarious.

			They succeeded, though. Whether by inspiration or by providence or by chance, they did enough to allow my internal systems to knit themselves back into alignment. My heart kicked back into unaided life. My lungs rose and fell. I flexed my fist, and felt the sinews along my forearms wind tight.

			When I recovered the power of speech, my first word was ‘Ujoma’.

			The response was also a single word: ‘Moritoi’. That news was both welcome and unwelcome. It meant that he lived, but only within the tomb of a Dreadnought. I was surprised, if I am honest, that any suitable receptacles still existed – we had pressed so many of the scarce machines into service in the aftermath of the Lion’s Gate. The fact that they had allocated one to the last survivor, beside myself, of the Vorlese expedition reinforced the sense that they were singling us out.

			Did I say the last? Not quite, of course. ‘And Tanau Aleya?’ I asked. ‘Of the Silent Sisterhood?’

			They did not know. It took me many days to find out that she had survived also, and had been taken into the Obsidian Keep and tended to by members of the Adeptus Astra Telepathica. Of all the news I received in that strange period between life and death, that was the most welcome. I would have grieved had her fierce spirit been taken from the universe.

			After that, my recovery was swift, just as it had been designed to be. I stood as soon as I was able, then walked, then started to train. My guardian spear, Gnosis, had been recovered and reconditioned, and once we were reunited I felt something like myself again.

			I left the apothecarion, and re-entered a world still in ruins. I limped to the summit of the Tower, and looked out over a scene barred with the thin smoke of fires that refused to go out. Whole areas of the Palace approaches, seen from a distance, were blackened and broken. The air smelled of ash. Further afield, out beyond the walls and into the city beyond, I could detect the rumble of ongoing conflict.

			I would later learn that the fighting we had engaged in at the Lion’s Gate had been just the start. The Palace had been secured, it was true, but across the world beyond, things had fallen apart. The release of such destructive psionic energy, coupled with the emergence into realspace of the daemonic, had shattered the fragile balance of control we had always striven to maintain. When the Astronomican had blown out, more anarchy was unleashed, driven, I suspect, by the sudden withdrawal of that subconscious assurance of His presence among us. Once mania gains a grip, it is hard to shake loose. Millennia spent in privation, in fear and suspicion, had boiled over in a single instant, opening the door to darker impulses. Despite the warriors the primarch had brought with him, Terra was a uniquely populous world, one that harboured trillions of souls, so subduing every insurrection that still raged would be a long and arduous task.

			I breathed in the air, filling my aching lungs, tasting the familiar aromas of the only home I had ever known. I could not hate this world. I could never hate it. But I could dislike what it had become, and dream of it improving.

			I asked after Trajann Valoris, our Captain-General, and was told that he had departed for the Ferrum Raptoris star fort. I asked after Navradaran, my friend, and was told that he was missing. That concerned me deeply. I could discover very little about where he might have gone – I knew he had returned from his mission to gather the Anathema Psykana back to Terra, and was told that he was confirmed alive after the Lion’s Gate. After that, nothing. He was of the Ephoroi, the hunters of secret things, and so his absence should not have perturbed me, but it did.

			In any case, the absence of those I most wished to confer with meant that my first conversation of any consequence following recovery was not with my own kind, but with the primarch himself.

			He came to find me. That was another sign. I do not think he did that often – people were more accustomed to making their way to him.

			I was seated in my spartan, stone-walled chambers, studying the latest tactical reports from beyond the walls by candlelight. There was already talk then of putting together strike forces to seize control of strategic targets where law had broken down. We were concerned that the disorder was no longer a matter of individuals driven mad by the psychic storms, but increasingly motivated by organised, considered enemies of the Imperium. I was impatient to be doing. In my mind, our caution had been our greatest weakness for too long.

			I heard him approach the iron frame of the chamber’s only doorway, and immediately knew who it was. I had heard the same heavy treads on board the Heartspite, hurrying to reach us before our injuries bore us down. I never saw him, then – I passed out before he made it to us – but still I recognised the pattern of his gait, even out of armour and in more familiar surroundings. I stood to receive him, curious as to what had brought him to the Tower.

			He entered. The lintels here were among the few on Terra he did not have to duck under to pass through. He was wearing white robes trimmed with Ultramarine blue. His head was bare, exposing his hard-edged features, his cropped hair, the thin line of his mouth. He looked every inch the soldier, with that blunt profile that all his brothers of the Adeptus Astartes have.

			I was not overawed by his being before me, but, still, you have to remember what he was. We had been so used to referring to them as part of ancient history, poring over both their victories and defeats, that to see him there now, in the flesh, felt like I had entered some kind of temporal distortion.

			He folded his arms, and regarded me for a moment. I immediately recognised what he was doing. I was doing the same thing. It was an instinct for both of us – to appraise, to gather data, assess threats and gauge opportunities. 

			So like us, in some ways. So unlike us in others.

			‘Shield-Captain Valerian,’ he said. ‘They told me you were recovered. I am glad to see it.’

			I nodded. ‘I owe that to you, lord.’

			‘And I owe the Gate to you,’ he said, smiling slightly. ‘So that makes us even. When will you be ready to serve again?’

			‘I am ready now.’

			‘Good.’ He moved over towards the chamber’s lone, narrow window, from where some of the many pinnacles of the Tower of Hegemon could be seen rising up against a dusk sky. ‘I remember meeting Constantin Valdor in this tower many times. It has barely changed.’

			Valdor. Our most revered name, the first Captain-General, whose disappearance had never been fully explained and which had generated endless theories and hopes, dropped casually into speech as if he, too, were likely to appear out of the stonework at any moment.

			‘Does that disappoint you?’ I asked. 

			He turned back to me. ‘Disappoint me? No. I find it reassuring. Your kind, out of them all, were never likely to alter. I would have been disturbed if you had.’ He reached out and extended a finger against the bare wall, touching it as if he wanted reassurance it was truly the same substance as before. ‘I am constantly asked if I am disappointed. Of course, I see how things have gone, or might have gone, but then, here and there, I am astonished at the strength I find.’ He looked up at me. ‘We told ourselves, me and my brothers, that we were the guardians of the species. Without us, the ones who endured the Warmaster’s treachery, we believed there could be no hope for humanity. But then we were taken away, one by one, and here you all are still, stubbornly alive. That might count as the greatest surprise of all.’

			‘The danger has never been more acute.’

			He nodded. ‘True enough. But I know those who move against us. I knew them in the Crusade Age, and I know them now. That is our hope. I remember Abaddon when he was a First Captain. I remember how he was in the Great Heresy, when they came so close to destroying us. I know his mind and I know what drives him. Is that enough to stop him? I do not know. But at least we have something.’

			I realised why he had come, then. ‘You will not stay on Terra,’ I said.

			‘I cannot. My people are defenceless out there.’

			My people.

			‘Take me with you,’ I said.

			He looked briefly startled. ‘See, you are still capable of surprises,’ he said, amused. ‘But I would not presume to command you – that is for your Captain-General. He wishes you to remain on Terra, to join the pacification effort. I agree with him. Terra must look to its own guardians now.’

			I had surprised myself. I still do not know where the words had come from. Perhaps I was still under the influence of my injuries, but it put me on the back foot.

			‘The war is not on Terra,’ I said.

			‘The war is everywhere,’ he said. ‘You know this.’

			I began to wonder why he had come. Members of my order had already taken ship as part of the coming muster to retake lost territory. If Vorlese had taught me anything, it was that the old conservatism over our deployment had reached its end.

			Perhaps, though, this was not about our being exceptional at all. Perhaps this was about our limitations.

			He looked directly at me. His expression was human – more human than mine could ever have been.

			‘See, I wished only to thank you,’ he said. ‘To honour you, as we honour those on Ultramar. You are free to refuse, but I have learned that symbols are important. I have in mind a ceremony. Something to give this world ambition, to bind it together. You will need that unity in the days to come, whether or not I succeed in the void.’

			That was it. So simply expressed, a mere trifle, a slight gesture. Who could refuse it? Even then, my heart spoke against it.

			He was a primarch, though. The possibility of renewal was bound up with him more than anything that had occurred in the past thousand years.

			‘Tell me more,’ I said.
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			I did not expect to return from Vorlese. In truth, it would have been altogether acceptable if I had not – vengeance would have been served. Valerian might have been insufferable, but he was deadly, and together with him, his brothers and my sisters, we more than extracted fair ­recompense for what had been done to my old home world.

			When I awoke again then, much later, back on Terra, it came as something of a surprise. For some time afterwards I had no idea where I was or what had happened.

			A medical orderly tried to take my blood at one point. I seized her and pinned her to the wall, scattering the vein-lines, thinking she was somehow part of the nightmares that still ran through my waking mind. It took the facility’s security detail to prise her free and get me back onto the cot – a significant number of them, I am not ashamed to say.

			After that, it all came back, slowly. I remembered our desperate run to Terra, in a ship that was coming apart even as we outpaced the Rift’s surge. Then the daemons before the gate, the shaitainn, the knights in grey. And then, last of all, the Black Legionnaires on that iron-dark ship, lumbering towards us through the gloom, as desperate to slay us as we were to spend our fury on them.

			So, for all that, I was alive. My vow of silence had been broken in the heat of the fighting, but only one soul still living had heard that, and I had no need to worry over whether he would tell anyone. Did I even need to keep it now, when so much else had been changed? I decided to hold on to it, for the time being at least. Some things, some decisions, become a part of you, like a limb, even if they are damaged.

			I had lost the blade I took onto that ship. I still have the vaguest memory of it being shattered, breaking open in a whirl of flame-edged pieces. Only sorcery could have done that, despite the difficulty that sorcery has in finding a way to harm me. They must have been getting desperate. I enjoy thinking of them like that.

			Once I began to recover myself, I wondered what came next. I knew that the Silent Sisterhood had been recalled prior to the Rift reaching Terra. I did not know how complete that recall was. Perhaps all living members of my Sisterhood had been found and recovered. I think it more likely that many were missed, and are now dead, or languish still far from help.

			So much else remained unclear to me. Why had we been called back, just then? The Imperium could have benefitted from our loyal service generations ago, and had never chosen to seek us out. More pressing, to my mind at least, was the fact no one had ever given me a good reason for our long decay and isolation. At first, I suspected that the adepts I spoke to were being evasive. Later I realised the truth – they had no idea either. I was like a revenant to them – a spectre of a forgotten age. The Throneworld was a planet of scholars, who liked to put things in their proper place, and I had no place at all, proper or otherwise.

			I thought that perhaps we would be discarded again. Despite the fact that so many of us had already died in the frenetic sequence of events following our rediscovery, I thought it at least likely that some Council edict or regulation would see us dispatched to the void, an embarrassing reminder of an Imperium that should have died a long time ago.

			I was wrong about that, at least to begin with. The High Lords, they told me, were no longer governing the Imperium. A scandalised member of the Adeptus Astra Telepathica told me so, her eyes wide with a kind of outraged pleasure. Rumours ran through the entire Senatorum and beyond concerning Guilliman, who was, so they all said, working his way through the echelons of power like a grox through a fodder warehouse. Everything was changing. Everything would be better. The corruption would disappear, the victories would start to roll in.

			Humanity. So stupid, so weak. They would cling on to anything at all rather than look themselves in the eye and try to be honest about how they had failed. Guilliman was an individual. A tall one, no doubt, with an impressive sword, but one just the same. He could be ended by a stray vortex grenade, or a Titan’s payload, or a lone warp-core breach, and then we would be back to where we were before, only weakened by that delusive old scoundrel, hope.

			At least, that is what I thought then. I would like to think the same now, but I can’t, not quite. Not since I met him.

			I was still under the care of the medicae teams, although they were already heartily sick of me, and I of them. In a few days they would be transferring me to a forward assault detachment, and I would be glad to see the back of the world that had given me nothing but disappointment since I had arrived. I could see a path opening up for me, a way to serve, and I began to contemplate going to war again.

			Then he arrived. In my chamber. Unannounced, without an escort, dressed in simple robes and carrying no visible weapon.

			I must have stared at him, stupidly, for too long.

			‘Forgive me, Sister,’ he said, bowing. ‘I have so little time, and they burden me with so many pressing things, but I had to take the opportunity, while I was here. They told me you were returned to health.’

			What does a baseline human see, when they see a primarch? I do not know. Perhaps they perceive the warp flowing through their veins. Perhaps they are dazzled by that. Maybe they are shocked into silence.

			I saw an old, old man. It didn’t matter that his body was perfect, and that he carried himself with the balanced poise of a Space Marine, or that his eyes burned with a cold and clear light. He was ancient. His skin might have been stone. He was cast out of time, a relic spun from its prescribed orbit and sent hurtling into the unwelcoming present. Stripped of soul-fire, he resembled an old furnace, once booming with flame, now dark and echoing.

			If I had been alive in his own time, perhaps I would have had the same impression as I did just then. Or maybe the long aeons had changed him, stripping out that which once made him vital, and leaving only the ossified shell, the thing that made him so physically strong.

			But he had something, I’ll give him that. It was hard to look him in the eye. You could not have laughed at him.

			I am almost there, I signed, inclining my head respectfully.

			‘They want you gone from here,’ Guilliman told me. I suspect he could have used battle-sign as readily as he understood it, or even Thoughtmark, but he didn’t. ‘You are an embarrassment for too many people. They want you off to war as quickly as possible, out of sight, out of sensation.’ He looked directly at me. Few people ever did that. ‘I do not want that for you. If Valoris had not recalled you all when he did, I would now be looking for you myself. Combat is the easy part. Construction – that is the challenge.’

			He was rattling through some prepared offer, I could tell. He had not been lying about the pressure on his scarce time – no doubt he was needed in a dozen other places at that moment.

			I wish to serve, I signed. That, I concede now, may have been a mistake.

			‘I know,’ Guilliman said. ‘So I make two requests of you. They are requests, not orders, since you have no formal command structures yet. The first is that you allow me to honour you, publicly. I wish to remind this world that it has defenders. The second is that you do not take up the position that has been offered to you, but instead travel to Luna. Your Sisterhood’s citadel is still there, though in what state I do not know. I have appointed a commander again to restore it, and I wish her to have the best working for her. What say you?’

			Luna. I had not even set eyes on our ancestral home since returning to Terra – the toxic cloud cover here was too permanent, making it easy to imagine that the moon was simply no longer there at all.

			I hesitated. That was not what I had had in mind. I hated Terra, and getting away from it, getting as far away as possible, had been at the forefront of my thoughts. I had even wondered whether I might be able to find a way back to Arraissa somehow, to see if anything had survived of my old enclave.

			He was no fool, though, Guilliman. If he was not quite a literal mind reader, then he was perceptive enough to know what mattered to people.

			‘I do not know why or how your kind was ever permitted to wither,’ he said. ‘The answers may never be found. But if any clues remain, they will be there, in the ruins of Somnus.’

			And that was what did it, of course. He was giving me the chance to uncover answers to questions that refused to go away. And Somnus was not quite on Terra, so that was something. For all I knew, things were different on Luna. I could possibly make a greater mark there. I could help ensure that the mistakes of the past were not repeated.

			So I said yes. I gave the simplest gesture for the affirmative, and he took it to mean that I acquiesced to both his requests. In truth, though, I only ever agreed to the second offer.

			Perhaps he had misunderstood my reply, and my subsequently getting wrapped up in that damned ceremony was a genuine mistake on his part. But I don’t think he made many mistakes, and, as I look back at that brief conversation, it annoys me how expertly he handled me.

			Primarchs. I remain glad we only have to contend with one of them.

			He chose to have it on one of the large parade grounds to the south of the great Tower of Heroes. I could understand why, given his intent. Many of the huge structures overlooking the open space were still damaged from the first prolonged bout of disorder, but the dominating profile of the tower projected a reassuring air of solidity. It rose up into the hazy skies like a jutting spear of black granite, cracked with age, the many stone figures on its six sides worn smooth and featureless. At the summit, lost in the drifting smog, was the Bell of Lost Souls itself, mercifully silent for the time being.

			He had worked hard to make the place look the part. Titans stood in ranks across the parade ground, their guns draped with battle-standards, their hunchbacked torsos leaking smoke. Infantry squares from hundreds of Astra Militarum units stood to attention, flanked by the growl of their idling armour columns. Banners swayed from the balconies of every building, all depicting some great victory of the past age. Sigismund the Champion was there, picked out in gold thread on heavy, iron-weighted cloth. Sanguinius was there too, predictably, shown in a dazzling array of iconic Ministorum-approved presentations. Military music blared from stacked vox-emitters, making the air shake and the dust underfoot shift.

			At the foot of the tower, a grand stage had been erected. Even from a distance it looked spectacular, clad in golden plate and diamond-studded finials, its high roof fluted with gothic detail, its crown surmounted by the symbols of the Adeptus Terra and Ultramar. Squads of many Space Marines stood in Chapter formation around it, all of them as static and imposing as stalagmites. Ministers of the Church roved everywhere, spraying incense from hovering pump-guns, swinging heavy reliquaries, roaring out hymns of praise to the Returned Primarch and his Eternal Father.

			There must have been hundreds of thousands assembled there, packing every square metre of rockcrete, arranged into disciplined regiments and battalions, a perfect snapshot of the Imperial war machine in all its varied splendour. Squadrons of atmospheric fighters shot overhead, releasing airbursts of golden flak as they went, followed by coordinated flights of Imperial Navy gunships. Linked pict-emitters piped every choreographed sequence into the communal viewing chambers of every hab-unit on the planet. Every speech was recorded as it took place, immediately transcribed onto parchment and data-wafer, before being shunted off to the transport hubs for rapid off-world distribution.

			Guilliman wanted this seen. He wanted it heard. There would be few opportunities for him to gather his forces again in a place where such wide dissemination would be possible, and so the opportunity had to be taken while the chance remained.

			I have to admit, the effect was impressive. Even I, as cynical a soul as had ever worn Imperial armour, found myself a little stirred by the sights before me. I saw the parade of heroes, those who had fought at the Lion’s Gate as I had, as well as those who had smashed their way here from Ultramar, all of them carrying their wounds and their battle damage proudly, and felt my withered heart beat a little faster. I saw the sheer magnitude of what had been gathered, and began to wonder, dangerously, whether some kind of revival might be possible after all. The tower above us had existed for eternity, as far as I knew. Its bell had tolled many thousands of times, and would toll again, but it was still guarded, still tended, and that counted for something.

			The gathered hosts listened attentively to the many sermons and speeches, all of them amplified from the stage by the banks of vox-emitters. Generals gave orations on the infinite power of the Astra Militarum and its inexhaustible numbers, and admirals told us just how many new battleships were rolling off the production lines on a hundred forge worlds, all destined to take the fight back to the enemy. So far, that was little different to the endlessly rotated stuff found on Ministorum and Departmento Munitorum propaganda reels, albeit backed up by some spectacular visuals.

			But then the primarch took to his feet, and the crowd roared. And I mean they roared. The noise was astonishing, rising unbidden, voluntarily, from mouths that were used to being clamped shut from fear. There was an edge to that huge noise, a slight flavour of desperation. You sensed, somehow, that if the Space Marines had not been there, or if the stage had not been cordoned by multiple layers of flaywire and auto-turrets, they might have rushed the podium then, desperate to get closer to the protector in whom so much had been invested.

			Guilliman strode up to the aquila-prowed lectern, its gaudy bulk thrust high, towering over the massed regiments, and the light glinted sharply from his armour. It was not Terra’s grey sunlight, of course – powerful lumen beams had been artfully arranged to converge on him, making the metallic swirls over his cobalt plate blaze almost painfully. He moved in a nimbus of gold and silver, his limbs blurred by it. His face swam across every screen-stack, flawless and stone-hard. His expression was exactly the same as it was in his sanctioned images – resolute, calm, unyielding. He gripped the edge of the lectern, leaned forward, and began to speak.

			I do not remember much of what he said. Perhaps others do, intent on recalling every part of it, so that they might tell their children and grandchildren of the time they listened to the words of a living god on the holy ground of Terra. I was too busy marvelling at the effect he had on them. The roar fell away to perfect silence. Even the Titan engines seemed to still, stalling in reverence. They all looked to him, thousands and thousands of hopeful eyes, fixed laser-like on that single point. Beyond the parade ground, I knew billions more would be riveted, huddled around their tiny vid-screens, squinting hard at the rastered images and straining to catch the hissing audex.

			I do remember the climax of his oration, though. That was where he told them of his intent, not merely to recover lost ground, but to strike out beyond that, turning defeat into victory, just as he had done in the Age of Wonder.

			‘Indomitus!’ he cried. I think that was the first time it had been named that, at least in public. ‘The crusade that reconquers, burning the enemy from our worlds as disease is burned from the body. I shall not rest! I shall not pause. I shall strike them where they stand. I shall strike them as they flee. I shall lay their walls low, I shall break open their gates. None shall be spared, and none shall be forgiven. And if any ask you what you should feel towards those who have brought this war to us, I say that you should be thankful – be thankful that you live in these times, when our long slumber has ended, and we can rise up and remember that we are strong.’

			It was impossible not to be affected by that. Perhaps the response was more profound for those with souls, but even I found myself imagining the crusade as he pictured it for us, thundering out into the void with his flaming sword at its head. I found myself imagining that he could win. It was a suggestive, perilous thought.

			After that, the rest of it passed in something of a blur. Guilliman honoured those who had fought hardest with him on the road to Terra. One by one, the heroes of his journey were brought forward, each to ecstatic bellows from the crowd. Many were Space Marines, whom I imagine cared nothing for the adulation of the masses, but understood what Guilliman was doing and played their part accordingly.

			Then came the recognition for the Lion’s Gate, and, with a sudden spike of recognition, I saw Valerian walk up to the podium, clad in his restored armour. It was the first time I had seen him since Vorlese. He went helmless, and I caught a glimpse again of that starkly handsome face, serene and untroubled by the extravagant theatre around him. He bore scars now, though – wounds from cursed blades that I guessed would never properly heal.

			He had sent me messages during my recovery, asking to meet. I had ignored them all, not because I did not wish to see him again, but because – and I cringe now to recall it – I was not ready. I did not want him to see me weak. And I did not know how it would make me feel, to be reunited with him after coming so close to death in his company.

			You may think this foolish. Remember, though, that we are not used to the kindness of others. We are used to being shunned. After a while, it becomes easier to expect that, and correspondingly difficult to deal with anything else. Valerian was a strange character, one whose basic lack of human understanding made him oddly attuned to our own distinctiveness. He was not repelled by us, because in many ways he was not repelled by anything. He just was, nothing more and nothing less, and that was sometimes hard to deal with.

			So I watched him as all the others watched, as a spectator. I saw Guilliman crown him with the laurel wreath taken from Ultramar, one that rose from his armour like curled eagle’s wings. Valerian was named a Hero of the Lion’s Gate, an ancient honour taken from the only other time in history that the bastion had come under attack. Once the wreath had been affixed – an odd combination of Adeptus Astartes livery with his older Adeptus Custodes armour-profile – Valerian turned to face the assembled hosts, bathing for a moment in adulation that I do not suppose for a moment he truly understood.

			And then it was my turn. I walked up the steps, clad also in my reconditioned armour, feeling the blaze of lumens on me, wafted by that rolling sonic wall of cheering. The primarch gazed down at me, and took up a longsword in both hands. I recognised the marque at once – an Executioner greatblade, just like the one destroyed on the hell-ship, but far finer. It was old. Its antiquity bled from it, just as it did from him, and I knew without being told that the weapon came from his own age.

			‘The Somnus Blade,’ he said, offering it to me. ‘Once borne by–’

			Do not tell me, I warned him. You’ve already given me too much to live up to.

			He smiled. As I took the sword, feeling its weight, he looked up. For a moment, I saw his upturned face bathed in hard light, and at such closeness the flaws and blemishes on that toughened skin were visible. He was mortal, after all. He was a man, or like a man, limited by time and space.

			Just by being there next to him, I was party to the deception. I was on the stage with him, sharing the adulation of the distant throng, projecting an image of ineffable strength. And yet, like the platform we stood on, the gold facade was sliver-thin, the foundations crude and hastily put together. He had let me get that close. So perhaps he didn’t care that I saw the truth of it all. Or perhaps he, too, had been seduced by his own rhetoric.

			I turned, just as Valerian and all the others turned, and we faced the multitudes. I do not know what the others all thought, watching the euphoric display. My own feelings were mixed. I could see the sense in it all. I could see how it would help heal recently cut wounds.

			But it was all so fragile. I stole a glance at Valerian. As ever, his expression was virtually unreadable.

			So I looked back out. I soaked up the adulation. On any other day, those people would have avoided eye contact with me, made a protective sign, hissed a curse or turned away in disgust. Now they were cheering.

			Enjoy it while you can, I told myself. It can’t last. 
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			You will forgive, I hope, the density of detail here while I try to explain the situation that confronted us once he was gone. I shall not weary you with its full complexity – like all histories, this is of course a simplification – but just a little explanation, here at the start, will be required.

			For ten thousand years, a sole institution, composed of just twelve men and women, had governed the Imperium. The High Lords of Terra had, across the many generations, been charged with all the great decisions of state, guiding our species through its many trials and challenges. No greater power existed within the many layers of the Adeptus Terra. The High Lords themselves were always regents, always stewards, operating as intermediaries between us and He who eternally guides us from His Golden Throne, attempting to divine His will through speculation, scholarship, the utilisation of prayer or the Tarot. None challenged them, for all that. Regents they may have been, but they behaved like kings.

			Now the situation had changed. Less than four months after our short meeting in his chambers, and just after staging his great ceremony of renewal, Guilliman left Terra. It was he now who interpreted the will of the Emperor. As well as becoming the Lord Commander of the Imperium’s military forces, he also took up the mantle of Imperial Regent. The High Lords had been used to serving a silent god. They now served a living man. I think even they were slow to realise just what that meant.

			The most immediate implication was the change in personnel. Guilliman had lost no time in imposing his will on the Senatorum, knowing that while he was fully occupied in matters of war he would need reliable legates on Terra to keep the business of government in operation. He had spoken to all of them individually. Of the original twelve, five were replaced – one as a result of death, the other four as a result of Guilliman’s command.

			The highest profile casualty was Irthu Haemotalion, the old Master of the Administratum. He had been the most powerful of the old Twelve, and one of the longest serving. In the immediate aftermath of the catastrophe striking us, he had argued most powerfully for the policy of retrenchment, ordering the cessation of even short-range void traffic while the Astronomican was down. Had that edict been strictly observed, we would have lost the Vorlese Gate, thus delaying the Indomitus Crusade by many years. For that misjudgement alone he was liable for removal, but there were other marks against his character. He was a leading member of what was known in the Palace as the Static Tendency – the position that the Imperium’s constitution had been proven to be perfect by a clear understanding of historical law and theology, and that any attempt to fundamentally change the established settlement amounted to treason against the Emperor Himself. Haemotalion would never have agreed to even Guilliman’s more tentative reforms, and so was removed from office with immediate effect.

			With him went Uila Lamma, the Paternoval Envoy; Khania Dhanda, the Speaker of the Chartist Captains; and Baldo Slyst, the Ecclesiarch. Lamma departed for reasons that eluded me. She had been a supporter of my old master’s attempts to bring the Adeptus Custodes into active service again, and in fact had gone further than most in arguing for wholesale revisions to the laws that governed us. Perhaps that had been her error – she might have been too enthusiastic. Guilliman, after all, had been the author of the Codex Astartes, as well as many other elements of the Lex Imperialis, and had no desire to effect full-scale revolution, just make the changes he deemed necessary to ensure survival. 

			Slyst, by contrast, was one of the strictest adherents of the Static Tendency I have ever met. He was an impulsive man, one for whom the narrowest interpretation of the Emperor’s will was the only tolerable one. Given his temperament and influence over the sprawling Church, like Haemotalion he could not possibly have remained in place. Dhanda continued as Speaker, but Guilliman decided that the Council needed to be orientated more closely towards military, rather than civilian, matters. As a result, she ceased to be counted as a High Lord and withdrew to her fortress at the Nexus Axiomatic to rebuild the trade networks that had been so badly damaged by the psionic upheaval during the Beacon’s outage.

			After those five departures came five new arrivals. The new Master of the Administratum was Violeta Roskavler, who had previously headed the Departmento Munitorum. She had a reputation as a logistics genius – suitably enough, given her past role – and had been chosen to ensure that the Indomitus Crusade was kept fully supplied. She was not thought to be overtly political, which reflected, I suppose, the new military direction of the Council. She was not a native of Terra either, hailing instead from the ice-and-fire world of Inwit, though that meant relatively little in an Imperium of a million planets. From what I knew of her, I liked her – she was level-headed and hard-working. I wondered if she had the temperament for the snake pit of the Senatorum, but that could only be proved by surviving it, and so I was prepared to give her the benefit of the doubt.

			Alongside her, the new Master of the Astronomican was Lucius Throde, taken from Kerapliades’ staff at the Adeptus Astra Telepathica and given the daunting task of setting the Forbidden Fortress in order. The new Ecclesiarch was Eos Ritira, whom Guilliman had brought with him from Ultramar and who was seen as a reformer. The new Paternoval Envoy was Kadak Mir, who, just as always, was something of a cipher for the true masters of the ancient Navigator Houses. Of the greatest interest to me, however, was Dhanda’s replacement. Mar Av Ashariel was the Lord Commander Militant of the Astra Militarum, a position that had always been exceptionally powerful, but with elevation to the High Council became even more influential. The motivation was self-evident – the bulk of the Indomitus Crusade’s fighting strength would be supplied by the Guard, so it was clearly advantageous to have their advocate at the highest table of them all.

			Once the dust had settled on the changes, I was left to ponder three main conclusions. The first was that the balance of power on the Council was now firmly with the various branches of the Imperial military. It was clear that Terra had been ordered to serve the crusade, not the other way around. The second was that the Static Tendency had been weakened, but not eradicated. Some surviving members of the Council, such as the Grand Provost Marshal and the Grand Master of Assassins, were known to be Static sympathisers, which demonstrated the difficult balancing act between factions Guilliman was attempting to pull off. Third, the newcomers were in many cases inexperienced politicians, at least in contrast to their incumbent counterparts, and so would have a steep learning curve ahead of them if they were to hold their own amid the poisoned scheming of the Senatorum’s power games.

			My only desire was to help them. I had no particular agenda of my own, other than to see the Council return to full effectiveness. I was one of those many thousands of adepts whose life and purpose was wholly bound up in the Great Machine, as we called it – the towering bureaucracy of the mighty Imperial edifice. We were advisers, scholars, enablers and functionaries, trained to adhere to the letter of the law and never to exceed it.

			That principle is so easy to state, and yet in practice so hard to achieve. I had observed Tieron’s conduct over the many prior decades, and occasionally balked at his choices, particularly when he pushed a specific policy of his own or leaned hard on someone to get something done. Now, having been placed into the same position, I understand a little more why he made such decisions. Impartiality is a terrible position to maintain, like walking along a narrow ridge between chasms on either side. It would have been difficult enough in normal times, but now we were beset by unprecedented gales, liable to be thrown from our footholds and sent tumbling one way or the other.

			I knew I needed to act swiftly, to secure my position and strike out for what I wanted. I sat down with Mordecai, and we pored over the biographies of those we now served, and considered what we knew and what we didn’t. Guilliman’s words to me still resounded in my mind. The reforms had been enacted, and now I had to maintain them. Some were already calling this the Reform Council, as if its place in the history tomes were already assured.

			‘We must move alongside the new blood,’ Mordecai said, grudgingly. He didn’t at all like the idea that there was new blood. ‘Make ourselves indispensable.’

			He was right, but I had to choose my path carefully. I could not be seen to be showing favour to one side or the other. I did not yet command Tieron’s dense webs of obligation and patronage, and so had to rely on persuasion and argument – always the weakest of the tools at our disposal.

			‘We’re underprotected,’ I said, studying piles of ledgers sent to me by my scholiasts. ‘The ramparts are empty. The anarchy is getting worse. It can’t be allowed to continue.’

			Mordecai looked up at me. ‘Then you’ve decided who to see first,’ he said.

			‘I have,’ I said, getting up. ‘Wish me luck.’

			It took a long time to secure a meeting. There were lots of possible reasons for this – the Senatorum was still in a state of disarray, the new High Lords were still moving their extensive staffs to their assigned offices, communications were still patchy. Or perhaps he just didn’t want to see me.

			High Lords, in my experience, were always prickly characters. They had no time for fools or weaklings. Their every decision governed the lives of billions, and that level of responsibility made them, at the very least, hard to deal with. You had to look them in the eye, show them you meant business; never give off an air of undue deference or slackness of will, or they would run you over.

			So I kept at it. I never went to him in person, but always sent subordinates, not intending to devalue the office I held by begging. Eventually, having made it clear that I was not going away, I received the acceptance I was after – terse agreement, signed by a junior adept and transmitted over an unsecured channel.

			That was a slight, but one that could be ignored for the moment. He would have to learn, over time, that the Council relied on its advisers, and that without us nothing much could ever be achieved.

			I wore my formal robes of office, together with the heavy aquila chain that Tieron in his final years as chancellor had rarely bothered with. I took a grav-barge over to his fortress, perched up on the high northern escarpments of the Outer Wall. The buildings there were heavy-set, bleak, made to weather orbital strikes. Every aspect of them was military, from the utilitarian profile of the high ramparts to the heavy drone presence in the skies above. Our barge was challenged several times on the inbound flight, and shadowed all the while by fast-attack flyers bristling with shock-cannons.

			It was late in the day by the time we were given clearance to enter the main hangars, and by then dark grey skies scudded overhead. The worst of the psi-storms had abated at that stage, and we had all become used again to the steady heat and humidity of the punishing Terran climate. Air traffic had returned following the short hiatus during the major riots, and Arbites units were still out in large numbers, but there was a tension there nonetheless, one that the grand parades had only temporarily eclipsed. I looked out at the darkening spires, many still charred and smouldering, and saw a tense world ready to ignite again.

			We were escorted inside the hangar’s interior by no less than six Axis hunter-killer flyers. Once my barge had set down, I gathered my robes about me and made my way down the ramp to be greeted by a delegation of Militarum officers. The most senior of them was a regimental captain, a man in a khaki dress uniform and a black half-cloak. Now, that really was insulting.

			‘Greetings, lord chancellor,’ he said, making the sign of the aquila. ‘Captain Slef Derrem at your service. The High Lord awaits you within.’

			I stood before him. I looked him slowly up and down. ‘Protocol demands reception by colonel-rank or greater,’ I said crisply. ‘Next time, ensure he sends someone appropriate.’ Derrem stiffened a little, but I gave him no chance to reply, whether it was to protest or apologise, and set off.

			We walked in silence from the hangar to the High Lord’s chambers. It was a long journey, and the captain seemed to find it awkward – no doubt he was used to dealing with subordinates who ran to obey his orders. I remained relaxed. This was a just a little game, the kind we all had to indulge in at the start. We reached our destination, and Derrem withdrew. I was escorted to the High Lord’s personal chambers by civilian adepts in black robes. We reached a pair of high steel doors, both bearing the engraved sigil of the Astra Militarum. These opened as we approached, and I was shepherded inside.

			The chamber beyond was large and old. It had seen better days, and its long-term occupants were not the sort to worry overmuch about decoration. It looked much as I imagine a command bunker would look on a planetary battlefield – lined with hololith generators and banks of comms equipment. A row of battle standards hung along one wall, all furled with golden chains. Granite eagles’ heads jutted out from the chamber’s interior walls. Everything was impeccably clean, though utilitarian.

			Mar Av Ashariel was standing in front of a great rockcrete desk, arms folded, looking as solid and unlovely as the rest of the room’s contents. He wore the black-green dress uniform of his old regiment, the Catharti Arraigners, one of the fabled Old Hundred of Terra. A line of iron medals was pinned across his taut chest, and a sabre with an ebony hilt hung at his waist. He was short, powerfully built, with a thick neck and close-shorn white hair.

			‘My lord,’ I said, nodding my head by a fraction.

			He grunted. I could see a coin being passed from one finger to another within a clenched fist. I wasn’t sure why he was doing that. Perhaps to display how little importance he placed on this meeting.

			‘I trust you have been given the assistance you require,’ I said, ‘since taking your high office.’

			‘Nothing works,’ he said. His voice was snapped and tight, made hoarse by years of bawling into voxes under fire. ‘The place is a shambles.’

			I settled myself for a gruelling encounter. ‘You will appreciate that we have been operating under duress these last few months. Things will improve.’

			‘They had better,’ he said. He unfolded his arms. ‘So, what do you want here, chancellor? I am busy. In case it had slipped your mind, a crusade is in progress.’

			‘I would not have troubled you were it not important.’ He was still toying with that damned coin. I felt like grabbing it from him. ‘Seldom has a High Council contained as many new members as it does now. We face the greatest threat to our existence we have known since the Great Heresy, and the resources available to us are scarcer than I can ever remember. You are used to field command, lord, but you may not be familiar with how things operate here. I come to offer you my assistance. You must remember that the capabilities of me and my staff are at your disposal.’

			Ashariel looked at me blankly. I began to wonder how acute he really was. He had a reputation for tactical brilliance, but perhaps that meant little when the las-bolts weren’t flying. ‘I have my own staff,’ he said.

			‘Yes, I know. But this is Terra.’ I folded my own arms, keeping my aquila chain in view. ‘I will be frank. I am concerned about the pace of change. This world is still only half-governed. We are out of contact with much of the southern hemisphere, and large areas within comm range remain under dubious control. That is unconscionable. This is the Throneworld, and we barely have mastery of it.’ He looked like he wished to interject, but I kept talking. ‘If things were otherwise, we would be pulling regiments back from a dozen sectors to put these fires out, but we cannot, because the Lord Guilliman has taken them all with him. There are those on the Council who remain relaxed about this, but I do not share their confidence. You have a reputation as a prudent man, my lord. I suspect you are also unconvinced.’

			Ashariel grunted again. His body projected an air of astonishing immobility, as if the entire bastion might subside into rubble around him and he would still be there, ugly and objectionable. ‘Indomitus has been launched,’ he said, the tone of his voice unchanged. ‘A thousand regiments from a thousand worlds are being mobilised. All Naval assets from here to Vigilus are requisitioned for troop transfer. My comms staff take a hundred messages every hour, from every backwater world you and I have never heard of, all demanding arms and armour. That is the reality. That is the priority.’

			‘For the Imperium, no doubt,’ I said. ‘But that only matters if the centre holds.’ I looked over at the rows of standards he kept furled. ‘There are many battles, some of them easier to spy than others. There is a struggle for our soul here, right under our noses, and that occupies me just as much as the battlefronts of the void.’

			‘These things are your concern.’

			‘No,’ I said, turning back to him. ‘They are yours. That is the point.’ I tried to find the right words to convince him. ‘Listen to me. The Regent has made great changes. Some have been welcomed, some will be resisted. Some see him as the saviour of our age, others wish he had never come back. Now he has gone again, those battles will only grow, and they will take place here, on a world that is bruised and bleeding and ripe to lapse back into anarchy. If an enemy wished to unravel all he has done, then they would make use of that.’ He was listening to me, I’ll give him that, albeit sceptically. ‘All eyes are turned to the stars. I understand that. But if we do not make the masses here feel secure again, then you will lose their trust, and with it the Council.’

			He sniffed. ’I never cared for the opinion of the masses.’

			‘You were a soldier then. Now you are a minister to the Throne.’

			I might have imagined it, but I thought he winced at that, just a little. Maybe he had taken the position out of duty, and would have preferred his old life of rations, transports and underground bunkers.

			‘State what you want, then,’ he said, gruffly. ‘Plainly.’

			‘Three more full-strength regiments of Astra Militarum, here, landed on-world, to reinforce what is already garrisoned,’ I said. ‘A subsector-level battlegroup in strike-ready orbit. Joint command centres established at each planetary nexus. Terra placed under general edict of control.’

			He smiled. It was not a pleasant thing to witness. ‘And what battlefront would you pull these forces from, chancellor?’ 

			I looked him in the eye. ‘That is for you to decide, my lord,’ I said. ‘You give the commands.’

			I had made the calculation that Ashariel was a man who enjoyed being stood up to. Such a man, in my estimation, would treat with an equal while disdaining a subordinate. Flattery would have little effect, and threats none at all.

			There had always been the chance I was wrong.

			‘What you ask for is impossible,’ Ashariel said, his brief smile dying. ‘Terra has its own protectors.’

			I was still looking him in the eye. ‘They will not be enough,’ I said.

			He looked right back at me. ‘Things have changed now, chancellor. Others, yourself included, must begin to learn what that means.’

			‘Think on it, I urge you.’

			‘I have done.’ There was a cold pleasure, there, I think, in those porcine eyes. ‘For generations, the High Lords have treated the Guard as infinitely expendable. We were sacrificed, in our billions, for Terra. Now a general has arrived, worthy of service, who takes the fight to the Enemy, not just to hold them back, but to defeat them. If this world were emptied, its cathedrals silenced, its hives stripped bare, that would still be victory. Do you understand me, chancellor? I care nothing for this planet. The fates of a million other worlds are my concern now.’

			I had not expected that. The High Lords had ever squabbled and schemed, but always over the same prize. Now, it seemed, that was no longer what they coveted most of all. There were greater objectives, greater dangers, greater games.

			Perhaps Ashariel was right. Perhaps I needed to learn what all of this meant.

			‘You cannot believe that,’ I said, but I failed to make the statement bite.

			He turned away.

			‘Go now, chancellor,’ he said, dismissively. ‘Find another target for your intrigues. I have a crusade to run.’
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			It would be called the Argent Chamber. I do not know who styled it thus – it was not me. A simple name, by our standards, and one that carried little enough weight with it. I suspect that was the purpose – to blend into the many thousands of other factions and cadres and operational groups of the Aquilan Shield, so that, if records were ever kept of what we had done, then they might be overlooked or forgotten quickly. These were the times in which we now lived.

			For our order’s entire history, we had been loosely organised. Our formations were fleeting things, in general – put together in order to counter specific threats, then dissolved or changed. We were too individual to fight alongside one another in rigid battalions, and our hierarchy was not deep. The Argent Chamber was one of many dozens of detachments I had served in over the long years, and I did not expect it to last much longer than any of the others. I was to be its leader – a shield-captain, just as I had been for a very long time. Those serving with me, six ­warriors taken from a number of other chambers, were mostly unfamiliar. I had fought alongside our vexillus praetor on one previous occasion, during an encounter that I shall not name here. His name was Ravathain, and I admired his skill with the sentinel blade. He spoke softly, and had gentle features, but there was a darkness extant in his bladeplay, as if in that action he felt free to discharge an aspect of himself that was normally kept suppressed. If so, I did not disapprove of the principle. In combat, we were freer than at any other time. Many of us used killing as a rare moment of expression amid a life of near-unrelenting duty. I had done so myself, on the Heartspite, and felt that I would do so again.

			The names of the other five were Halleon, Anonasta, Kleas, Ximander and Penjad. I looked into their faces at our first meeting, and I saw the flawless lines of their features, set in deep ebony, or soft amber, or porcelain white. Each had been taken from a different sodality, plucked from short-lived ties of comradeship and placed into a new vessel of command. They would bring little with them other than themselves. They would carry no badges of allegiance or icons of triumph, only their names, their deeds, their perfect memories.

			We spoke together, that night, in one of the many ancient chambers of the Tower. The candles were lit, making our armour glint with wavering smudges of amber-gold. We told one another what we had done, when the foulness had come to Terra. It had become a habit among us, to recount our deeds in that singular hour. Perhaps, shorn of so much else, it was a way to bind ourselves together. I learned that Kleas had been within sight of the primarch for much of the fighting. I learned that Ximander was the only survivor of his shield company, the Emerald Clave. I learned that Penjad had taken a wound so grievous that for many days after the battle his fate had seemed likely to lead him to the Moritoi, and that Halleon and Anonasta had, by chance or providence, both been stationed on the mid-right flank of the main advance, and thus had been honoured to march alongside Trajann Valoris once the back of the enemy had been broken.

			As for myself, I told them what I had done, even though I guessed they knew it already. I was a Hero of the Lion’s Gate, after all, gifted the ­laurel wreath in honour of my deeds there and afterwards. I took no pride and felt no shame as I spoke. I told it fairly, recalling the part played by Justi­car Alcuin and his brothers, as well as that played by Tanau Aleya and her Sisters. As the words left my mouth, I remembered how it had been, with the fires bursting like oil from the ground under our feet, red and angry as heart’s-blood, the daemonkind screaming. If I closed my eyes, I might have been back there again, under the shadow of the beast.

			The world seemed a little greyer, after that. It seemed a little chillier, with the vivid horror of it drained away. Like mortals blinking after looking into the sun, we had to readjust now, calibrate our reality against a different yardstick.

			All of us knew our duty. The Throneworld had been wounded deep. Millions had been slain or scattered, causing widespread anarchy across all urban sectors. The opening of the Great Rift had affected this place more acutely than many worlds, despite our physical distance from its epicentre, because the Rift was a creation of the ether, and Terra was anchored in the other realm more deeply than any other world inhabited by humanity. Those gifted with Sight had been blinded, and those sensitive to the currents of the Unseen Ocean had been shrived. Disorder still reigned, and that could not be allowed to continue. 

			‘We have a name, now,’ I told them. ‘The Splintered.’

			The term had come to us from the many agents we still had scattered throughout the straggling, smouldering conurbations. Things had become perilous for them, and many had ceased reporting, but we still had a damaged net of spies, harried and isolated, but doing their duty as we had trained them.

			‘Supposition,’ I said. ‘The shock of the Rift birthed many cults and rebellions, driven by the madness of the breach. These were phenomena of the event, and were contained. But the Enemy is on his way – this we know. So there will be others now, planned with greater precision, designed to cause longer-term weakness.’

			They listened. They knew this. We were rehearsing the reasons for our actions, just as we often did, saying the name of the cause and the quarry before we raised our blades against it.

			‘The Splintered are one such group. Or, I should say, groups – they are diffuse by design. We believe many cults take the name, some that don’t know what it means, others who do, and these are working towards a single objective. What is that? We can assume. They wish to harry us, keep us busy. They wish to disrupt, to prevent this world from recovering its equilibrium again. If Terra is unstable, the Imperium is unstable.’

			Ravathain looked at me intently. ‘Then the Imperium should look to them,’ he offered.

			I knew what he meant. Before Vorlese, I might have said the same. Our task back then had been limited – to protect the Palace, to hunt only those threats that led directly to the chamber of the Throne itself. Now, though, we had been given licence for more. My actions had played a small part in that, it was true, but the change had already been coming. Everything was connected, now. Every node bled into every other node, a process driven by our weakness in the face of the coming Enemy.

			Or perhaps Ravathain merely meant that this quarry was beneath us. We had faced the daemonkin of the great unravelling, and so it was natural to see any other enemy as unworthy of our attention. In that, too, I had some sympathy.

			‘The Regent has charged us with this task,’ I said, and immediately regretted the choice of words. Ravathain was far too composed to give much away, but I was not a fool. I knew that accepting the Laurel had not been received with enthusiasm by all my comrades. I would be seen as Guilliman’s creature, whatever the truth of the matter. 

			But we had become a prideful order. Perhaps that had always been the way of us, but it seemed to me that we could not afford much pride in this current age. I am sure that long ago a Custodian would have scorned the honours of a primarch, knowing that we were made for a higher purpose than the one they represented. In Guilliman, though, I saw a great hope for renewal. If that meant swallowing some of that infinite pride, just to give him the symbols he needed, then I was prepared to do it. It did not make me his creature. I was no one’s creature, save for the one who had made us.

			‘And the Captain-General?’ asked Ravathain.

			‘He is in agreement,’ I said. 

			Ravathain nodded. Knowing that Valoris was behind the order seemed to be enough.

			You may think this exchange a mild one, hardly worthy of mention. For us, though, used to millennia of uncomplicated service, it felt close to outright dissent. We were having to adapt, having been dragged into the open by circumstance, and there was uncertainty here. 

			‘If Terra remains in turmoil, the Throne cannot be protected,’ I went on, reinforcing the essential point. ‘That is the calculation. Too few remain to quell these fires, and so we must do so. It is honourable work. And even if it were not, duty compels us to obey.’

			‘Then you have a target in mind,’ said Anonasta, the one with the porcelain-white skin.

			‘I do,’ I said.

			We took a Talion gunship out of the Palace. The vehicle was one of our smaller transports, capable of carrying the seven of us but with little room for more. This one, Rastava, had seen action during the Lion’s Gate incursion and still bore the scars of it. It had undergone extensive reconditioning, including ritual purification of its systems, but its golden lines were still blackened.

			It took some time for us make our way through the walls. Security in the Palace was ratchet-tight, fuelled by a paranoia that had been slow to ebb. We were challenged by sentinels from our own order, as well as tracked by the scanners of a dozen others. The Grey Knights of Titan had left members of their brotherhood within the Inner Palace, and though their presence was hidden from most, we knew when they were watching us. No doubt senior members of the Inquisition were monitoring air traffic closely too, as were the standing armies of Palatine Sentinels and Lucifer Blacks, in addition to the very highest echelons of the Adeptus Arbites. So many factions and clades, all overlapping, all watching, all with their fingers on the trigger.

			I left Ravathain to respond to any hails worthy of our attention, and studied the view from the fore portals. Once through the heavily armoured main walls, passing through the strobing flicker of long exit tunnels where ranks of suppression gunships hung in their launch-cages, we emerged into the familiar brown-grey haze of Terran daylight.

			I remembered how it had looked to me right at the start of this upheaval, before the daemons had come. Then, the lines of hab-blocks had been grim in their sheer immensity, stretching for unbroken kilometre after kilometre. The settlements and slums had seemed grotesquely eternal, a monument to stasis, something that could never be shaken, let alone broken.

			Now those ranks were marred, marked by gaping holes like scurvied gums. Even so high up I could smell the acrid stench of burning, the mark of low-level fires still murmuring away across the surface. The air traffic was a fraction of what it had been – most of the vehicles aloft were heavily armoured and moving in guarded convoys. Formations of Lightning fighters prowled at high altitude, punching long contrails through the churning cloud cover.

			I could see gouges at ground level clearly – whole avenues, first levelled by wildfires and then by fighting, before all was bulldozed in the aftermath to deny cover to a resilient and elusive enemy. In the very first days of the insurrections, of course, we had not even known who the enemy truly was. Some were cults of the lost and damned, seeded over long years before lying dormant. Others were nests of the Neverborn, erupting spontaneously as the waves of psychic energies washed across the world. The incursion at the Lion’s Gate had only been the largest such infestation, and we could not be certain that they had all been eradicated, even now.

			Since recovering, I had devoted myself to the study of the stabilisation efforts. I had seen effective campaigns retake significant sectoral zones, and I had seen debacles in which inexperienced commanders had led entire battalions into destruction. Some terrain was secured, only to dissolve into armed conflict as soon as the Council’s eyes moved to the next objective. Terra’s unique geography hampered all efforts – the close press of buildings, many ruined or in perilous condition, slowed advances and bogged down resupply and communications. The grand avenues were all overlooked by hundreds of windows, many harbouring snipers, and the transitways were blocked by burned-out piles of groundcars. Millions still huddled within lightless hive-shells, we knew, desperate for water and rations. Some such communes were harmless, hoping only for rescue from the nightmares that stalked the shadows. Others were new-forged traitors, their diseased bodies strapped with fragmentation charges or poison-gas canisters. Telling the difference was a challenge.

			The Arx doctrine, only repealed by Guilliman himself on his return from Vorlese, had been effective at keeping the central administrative zones intact during the worst of the anarchy. The price we paid was the surrender of vast areas, most of little strategic value but encompassing millions of souls. Within those sensor-dark regions, who knew what fresh plagues were being incubated, ready to lurch into the open and threaten our citadels once again?

			We knew that we ourselves – the Custodians – were too few to make a decisive difference. We had suffered our own heavy losses during the Incursion. Many more of our kind had taken to the void, either with Guilliman on his crusade, or dispatched on critical missions of their own. The greater part of our number remained deep within the Senatorum Imperialis, serving in the role we had taken ever since the days of the Great Heresy – the watchers of the Throne, static, resolute, invisible. That left few of us to attend to the dissolution beyond the walls, and so we had to select those points where we could be of most use – spearheading precision strikes against the greatest concentrations of cultist activity, or launching raids against the suspected cabal leaders.

			Intelligence had led us to the Gorgantha subsector, a semi-industrial zone that had been lost to comms during the blackouts. It was an important manufacturing hub, lodged between close-packed habitation regions, one that churned out finished foodstuffs and domestic items from the raw commodities brought in by macro transporter. Its loss meant starvation for the surrounding subsectors, and so early attempts had been made to quell the riots and secure the major processor banks. The initial raid had been led by one of our few deployable Militarum regiments – the 23rd Hajada Erthguard – and had been initially successful. Two weeks ago, however, the comms traffic had gone silent again, and we received reports of coordinated counter-strikes from well-armoured insurrectionists. These had the marks of the Splintered on their armour – diamond lozenges, the outline broken – and so vid-feeds found their way shunted into the Tower’s scrutiny chambers. We had a name, too – Laxlan Skreto, a man who had once been a senior Arbites commander for the neighbouring Trantis administrative region, now a known agent for the anarchy. Many of those who had turned to the Splintered had been powerful. That was the essential difference between the Rift-blinded rabble and the threat we now faced, and the chief cause of our concern about them.

			We piloted the Talion down a long, scarred transit canyon, and dropped deep into the shadow of the towers on either side. I heard the dull crump of munitions firing in the distance, but saw little activity on the ground. Smashed ground vehicles lay like stripped corpses on the rutted concrete. Symbols of the Imperium and Ministorum still marked every surface of every building, but the crowds they should have watched over were nowhere to be seen.

			‘Signals detected,’ Ravathain reported.

			‘Take us in,’ I said, pleased to discover that there was still something here to preserve.

			The Talion banked steeply, dropping into the darkness before slipping away right. We emerged under a teetering viaduct and out into a wider expanse. In the distance I could see the carcass of a great old cathedral, half split open like a porcine’s flank. On either side of it were the crumbling walls of two Administratum hulks, their windows dark and gaping. Debris littered the narrow rockcrete courtyards in between, each pocked with the scattered glows of burning promethium.

			We made landfall within the ruins of another large, many-columned municipal structure. We detected multiple heat sources, energy spikes, some movement. Our landing site appeared to have been arranged as a defensive redoubt, with barricades and leaking sandbags piled across half-broken entrances, and metal grilles bolted across glassless windows.

			We set down in a narrow open space behind a rockcrete wall bristling with razor wire, and disembarked. As my feet touched the ground, I saw uniformed bodies emerge all around us, uncurling from the grey shadows, some making a show of displaying their weapons, others looking merely dumbstruck.

			The damaged building’s structure rose up above us on three sides. I picked up dozens more readings at close proximity, and estimated that hundreds of troops were hunkered down in the main hab-levels, with more occupants buried deeper in the rotting interior. A tattered Erthguard regimental banner hung listlessly in the stale air, hiding the insignia on the fabric. Two Brawler gunships stood on the rockcrete some distance away from our own, both looking damaged. A number of Chimera and YT-9 ground transports had been parked further off, hard by the ruined curtain walls, looking in much the same state as the flyers.

			I heard orders being shouted. Soon, the commanders of the ramshackle position stood before us. One was a woman dressed in the black armour of the Arbites subsector command. The other was a man in Erthguard uniform. Their expressions, on coming before us, were remarkably similar to one another. They were cowed by us, to be sure, but not as much as they might have been before all this took place. Inasmuch as they no doubt marvelled at our presence, there was resentment there, too – if we were so godlike and invincible, the expressions said, why was the world in ruins? It was a fair sentiment.

			‘Taken two weeks ago, lord,’ the Erthguard officer told me, gesturing towards the smoke-hazed cathedral frontage. ‘Must have had help from the clerics – it was all coordinated.’

			Orderlies dragged up a heavy tactical column-cogitator, and a hazy hololith spiralled into view above it. I took in the details – enemy strongpoints, areas lost to insurrectionists, an arc of destruction that focused on the cathedral precincts and spread out north into the conurbations beyond.

			‘You have attempted to restore control?’ I asked.

			The woman nodded. ‘Four times. We don’t have the support we asked for. Armour. Flamers. We’re out of fuel for the transports, and–’

			I did not wish to listen to her excuses. No doubt they were valid enough, but all loyal forces were experiencing shortages. ‘Remain here,’ I said. ‘Prepare an advance into the surrounding areas once we have secured the building.’

			The man turned to issue more orders, pressing the comm-bead at his neck up to his mouth. ‘When do you want us ready?’ he asked. ‘To support you?’

			I was already moving. ‘We will not need your assistance. As I said, prepare to occupy once all is complete.’

			We moved out of cover, the seven of us, and walked steadily across the large courtyard standing before the cathedral’s semi-collapsed western front. As we did so, our weapons activated. Ravathain held the chamber’s vexilla aloft, and its hard light flared against the washed-out greys of the rubble ahead. The rest of us bore guardian spears. As for myself, I carried Gnosis again. I felt its familiar weight and rhythm as its systems kicked into life, and relished the sensation.

			As we went, tactical data flooded through our helm visors, ciphered and enhanced by the enhanced augurs set within Ravathain’s standard. We picked up hundreds of heat signatures within the huge edifice – snipers crammed into the high galleries, multiple lines of infantry kneeling in the lee of the pillared arcades, knots of bodies hurrying up within the cavernous interior and hunching under the blown panes of stained glass.

			Las-fire and solid rounds began to ping and zip around us. Still we walked, spreading out, silently choosing our path and calculating where we would attack. Like my brothers, I began to spin my spear around me, intercepting the bolts and bullets and bursting them into thrown sparks. Such activity was almost automatic, barely conscious. As we neared the objective, we became wreathed in a cloak of discharged energy. We were seven spheres of glittering silver, snarling and blazing as the las-fire was deflected, advancing steadily on the gates.

			Such was our way. The slow beginning, the studied approach. During that advance we learned more about the innards of the cathedral, its occupants and its structure, than our allies would have gleaned in the two weeks they had been camped in front of it. Its shattered exterior, the outer skin of grey-veined marble sheared away by artillery strikes, exposed a shadowy filigree of vaulted roofs and bullet-pocked buttresses. We processed, we filtered, we discriminated. The slowness of it had another purpose, of course – a psychological one. By disdaining cover we demonstrated our contempt for those we faced, weakening their resolve and augmenting their doubt. It also sent a statement to those loyal troops watching from cover. They could see us, vexilla aloft, striding with neither fear nor haste into the heart of the enemy position. Had they entertained any doubts as to the capability of the Throne’s servants, this would, I trusted, work to allay them.

			The cathedral gates approached – twin arches of sagging, blackened stone crowned with a filigree of granite skulls – and the volume of las-fire around us ramped up to a storm, slicing against cracked flags underfoot and making the stone steam. I noted the intent of each one of my brothers, approving of their choices. Even as I swung Gnosis around me in its defensive lattice, I issued the only command I would give them that day.

			‘Begin.’

			And so we did. Our restraint dropped instantly, replaced by the velocity of the sudden charge. Just as on the hell-ship, I felt the thrill of it kindle in my blood. The high facade of the cathedral smeared as I crashed through the eastern gate, knowing that my route led into a long narthex before opening up into two distinct procession-naves. The web of las-fire ignited the air around me, and I carved through it. Thin shafts of grey sunlight lanced through the heavy darkness, piercing smoke-plumes and showing up grime-laced bronzes and defaced statuary. I knew that the galleries above me were manned by dozens of snipers, and that trip-charges had been laced across the floors at nine points ahead. I knew that gun nests had been erected in minor pulpits within eyesight, three housing heavy bolters and lascannons, and in the echoing nave beyond I knew that the big armoured transports had been deployed, with attendant escorts of shield-bearing infantry. My path through it all had already been laid. All that remained was choreography.

			The first true solid-round fire cracked at me as I raced into the first barricade. I shredded the obstacle, tearing through close ranks of flesh and armour. I barely saw their faces as those mortals died – I caught only freeze-frame images of anguish before the next ordained target swam into range. The enemy’s clothing and makeshift armour had been slapped with the broken-diamond image, and the same icon had been painted over many of the sacred engravings in the granite walls around them.

			I did not care about any of that. This place was not holy to me, and its many symbols of veneration were, at best, a misunderstanding of an old purpose. The place might just as well have been a manufactorum hall or a vehicle depot, ripe for purification and reuse once we were done.

			At the far end of the nave’s arcade, two fixed cannons opened up, aiming to catch me in their fire-lanes. Stonework splintered and blew around me as I smoothly evaded the shells, echoing amid the cacophony of explosions and round-impacts. I smashed my way through the last knots of infantry, sending Gnosis slicing through solid altar-blocks to reach those cowering in cover. By the time I reached the emplacements, the gunners were already deserting their posts, scampering free of the sandbags and sprinting for the gaping chasm of the cathedral’s looming apse. I vaulted across their barriers, seizing a cannon in one hand and hurling it at a glut of fleeing soldiers before turning my blade on the rest.

			All this time, I was fully aware of my brothers’ work. I could see three of them burning like stars across the shadowy interior, swerving around the boles of the mighty pillars before charging down the echoing aisles. Others had climbed swiftly and were now in the galleries, sending snipers tumbling and shrieking from the high places. I saw Ximander carve through a rumbling armoured transport with his spear-blade, and Kleas batting grenades away as if they were a child’s toys before they blew up in staggered starbursts. The enemy brought up everything they had – swivelling stubguns, halftracks that churned the marble flooring into slivers, screaming fanatics with bloody helms and chainblades – and we swept it all aside. We were not consciously coordinating, and there was no overarching plan to our attack, but we complemented one another nonetheless, sensing where we needed to be, reacting by instinct to the threats as they arose.

			Ravathain was right, though – these were not opponents worthy of our full attention. The speed of our charge overwhelmed them – some fled rather than face us, others froze, or fell on their faces begging for mercy. We gave those the only mercy they deserved, and then moved on, driving them out, driving them on, driving them into oblivion.

			Skreto himself was trying to escape by the time I located his marker. I broke through into the battered rotunda of the giant central dome, a huge void punctured with mortar-gashes and strewn with debris. Under that yawning, broken roof stood the high altar to the Emperor as Creator of the Heavens, a pile of blackened gold and obsidian with a towering metaphorical rendition of the Imperial hierarchy as a struggle between angels and serpents. The surviving rebels pulled back under its stained eaves, crouching against wide ouslite steps or kneeling behind altar tops. Many of them wore ripped Ministorum robes, which indicated that the Erthguard commander had been correct – there had been collusion between the cathedral’s staff and the Splintered. I left those to my brothers, and went for the leader. 

			He had managed to stagger up the high stair towards the altar’s summit by the time I caught up with him, his long robes catching on his boots as he scrambled. As I seized his collar and hurled him down to the stone, he cried out loud from uncontrolled, animal fear. I turned him over and saw that he had disfigured his face – metal pieces, shrapnel and slivers of bullet casings had been pushed through the skin, leaving a raised terrain of inflammation.

			He stank. He had soiled himself. He was terrified, of course, by what he knew I would do to him. More than that, though, he was afraid of having failed. Even the lowliest such degenerates were far more scared of their own masters than they were of us. Such was the wretchedness of their cause.

			‘K-kill me, then, devil!’ he blurted, attempting one last act of defiance.

			I would not kill him. Alone of all those in that place, he would be spared. He would be taken back to the Tower, where the arts of our interrogators would be practised on him. We would learn more about Laxlan Skreto than he was even aware he knew himself, before, eventually, what remained would be sent to the Ordo Hereticus for further processing.

			I reached for an immobiliser and clamped it around his neck, sending him stiff and making his eyes clamp wide. He wanted to fight back then – anything to provoke the death that was now his only escape.

			I would have ended things there. I would have overseen the last of the killing, taken Skreto back to the Talion, then given the Erthguard their signal to reoccupy the site. As I detected the fresh signals racing across my helm, though, I knew then that something else was present, close by, something that exceeded the power of this rabble many times over, and something that had not been picked up when we started.

			My brothers knew it too. I thrust the now rigid and helpless Skreto to Penjad for safekeeping, before motioning for Halleon and Ximander to come with me. The three of us raced from under the dome, finding an intact stairway that coiled up the eastern wall before winding its way through the stonework and up into the rafters. As we ran, signals flickered and reappeared on our augurs, never resolving properly. That alone was cause for some alarm – it was rare for our sensors to be so indeterminate.

			We broke out near the summit of the dome’s external drum, spilling onto a wide platform set high against the curved retaining wall. Hot wind tore at our cloaks, sending dust skipping across the flat surface of the parapet ahead of us. Beyond the far edge, a chequerboard of spires stretched away in all directions, a motley sea of black and grey.

			The platform was empty. The skies were empty, save for a lumbering convoy of grav-conveyers heading south under escort. The wind boomed in our earpieces, snatching flecks of ash and grit and sending them skirling across the rockcrete.

			‘Anything?’ I asked the others.

			They indicated in the negative. My tactical display was as empty as the vista ahead of us, and yet there had been something there. Even as I had ascended the last stair-course, I had detected it with my natural senses – a roar, almost inaudible over the noises of combat that echoed up after me.

			I knelt down. I unclipped my gauntlet, and pressed a naked palm against the platform’s surface. It was hot. I took a deep breath, smelling the cocktail of promethium still lingering in the air. I studied the scorch marks on the rockcrete, and observed the faint cracks where something heavy had come down, before taking off again.

			We knew what military traffic had been scheduled to be in the area. If this was a Splintered vehicle, then it was far more powerful than anything possessed by the subsector defence forces. It was possible that a Valkyrie might have been taken by rebels, or maybe an even larger flyer – a big grav-transport or a void-capable shuttle.

			I stayed low, staring at the rockcrete carefully, as if by scrutinising it at close range I could somehow turn back time to discover what had been there.

			‘If this was Skreto’s craft,’ I said at last, ‘he was slow to make for it.’

			Halleon walked to the platform’s edge and looked south, over to where our own gunship was hidden down at ground level. ‘They’re moving out,’ he reported.

			I stood up. We had told the Erthguard to remain in position. Perhaps, seeing the destruction we had wrought, their enthusiasm to serve had got the better of them. As I followed my brother to the platform’s edge, replacing my gauntlet, I too could see the infantry squads advancing warily across the main courtyard.

			The place was not yet secure. We were needed, if for no other reason than to shield them from evidence of Skreto’s corruption.

			‘Perhaps nothing,’ I said, making for the stairs again. ‘Note it, though. We will return to this.’
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			Almost as soon as the thrusters fired, I began to feel better.

			I watched the high towers of the space port drop away, feeling the rumble of the lifter’s engines against Terra’s turgid atmosphere. It felt like it took us a long time to gain loft. All the while, through the lifter’s tiny viewports, I saw the filth and decay slide a little lower, just a little lower, until it had merged into a vague screen of grey that stretched all the way to the curving horizon. Then we were up into the clouds, and the lifter shuddered into heavy turbulence, throwing us against our restraints.

			I began to feel nauseous, though my mood remained good. Once free of the cloud belt, we broke back out into the relative purity of the void. I looked out of the viewports again and saw rapidly darkening skies, the lights, the hundreds upon hundreds of vessels holding anchor. Most of those were civilian craft – conveyers, cargo hulks, fuel transports – all waiting patiently for clearance to dock or move along to the next berthing sector. In the far distance, where the sun’s unfiltered light made my eyes water, I could just make out what I guessed were the big defence platforms – citadels in space, their ramparts spiked with gunlines, their turrets stuffed with augur-pyramids.

			After a rapid ascent, we docked with an orbital way station and disembarked. Once the passenger doors shuddered open, we filed off the lifter and into a holding area. The place had no external viewers, and it smelled of counterseptic and stale ration-packs. The formalities were completed, and I sloped off, just as I was in the habit of doing, in order to avoid the heavy-lidded glares of those I had come with.

			My fellow passengers had been a mishmash, just as the entire world seemed to be in those times. We had all been military, all senior, all destined for assignments within the Sol System. I was the only Anathema Psykana, of course. Three were storm troopers from some detachment or other, who wore their full armour and remained helmed-up the whole time, as if they feared imminent depressurisation. Seven were regular Militarum, officer-class, who talked among themselves and passed around a canister of an alcoholic drink I couldn’t identify by smell. One other passenger bore all the hallmarks of an agent of the Inquisition, and kept herself as remote from the rest as I did. 

			Once free of that hold, and back on a station with Terra-like gravity, I felt suddenly bereft, as if cut off from something that I had told myself that I hated but that, in truth, had begun to seem important. It had been such a short stay down there, in borrowed lodgings within the Palace. I had always known it would be temporary, an interim measure before they decided what to do with us, but even so, I had been there, planned for, accommodated. Now I was gone again, my sisters were gone again, our shallow roots all pulled up, sent back into the void where we could be forgotten about.

			I sat on a plastek bench, pulled my legs up in front of me, and reached for a protein stick. More of my kind would be needed now, I guessed. The Custodians would keep searching for our scattered keeps, rescuing those who had somehow survived the long centuries of neglect. They would need us to crew their Black Ships more than ever, given that the warp was so much more perilous than it had been. They would need us to go with them on their crusades, to ward their warriors from the unbound shedim. In time, they might actually trust us to do something using our own initiative, as Hestia had told me we had once been suffered to do, but for now we were their hateful secret tools, their little mutants that they used as shields or gaolers, wasting our talents as they bickered over a primarch’s favour.

			Most of my few belongings had been stowed in the secure hold for the passage. They were now, I assumed, being transferred to the Lunar voidship under armed guard. Not my blade, though. I kept that close at all times, sometimes running my finger along the blunt edge of its scabbard. Whenever I touched it, I imagined it persisting through the darkening ages, always present, remaining sharp while the galaxy around it became cruder and colder. I wondered what it had originally been called. The Somnus Blade sounded to me like a modern name, one given by archivists who had forgotten its origins. I wondered if Guilliman had known, and if I’d let him speak, what he’d have told me.

			Names, names, names. What was mine, then, now? ‘Knight-centura’, they called me – a rank I had never heard of before coming here. The title gave me some dominion over those of my own breed, but little sway over anything else. Guilliman had spoken of the Somnus Citadel as if its restoration was an honour, something to be celebrated, but it was just as easy to see it as another slight, a way to keep us off the Throneworld’s incense-sodden soil.

			A gang of Naval officers marched past me, averting their eyes. I watched them the whole time, daring one of them to look at me. If I played it right, I might be able to force a gag, or maybe turn a stomach or two. But really those games were tedious, and beneath me, and so I stopped them. I ate slowly and methodically, knowing I needed to rebuild my strength. They said that Luna’s beefed-up gravity was a few points off optimal now that the terraformic engines at its core were getting so old. I would have to work at my conditioning.

			In time, an orderly of the Citadel found me. He was a man. For some reason, that surprised me – I had been used to being served by women on Arraissa, save for old Lokk, who had been an exception in lots of ways. We were a sisterhood in essence, one of closed ranks and tight-held secrets. Clearly that would not be the case here.

			Knight-Centura Aleya, he signed, bowing low. Transport to Somnus awaits, when you are ready.

			He was pale-skinned, colourless, even more so than the Terran average. He looked slight, barely filling out his silver tabard. His face was bony, and the faint outline of a subdermal augmetic made his right cheek bulge. There was a hollowness to his expression, as if he spent too much time being scared or depressed or stressed.

			You are of the Citadel? I signed.

			I am Telam, he said, nodding. Of the old Fellowship.

			That meant nothing to me, though he said it as if it ought to.

			Fine, I signed. Show me where to go.

			The voidship was berthed on the far side of the way station, a short walk along rusty corridors. Its flanks, viewed from the translucent umbilical Telam and I walked down, were black and carried no insignia. I was shown to my seat – a cracked synthleather clamshell with badly fitted restraints. The interior was tiny. I soon realised that Telam would be the pilot, too, as there were no other crew. 

			Cosy, I indicated, strapping myself in.

			He looked up at me. He didn’t smile. Then again, he didn’t look disgusted. That was something.

			Telam completed his checks, voxed the control tower, and I felt the distant clunk of the docking spikes withdraw. We glided out of the way station’s embrace, drifted clear, then ignited the engines. I sat back, stretching my legs, trying to make up my mind about how I felt.

			How long have you served, Telam? I asked.

			Twenty years, lord, he replied, his eyes flicking between his console and me in order to catch my hand movements.

			A long time.

			Others have served longer, he said.

			Served who? I asked. From what I had been able to gather, the Somnus Citadel had been disused for thousands of years.

			The matriarchs, he replied.

			I looked at him wearily. He did not appear to be keen on volunteering. Tell me how it has been, I signed, using the imperative form with an emphasis on the command element.

			He chose to speak out loud. That was fair enough – Thoughtmark, for all its subtleties, was not always the most fluent of dialects.

			‘We kept our faith,’ he told me. ‘The faith that had been, before that, another faith. Bones over bones, you might say.’

			So you might, but I had no idea why, or what that meant.

			‘Difficult times,’ he went on. ‘No contact. No coin. We kept the old paths trod, though. We remembered how it had been, when the place was alive.’ He smiled. ‘But always quiet, even then. A strange tower to serve in.’

			He’d served for twenty years. The Anathema Psykana had been exiled into oblivion for far longer than that.

			‘The matriarchs, well, they were from us, from our number. They wore the old robes, and performed the same rites, because we knew, one day, the true queens would return. And now they have.’ He looked at me. ‘So the circle is completed. I knew the moment would come.’

			There was a definite religious tinge to his words. Hestia would never have spoken about our Sisterhood in such terms. 

			And, now that the moment has come, I signed, what of the future?

			‘Glorious,’ he said, smiling at last. ‘As it was promised. Glorious.’

			From space, Luna looked like a single, vast machine, glittering with a billion tiny lights set amid a lattice of void-booms and construction jetties. Telam took us on a long sweep around the Terran-facing side, before plunging us back into darkness, as if proud of his home and wanting to show me the best parts. So I saw the colossal outcrop of Port Luna, jutting like a geode from the grids of tooling facilities and foundries. I saw the Ring, that great circlet of adamantine that encompassed the entire globe, itself inhabited by millions, its artificial surface glittering like rock crystal. It was incomplete, they said – its expanse broken in the Age of Heresy, and never repaired – and so it was not quite a Ring any more, but an arc, with ink-black wounds as vivid now as they had been ten thousand years ago. I saw its counterpart, the Circuit, the carved valley large enough to take the hull of a starship, lanced deep into the world’s ashen soils. I saw the sprawl of construction, all of it incomprehensibly ancient, jammed up tight, strangling the light and the space, just like on its larger sister-world.

			Ships of all sizes and classes clustered around us, mobbing the void-quays. The blackness was broken by the powerful beams of arc-lumens and macro-welders, forever busy at the flanks of some trader galleas, or Navy monitor, or trade hauler. Shuttles swirled and buzzed between the greater hulls, a cloud of shifting motes against the berths below, like parasites on the belly of some colossal living beast.

			And then it fell away behind us as we travelled further, all the industry and the energy and the human presence. The sun’s light dimmed, then disappeared as we crossed the terminator. Down on the surface, the settlements gradually ran out. Deserts of soft, grey stone spread out beneath us, scarred by ancient workings but otherwise empty. Only the Ring above us remained illuminated – the rest was shadowed, mined out, forgotten.

			The voidship began to slow. I picked out a lonely orbital platform ahead of us, a shabby thing with weak lumen-points. Telam guided us into its embrace, and we slid alongside an empty berth. A few other Citadel ships rested at anchor there too, all of them as black as our own, powered down and grave-cold.

			We took a lander for the final stage, and it felt like falling into oblivion. We dropped fast, and as we neared the Lunar surface I had a blurred impression of an old tower sweeping alongside us, huge but only semi-lit, its flanks like burned iron, before we were swallowed up by a deep chasm at its base, and blast doors closed over us. It felt briefly as if we had been buried alive, but then the lumens came on, the lander’s doors swung open, and I sensed movement from the corridors outside.

			Welcome to the Citadel, Telam signed.

			I took a breath. Some of the aromas I drew in were familiar – chems, engine fluids, old stone. Others were less so, but I thought I did detect, as the first breaths of that new world sighed into the lander’s capsule-space, a hint of Arraissa.

			I wished to be shown to the Sister-Commander without delay. Telam took me to where I needed to be, then hurried off to make sure that my belongings were stowed in my quarters. He offered to take my sword too, but a single look from me gave him his answer. Then I was left on my own, in an antechamber that had the dimensions and feel of a holding cell.

			I collected myself. Ever since that meeting with the primarch, I had dreamed of how it would be, whether I would instantly know that I was back in the birthplace, and feel, for the first time ever, a sense of certainty and permanence about my place in the universe. That, I suppose, had always been a forlorn hope – there was something about us, our soulless state, that made such contentment an ever-elusive goal. I was not like Valerian, who knew exactly what he was and what he ought to be doing. I was a cracked blade. I was a flawed timepiece, running either fast or slow, never truly where it ought to be.

			The whole place looked half-derelict. The underlit passageways outside had had intermittent power. I could still hear the muffled noise of turbohammers and drilling from somewhere up above us.

			The chime over the door ahead of me went off. Door-panels slid back. The chamber on the far side was bigger, a little finer, but still felt dusty from renovation. The nearside three walls looked to have been carved from the matt-black rock of the Citadel’s core, while the fourth was transparent, opening out to a wide vista of the lunascape outside. The view was beautiful, in its own way – a deep, dark sky, pricked with stars, arching over a bleak swathe of night-grey rock. It was clear and sharp, far more so than smog-wreathed Terra could ever be.

			Sister-Commander Asurma, the mistress of this place, was waiting for me. She was dressed in a long, floor-length, silk gown, clasped tight at the neck, with her white hair drawn back tightly from a terracotta face. As with all of our kind, her features were hard, made such by rigorous conditioning. Among the few things I knew about her was that she had been taken from the distant world of Yllax, which, like so many of our scattered keeps, was now deep within the Imperium Nihilus.

			Be welcome, Tanau, she signed, inclining her head. I am glad to see you here.

			Her Thoughtmark gestures were elegant, quick, a little hard to follow. You have to remember that we had been practising our arts on worlds sundered from one another for millennia, and things had diverged a little. It was a testament to those who had created the language that it had remained intelligible at all across such gulfs of time and space.

			I am glad to be here, I replied, making the word-forms as sincere as I could.

			Asurma ushered me over to a low couch set facing the lunascape. She took a seat herself. Sister-Commander, she went on. Strange, is it not? A year ago, I was a nothing. An exile, with no rank other than what our little convent used. And now, all this. How quickly it has happened.

			Watching her fingers dance, seeing her express sentiments that I so often felt myself, I could allow myself a pang of quiet release. We only ever had one another, our kind – the only ones who would ever understand.

			Knight-centura, I replied, lacing the shapes with the equivalent of an eyebrow-raise.

			She nodded. And yet, for all these new ranks, we are still understaffed. I fear this assignment will not be one you will relish. But know that I will do all I can to aid you.

			You spoke to the primarch? I asked.

			I judge he is sincere. He wishes for this place to be as it was when he first served on Terra. He has given us what he can. He even visited, soon after I was placed in station.

			People seem to like him.

			They do. Whatever must that be like?

			I sat back. It would be a weakness, for anyone else. It may be a weakness for him. Everyone believes he is salvation. They tell him he is. Wherever he goes, they cry out his name, weeping. What does that do to a man?

			He is not a man.

			I shrugged. He looks like one.

			He is an ally, Asurma signed. We do not have many, so I’ll take him.

			That, of course, was quite right.

			See, we are beginning again, here, Asurma went on. Training cells have been instituted. We have begun to defend our interests, to control our destiny. I am under no illusions that it will be anything but the longest of roads. The Adeptus Terra see us as fodder for their machines. Starship captains from the League of Black Ships have already visited me, demanding reinforcements for their crews.

			Demanding?

			They start off that way. They leave feeling… differently.

			I laughed then. As I did so, I suddenly realised that it had been so long since I had last done so. The sound of it, set within a silent conversation, was a little startling.

			So we walk a difficult path, Asurma signed. They need us. But, deep down, they still hate us. It is one thing to have a weapon for use. It is another when that weapon gains a mind, and a base of power, and begins to act for itself.

			I began to understand Guilliman’s thinking a little more clearly. So it is not indulgence to understand our history here.

			Far from it. We are in ignorance. For as long as we remain so, we are vulnerable. The Sister-Commander looked directly at me then, and I saw the level of determination in her brown eyes. It will not happen again. I will not let it.

			This, I knew then, was a leader I could follow.

			What must be done? I asked.

			Learn all you can of this place. Whatever you may have been told, it was never abandoned. The Sisterhood left it, or were driven from it, but remnants stayed behind. Their descendants are still here. They call themselves the Fellowship. They are loyal, it seems – our screening programmes failed to detect deviance in any of them, so they remain, for there are systems here that only they understand. But their knowledge of the past is muddled and wrapped in legends. I suspect some truth lingers within their myths and confusions, but it has proved hard to tease out.

			Can they be trusted?

			You are Anathema Psykana. When could any outsiders be trusted?

			My gaze moved away from her. I looked out at that dark expanse, the dry-as-bones lunascape that surrounded us, cloaking us and warding us. The air was thin here, supplied by creaking terraformic engines. If we were to be extinguished in this place, far from the golden heart of the Senatorum, few would hear our screams.

			Never again, I signed, adding a twist of vehemence. I will get to work.
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			I wasn’t angry. I certainly wasn’t despondent. I returned to my chambers, taking my time on the journey, and summoned Mordecai once I got there.

			Well, that wasn’t strictly the full story – I had eleven appointments between arriving home and meeting my adjutant, on topics such as emergency food distribution, emergency requisitions, emergency repairs to the main landing grounds south of the Outer Palace, emergency responses to various crises that had yet to be fully categorised. My extensive staff, one of the largest in the entire Palace infrastructure, was furiously busy, burning themselves out trying to get the multi­layered silos of Imperial bureaucracy to show a sense of urgency. I wished I could give them a little respite, for I could see that they were making themselves ill with their efforts, but the stakes were too high, so I let them work themselves sick, hoping that we would get at least something back for our efforts in time.

			Mordecai, when he finally shuffled into my chambers, looked as drawn and bleary-eyed as the rest of them.

			‘He wasn’t cooperative, then?’ he grunted.

			I closed the doors behind him, activated the usual sensor precautions, and helped him to a seat. He slumped into it, breathing heavily.

			‘When was your last rejuvenat appointment?’ I asked.

			He brushed the concern aside. ‘I don’t remember.’

			‘Find time to go,’ I said. ‘That’s an order.’

			He shot me a crooked smile. ‘My chirurgeon’s in Verlax Tertius.’

			Verlax Tertius, a poorly governed subsector at the best of times, hadn’t responded to comms traffic since the Astronomican went dark. ‘You can borrow mine,’ I offered.

			‘He wasn’t cooperative, then?’

			I sighed, and sat opposite him. ‘More challenging than I’d hoped.’ I took a data-slate, and idly scanned the alerts scrolling across the crystal. ‘Perhaps he’s already committed to making this fail. He may be Static.’

			Mordecai shook his head irritably. ‘Don’t use the term as if it were an insult. I’m Static. Your predecessor, Throne preserve his health, was Static. It is an honourable position.’

			‘Only if maintained in concordance with the Regent’s will,’ I countered, wondering how far Mordecai actually meant all that, or whether he was just being ornery. ‘In any case, Ashariel is of no help to us at the present time. The anarchy flourishes, and he won’t bring back regiments to counteract it.’

			Mordecai nodded in sympathy. ‘There’s something singular behind it,’ he said. ‘You’ve heard the name of the Splintered?’

			‘For what it’s worth.’

			‘I give it credence. Here’s the thing – repeated raids against Ministorum institutions. Why them? Why not the Arbites, if they wish to maintain disorder?’

			I put the data-slate down. ‘The Church is what the people cling to longest. We’ve already shown that our force of arms can’t protect them. If the clerics follow, they’ll give up completely.’

			Mordecai chuckled darkly. ‘Just so,’ he said. ‘A priceless asset to the Enemy – a population without the hope to fight, even if it retains the strength to.’

			‘Though churches are far from the only targets.’

			‘The main ones, though.’

			I ran my hands through my hair. The strands felt dry and fragile between my fingers. Mordecai was not the only one who needed rejuvenat. ‘Why is there not more energy here?’ I asked, speaking to myself as much as him. ‘They must see that we are on the brink of losing our grip.’

			‘The Lords are preoccupied with their little kingdoms,’ Mordecai said. ‘Each one has a fief to protect.’

			‘Which will all burn, should we fail.’

			Mordecai looked straight at me. ‘So, then. What next?’

			I felt as if things were slipping away. The Council had not met in formal session since Guilliman’s departure. I was pushing hard for a formal summit, a camera superior, given the scale of the civil emergency, but my entreaties were not meeting with replies. Mordecai was no doubt right – they were busy with their own programmes, protecting what they had, jockeying to make use of weaknesses in the others.

			I thought of Tieron then. I had not visited him yet. Many times, I had had the urge to, but I had never given in to them. No doubt he would have much to say, much to draw on. Perhaps he was even active himself, unable to resist pulling old strings.

			I would not do it. Not yet, in any case. I was my own woman, in position by right, with nothing to prove.

			‘We need Ashariel,’ I said. ‘No one else has the power to deliver troops on the scale required.’

			Mordecai nodded. ‘Good. Now then, how to get him?’

			I thought back to our encounter. ‘He is a bully. A fighter who enjoys seeing his enemy defeated. Perhaps his better nature cannot be appealed to, but his weaknesses can.’ I thought through the options. ‘The Lord High Admiral,’ I said.

			‘Go on.’

			‘Rivalry between the Guard and the Navy is as old as the Imperium,’ I said. ‘If we secure some kind of assurance from her, something we can publicise, then that will shame him. He might be able to stomach losing a few subsectors to the rabble, but not seeing the Navy beating him to the put-down.’

			‘Pereth has been placed under considerable pressure by Guilliman for the crusade. Even getting to see her–’

			‘Where is she? Right now?’

			Mordecai closed his eyes for a moment. One of his less obvious capabilities was an augmetic link to our main information systems, the web of surveillance we constantly used to update our understanding of our subjects. An unkind description of such activities would be spying. I preferred to use the term ‘cultivation’.

			‘Most unusual,’ Mordecai said. ‘She is not on Terra.’

			I looked up at him. ‘Really?’

			He opened his eyes. ‘We have two bulletins within the last few hours, neither marked critical. Both say she has left her chambers in the Palace for an undisclosed location in orbit.’

			I found myself suddenly intrigued. It was not unusual, of course, for the mistress of the Navy to pay some attention to her fleet, but we knew all her scheduled movements, and so for her to depart from her timetable for something unknown was probably worth paying attention to. In any event, it opened a door.

			I got up and walked over to one of the many consoles that lined my personal chamber. I depressed a lever, inserted a couple of data slugs and called up a hololith of Terran orbital space. As Mordecai came to join me, I spun and focused the feed.

			‘What ships of the line do we have in geostation?’ I asked, watching the runes flicker and glow.

			‘Precious few,’ he replied, grimly.

			I could tell he was consulting his internal data stream again. While he worked, I scanned across the three-dimensional mappings. ‘What about this one?’ I asked, zooming closer to a large signal marked with a Naval prohibida rune.

			‘The Excelsis Cruor,’ Mordecai said. ‘Emperor-class. The only one still in the sector, no doubt kept behind for Pereth’s use. It’s starting to move, too. Not far, I’d warrant – they haven’t stoked the main drives, just the system-thrusters.’

			I watched the figures scroll across my retinal feed. The ship was manoeuvring, seemingly aimlessly.

			‘She’s seen something we haven’t,’ I murmured.

			‘Or knows something we don’t.’

			‘Neither is acceptable.’ I closed the feed. ‘But at least we know where she is. And, in some ways, that makes things easier.’

			Mordecai looked at me unhappily. ‘You’re going up there, aren’t you?’ he asked.

			I was already reaching for my cloak. ‘It’s worse than that,’ I said, opening a secure channel to the Senatorum’s master of navigation. ‘You’re coming with me.’

			Being cancellarius came with great powers and many privileges. As with muscles, if they were not used, they gradually faded away. The trick was to remain at the edges – keep probing what the Lex allowed, so that if pushback ever came, we were still skirting the boundaries of the possible.

			In theory, the chancellor of the Senatorum Imperialis was empowered to go more or less anywhere and interrogate more or less anyone. I had licence to travel throughout most of the Palace itself, save for those sacred areas guarded by the Custodians, and also out into the various domains and kingdoms of the High Lords. I could requisition ships from most sources, and demand passage to any warzone of my choosing. I could summon generals of the Departmento Munitorum to explain an item of expenditure, or judges of the Adeptus Arbites to query the detention of a suspect, or even the household regiments of the Inner Palace to chase up some query or other concerning protocol. In practice, my powers depended on the nature of my quarry – I could hardly have defended myself against the deadliest of the Imperium’s guardians if they chose to resist my interference, and so much depended on bluff and a willingness to take a chance.

			This was one such occasion. If I had waited, and attempted to track down Lord High Admiral Merelda Pereth for a meeting in her own citadel as I had done with Ashariel, it might have taken weeks. At least now we knew exactly where she was, and my guess was that she had no desire to have news of her journey broadcast to other, less friendly, ears. It would be easier, I hoped, to simply take me on board without fuss rather than have me call on allies to force the issue.

			We took a lifter from the standing pool placed at our service. It had a minimal crew – ten to pilot the vehicle, plus a squad of five Lucifer Blacks to act as close protection. I sat at the front of the crew-bay, close to the comms officer. Mordecai wrapped himself up in his cloak and strapped himself in some distance away. He made his doubt over the wisdom of this exercise very plain, but I let him sulk. He was old, he was getting fractious, and in any case I suspected that most of his irascibility was more front than substance.

			We gained clearance for departure quickly, and boosted clear from the Senatorum’s landing stages. I paid no attention to the view on the way up, but followed the tracking data for the Excelsis Cruor. The battle­ship, together with a couple of escorts, had steadily climbed higher up the various orbital stages, as if eventually aiming to leave the gravity well of Terra entirely. I knew that it would not do that, though. As Mordecai had noted, its engines were still virtually cold. Since Pereth had joined its crew, the ship had been sliding upwards steadily on what looked, to me at any rate, like an intercept course. As far as I knew, there was nothing up there worth intercepting.

			‘Hails coming in,’ the comms officer – a young man named Pelav – reported.

			‘Reply with standard access demand,’ I replied.

			We were closing in on our target. It would be within visual range soon enough, but I didn’t need to activate the viewers – I’d seen enough battleships in my time. The key question was whether our hails would have any effect, or whether they’d stall us until whatever it was they were planning was over.

			Of course, the Excelsis Cruor was also a heavily armed warship. I was almost entirely certain there was no danger of anything foolish taking place. These were unusual times, though, and the atmosphere inside the lifter was tense.

			‘Anything back?’ I asked.

			‘No reply as yet,’ Pelav said, staring intently into his data lens.

			I reached over to the vox-tube and yanked the column towards me. ‘This is the Cancellarius Senatorum Imperialis, demanding access to His Imperial Majesty’s ship-of-war Excelsis Cruor, as provided for by Lex Imperialis diplomatic clause ninety-eight, sub-clause tertius. Audience is requested as a matter of urgency with the Lord High Admiral, whom we understand is on board. Your early reply in the affirmative is anticipated.’

			The brusque tone wouldn’t cut much ice with Pereth herself, but you never knew – it might get routed to a nervous staff officer, who might start the docking protocols without asking for higher clearance. Much of this, if I was honest, depended on a slice of luck coming our way.

			We kept climbing. The change in tone from the thrusters told me we were now adjusting trajectory to accommodate full-void conditions. The crew-bay suddenly flooded with the sunlight we never experienced at ground level, making the features on the men and women around me sharper. They all looked so grey, so withered. The world of the old, they called Terra in the wider Imperium. I had always assumed that was because we had been around for longest. I understood what the moniker meant now – the filth in our environment had made us all geriatric.

			Just as the Excelsis Cruor drifted into our fore visual scopes, we got a response.

			‘Senatorum lifter Determinate Cause 56-C-T – course and access request acknowledged,’ came a voice over the vox-link. ‘Make way to berth five-six-seven. Access vectors to be transmitted under secure beam-pattern. The Emperor protects.’

			I looked at Mordecai. He looked at me.

			‘Easier than I expected,’ I said.

			He shook his head. ‘I wasn’t worried,’ he muttered. ‘Until now.’

			The lifter’s pilot fed a little more power to our thrusters, adjusting course as requested, and we took up the approach vector. I saw the flanks of the enormous ship swell up out of the dark. It was a true ­monster, that thing – a deep-ridged, high-prowed beast of beaten bronze and adamantine. Its cavernous thrusters were dark and hollow – it had come to a full stop right on the edge of Terra’s orbital zone. As if wary of such a predator, the rest of the Naval traffic in our usually congested system was nowhere to be seen.

			We came in as directed, shadowed by fighter escorts, and were met in one of the battleship’s many hangars by the ship’s master and a detachment of twenty armed guards.

			‘Chancellor,’ the master acknowledged, making the sign of the aquila snappily. ‘Welcome aboard. High Lord Pereth awaits you on the command bridge.’

			We took a grav-train from the hangar levels up to the ship’s nerve centre. Everything seemed to be as it should be. I had always been impressed by the higher echelons of the Navy. A major vessel like this was a prestigious appointment, and the officers here were princes of the void. Once disembarked from the train, I watched them salute smartly as we passed by, with their crisp uniforms and glittering epaulettes, and couldn’t help make the comparison with the surliness of Ashariel’s entourage.

			The command bridge itself was as cavernous as they all were. The yawning interior space was overarched by a great armourglass vaulted roof, held up by a forest of tall iron columns. It took us several minutes just to walk from the elevator ranks to the tactical station itself. When we finally arrived, it seemed that Pereth had already assembled her entire court there. Clusters of advisers and counsellors stood in and around the tactical throne’s courtyard, murmuring to themselves and consulting data-slates. Pereth herself, a portly woman dressed in thick, dark blue robes, was in animated discussion with a man in a line-admiral’s dress uniform. As we approached, she suddenly stopped talking, as if alerted by some sixth sense, and turned to face me.

			‘Anna-Murza,’ she said, holding out both hands in greeting. ‘How very good to see you. No longer in Alexei’s shadow now, I think.’

			The warmth in her voice sounded unfeigned. I began to wonder if Mordecai’s gut feeling about all this was correct.

			‘Lord High Admiral,’ I said, taking her hands. ‘I thank you for receiving me here.’

			She drew close, and I smelled the aroma of something rare and costly on her high collar. ‘And how did you know where here was, chancellor?’ she whispered. ‘I’ll have to be a little more careful with my staff, I think.’

			I kept my head close to hers. ‘I’d have been a poor student,’ I said softly, ‘not to have picked up a few tricks.’

			She smiled, and let go of my hand. ‘You met Ashariel, I hear.’

			‘A man with many cares. He was not receptive when I suggested adding the Throneworld’s survival to the list.’

			‘I have served with Mar Av over many decades,’ Pereth said, ushering me closer to the high command throne. I was vaguely aware that none of the assembled crowd were paying much attention to either of us – their attention was reserved for the high roof, with its vista of the naked void outside. ‘I know him well. He’s a brute. Rude as a galley-serf, with the manners of a grox-herder. I never found a way to get much useful out of him by argument. In the end, I decided it was easier to work around him.’

			‘When he was a general, that might have been an option,’ I said. ‘Now there are fewer routes to the summit.’

			Pereth shot me an amused look. ‘So you came to me instead. You wish to embarrass him by getting what you need from the Navy. And what would that be? A few squadrons of Valkyries to put out your fires? Marauder wings to level your recalcitrant hab-zones? I don’t have much more than that left to me. The primarch – Throne bless his coming – has stripped the canister-vault bare.’

			‘You have no idea how often I’m told that,’ I said, ruefully. ‘But we can’t do nothing. Perhaps it is not obvious from up here, but our grip on order remains fragile.’

			‘Oh, it’s obvious enough. I have lost contact with nine of our supply depots on the far side of the globe. Any of my predecessors would have resigned in shame for that alone, and it is merely the least of my troubles. But you picked a good hour to meet me here. I had assumed you had done so deliberately, but I sense from your questions that this is more likely a happy accident.’

			The crowd around us began to become agitated. I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but feared she was right – something was taking place here that I hadn’t known about. Control of information was my greatest and only real weapon, and so to have slipped up on that subject was a wounding charge.

			‘There are no accidents,’ I said, putting on a brave face, ‘happy or otherwise.’

			‘Then your timing is excellent. And you have chosen the best vantage for the view. Have you ever seen it before? From the void?’

			‘Not from the void,’ I extemporised, wondering how long I could keep this up.

			‘Then brace yourself, chancellor. If you had genuine worries over the primarch’s concern for his father’s world, this might help allay them.’

			I did not have much time to prepare. In truth, it would not have mattered much if I had done. I looked up, I looked out, following the movement of the crowds around me, and began to see the void move.

			In my life of service, I have seen many starships, and, for all their size and grandeur, I had begun to become used to them. They were merely vehicles, albeit of a refined and immense sort. Even a leviathan like the Excelsis Cruor was, at base, a means from getting guns from point to point. I admit that I had become jaded, as all who dwell under the shadow of the Senatorum’s mouldering colossus probably do.

			It should have been a relief to find that I was still capable of awe.

			For a moment, I wasn’t even sure what I was looking at. I initially thought that the armourglass was suffering some kind of distortion. I saw stars go out, and had a moment of sudden panic, as if I had been tricked up here just in time to witness the final unravelling. Out of the corner of my eye I saw figures and schemas running down augur lenses, and discounted them instantly, as nothing, nothing at all, could possibly generate numbers of such magnitude.

			And then, from the darkness, I saw the sunlight catch the first spire, and realised that it was coming at us from beyond the world’s night-shadow, surging out of oblivion like a new Terra from the old. The spires kept coming, one after the other, joining up and deepening and stretching into webs of gold and glass and steel. I saw the faces of what looked like cathedrals, piled atop one another, over and over, until the detail became lost in the sheer size of it all. I saw a great ridge, geological in its extension, studded and crusted with ironwork, culminating in twin spires from which fires burned like beacons. I saw the thunder of red suns, flaring under canopies of adamantine stalactites, buoying the docking bays and manufactoria and armouries and forges, piled and locked together just as the non-artificial worlds of our Imperium were ordained, only this had been built from nothing by the hand of humanity, cast in an epoch of giants when no feat was deemed above our limitless capability.

			And even then, while I struggled to keep my jaw from falling slack, I could see the signs of catastrophic damage along its mountainous exterior. An entire flank, spanning a volume of space I could not even begin to guess at, had been driven in and was leaking gases into the void. The upper reaches of the structure were still lit and occupied, but much else was dark, marred with the filigree of bent steel rods about the maw-like entrance to ordnance chasms.

			I let my eyes lose focus, and gained the impression of a single, ­grizzled face – an ancient and defeated battle-god, ravaged by some war beyond imagination, rising to face the sun for one last time, magnificent even in disarray, an old beard straggling out into the emptiness, old eyes blazing with the defiant crimson of senility and fury.

			‘Phalanx,’ said Pereth, simply.

			That broke the spell, and I saw it again as it was – our peerless star fortress, greatest and oldest of the war machines we still commanded.

			‘How long have you known?’ I murmured.

			‘The Regent ordered it,’ she replied. ‘And such fleet movements, as you know, come under my purview.’

			I found that hard to believe. Phalanx had long been claimed by the Imperial Fists Chapter of Space Marines, who used it, in effect, as their fortress-monastery. I had always been led to believe that its deployment was a matter for them alone. 

			Perhaps that was naive. Its power was so unmatched that even a First Founding Chapter would have been under considerable pressure to use it in defence of the Imperium’s most pressing concerns. Maybe Pereth had been instrumental in bringing it back to Terra, following Guilliman’s command. Maybe she was merely claiming the honour, knowing that the Adeptus Astartes would never make a similar claim of their own.

			 None of that mattered. I had wished for aid, and now I had it. I had wished for power, something to cow the insurrectionists with, and now I had it. I had wished for a statement, one that would kindle hope in those who had begun to believe none remained, and I could hardly have come up with a greater inspiration.

			And yet, as I saw it track steadily across the heavens, wreathed in ash clouds and vapour trails, I saw the full extent of the damage wrought upon it, and wondered just what could possibly have delivered such punishment. If Phalanx had come home, was it to stand guard over us, as Pereth insinuated? Or was it because it was running before a greater storm, finding the only harbour capable of holding it before its hungry pursuers caught up?

			But those were questions for another day. In that moment, I remained captivated by the spectacle, both daunted and inspired.

			Only one question remained for that hour – the one that was always on my lips, the product of my work and the place in which I conducted it.

			‘Who else knows?’ I asked.
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			Of course we had known.

			When I say ‘we’, I mean our order. I, personally, had not been privy to the information. The Solar Watch, though, made it their business to understand every movement of every vessel within the limits of our planetary system, and so they had long awaited its return from the cataclysm of distant Cadia.

			Even on the eve of its appearance in our skies, like some giant red star glimpsed from our observatories, many facts were not clearly understood. We knew it had been dispatched to the Eye’s leaguer in the final weeks of the doomed defence. No doubt it had formed the linchpin of the last battles there before being forced to withdraw. No doubt its occupants had done their best against the Despoiler’s hordes.

			For most of its long life, Phalanx had resided within the Sol System, or close to it. The records of its involvement during the Great Heresy itself are sketchy and poorly understood, but I struggle to believe that it was not involved in some way, taking the fight to the fleets of the Archtraitor and bringing its uniquely powerful arsenal to bear. The fact that it had been used ever since by the sons of Dorn indicated that it must have been pivotal, for the Imperial Fists were not sentimental about discarding weapons that have been proven to have no use.

			Being a component of Terra’s standing defences, and being manned by Adeptus Astartes, made Phalanx of great interest to us. I had heard tentative voices raised in our counsels suggesting that it should be taken over by the Ten Thousand, the reasoning being that a single Chapter of Space Marines, no matter how storied, could not possibly hope to man and maintain a machine that had been overlarge even for the Seventh Legion in its prime. I myself thought that view vain and foolish. We were hardly in a position to take on such a fortress, and the very suggestion of attempting it would have swiftly led to strife we could scarce have lived with. If there were a case for reassignment, then it would have been to the Imperial Navy, who alone had the manpower to fill its corridors adequately. Even the Navy, though, would have struggled with the greatest task before any of us – to understand it. Like so much else that had been inherited from the dawn of our galactic ascendancy, it had become a mystery, maintained in large part on a basis of guesswork, superstition and idle luck.

			Do not suggest, at this juncture, that the Mechanicus would have done a better job. Those charlatans were running out of time even within their own fiefs, and had no business extending their tendrils further into areas they knew even less about.

			But I digress. Phalanx was here, and that changed things. When I first heard the news, I believed it would alter little, since the enemies we were engaged to destroy were not the sort to be deterred by a void-fortress built to lay waste to entire star fleets. By then, I and my chamber were preparing to strike another target, this time further out from the Palace. I had been disquieted by the limited evidence we had uncovered of significant forces at work alongside those of the Splintered we had known about, and had intended to seek more information about them.

			I confess to feeling a certain frustration at the pace of reconstruction and reconquest. Our freedom to act, in terms of the laws that bound us, was greater than ever, and yet we were no closer to extinguishing the fires of rebellion than we had been during the Days of Blindness. A curious inertia seemed to have colonised the highest levels of Terran government, as if we were all mortal children, given licence to explore the world beyond our doorway yet still lingering under the threshold and peering into the night.

			I remembered the Heartspite, and I remembered Aleya. I wished for that again, even as I understood that it was a different species of weakness to do so.

			Just before giving the order to strike out into the city again, I had a summons. This was not one I could have delayed responding to, for it came from Trajann Valoris, the Captain-General of my order. I told my counterparts in the chamber to wait for me, and made my way to the summit of the Tower.

			I had not been aware that Valoris was even on the Throneworld. He had been occupied with many campaigns since the start of the crisis, and I knew that he had fought more than once alongside Guilliman. There had been rumours that he would soon accompany the primarch on a permanent basis, but I had always doubted those. Valoris was a High Lord himself, and his duties were far more tightly bound here, to Terra, than to the many wars of the deep void.

			The chambers he occupied when in the Tower were as bleak and spare as any of the rest of them. I often reflected on the mismatch between the magnificence of our battleplate and the crudeness of our dwellings. We went to war clad in some of the finest and most ornate armour imaginable, and yet, when given similar licence to adorn the places we trained in, meditated in and studied in, we chose blank stone and the soft light of candles. The Captain-General was no exception – he could have opted to spend his scarce resting time surrounded by pearls and crystal goblets – and yet his rooms were studies in monastic restraint, as cold and dark as a crypt.

			When I entered them, he was seated. He was in full battle-armour – the famed Castellan plate – which glimmered darkly from the light of the candles. He was reading – an official document, stamped with the Imperial seal and written in ink on parchment. Dozens of other such documents were heaped on a granite-topped desk in the corner of the room.

			I waited for him to finish. Eventually, he set the parchment down, reached for a quill and signed his sigil at the base of the document. I saw the flicker as nano-idents within the charged ink activated, sealing his authority into the molecular bindings and making it irrecoverably his.

			He looked up. His scars looked livid in the yellow light, only part hidden by his grey beard.

			‘Hero of the Lion’s Gate,’ he said. ‘How fares the campaign?’

			I was not sure why he used the title. If he were intimating that it was not fitting for one of our kind, then the jibe felt like pettiness – he could have stopped it beforehand, had he wished to. Knowing that, whatever else he might have been, Valoris was not a petty man, I chose to believe that he was merely being formal.

			‘We have barely started, Captain-General,’ I said. ‘But progress is made.’

			He nodded, a ghost of a smile briefly flickering across his lips. ‘And it feels good, does it not, to have the freedom to strike out wherever instinct takes us. Your doing, we must remember. In part, anyway.’

			‘There is no shortage of work for us here.’

			‘True enough.’ He pushed his throne back from the desk and rose to his feet. It felt incongruous to witness him there at all, the greatest warrior in our ranks, as if he were some faceless scribe at his copying-station. His movements, in that place, surrounded by the tools of scholarship, were like those of a caged predator, circumscribed by its prison but padding up against the confines. ‘I shall be here, too, for a while at least. I might curse the day I listened to Chancellor Tieron, were it not clearly my duty to take a place at the high table. So tell me, then, how things stand beyond the walls.’

			 ‘The state of crisis endures,’ I said. ‘We reconquer ground, but too slowly, and recovered sectors are swiftly beleaguered again. The environs of the Palace itself are secure from assault, and some dozen urban sectors beyond it. Outside this narrow belt, nothing can be relied upon.’

			‘And why is that? There have been rebellions before. Nothing so long-lasting as this.’

			I had asked myself the same question many times, and had been unable to come up with an answer that satisfied me. ‘The psychic shock was profound,’ I offered. ‘The Enemy planned long for this day, and had forces in place ready to take advantage. Centuries of neglect has left the underhives ready to revolt on the slenderest pretext. And, most of all, our resources are limited.’

			‘Due to Indomitus.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘But that is not all, is it?’

			He was right. All these factors were relevant, but hardly sufficient. I had no more answers, though. ‘Detain the leaders,’ I said, retreating into platitudes, ‘and the truth will emerge.’

			Valoris nodded. ‘Yet even if our numbers were ten times what they are, that would take an age. So, listen closely. Guilliman did not dis­regard the Throneworld before he left it. Phalanx has returned to the Sol System and now stands in orbit above us, something that I trust will calm some nerves among my peers of the Council. You should know, though, that the fortress itself is badly damaged. We are informed by our agents on board that its defensive systems are barely functioning. The bulk of its cargo – refugees from the Cadian war – has already been removed and been assigned to duties elsewhere. Like everything to come out of that disaster, it is a shadow of what it was, and yet it still retains one valuable asset – a company of Imperial Fists, all of whom have been sworn to the defence of their ancestral home.’

			I was not sure how I felt about that. The Adeptus Astartes had always been a double-edged blade, as likely to enflame a situation as to quell it, but I could see that the news was intended to be welcome and so did not voice the sentiment. ‘They shall be valuable allies,’ I said.

			‘More than that,’ said Valoris. He looked directly at me. ‘They shall be the spear tip on which our recovery depends. They must be seen to win this world back. Do you understand this?’

			I did not. I had not given the issue of attribution a moment’s thought – it mattered nothing to me where salvation came from, as long as it did, and that our oaths of protection were fulfilled. 

			No doubt this was some matter of politics, a consideration from the High Lords themselves. If so, I could already see the weakness of it. The greater population of Terra, at least in its higher echelons, held no love for Space Marines. Those terror troops had always been kept at a distance, ostensibly in distant, myth-wound memory of their depredations during the Great Heresy, but more realistically because they were so hard to control once unleashed. The Imperial Fists had maintained a war-keep here since the days of legend, that was true, but it was of little more than symbolic value set besides their much more extensive fleet-based holdings. When the primarch had taken his assembled Chapters away with him, the truth was that many here had breathed a sigh of relief.

			My lack of enthusiasm must have been obvious.

			‘You brought us out of the shadows at Vorlese,’ Valoris said. ‘That had a purpose, one we have embraced, but now we must relearn the value of obscurity. No more ceremonies, no more wreaths. When the populace begs for deliverance, they must pray for the Angels of Death, just as they have done for ten thousand years.’

			And there was the criticism, veiled no longer. It stung me a little, given what I thought had changed, but could hardly express that, not here, and not now.

			‘As you command it,’ I said.

			Valoris approached me, and placed a heavy hand on my shoulder. There was no censure in his expression, just patience, as if he were a loremaster calmly but firmly repeating a lesson that ought to have been learned a long time ago. ‘This world is already fractured,’ he said. ‘The cracks will widen. When a power rises or falls, it must never do so claiming our blessing. What you distrust as an old passivity is something deeper, something more subtle. We did not remain behind our walls for those millennia out of timidity, but because we needed to preserve a necessary purity. Remember that. We lose that, we lose everything.’

			That was the old mantra, repeated again. I recalled how the primarch had spoken to me, and could not help contrasting the sentiments.

			‘I understand,’ I said, hoping that, by speaking the words out loud, I would in time come to believe them.

			His name was Tor Garadon. He held the rank of captain, the commander of close to one hundred battle-brothers. I understood he had not held the position for long, at least by the standards of his Chapter. As with all our forces in those days, the Imperial Fists’ rates of attrition had been heavy, and like so many others he had been forced to take his place earlier than had otherwise been intended.

			Of all of the Adeptus Astartes, the sons of Dorn were the ones we knew the most of. The links between the old Seventh Legion and Terra were the closest in all the Imperium, even though their Chapter Master rarely visited the world in person. On occasions in the past, our two institutions had cooperated, but only when necessary, and only for short periods of time.

			This Garadon was typical of his kind, in that he had been fighting almost without pause across a bewildering array of battlefields spread widely over the Imperium. As I reviewed his service record, I found myself reflecting, not for the first time, on the astonishing resilience of the Space Marines, hurled from one warzone to another without pause, expected at every turn to perform miracles from populations who regarded them as little less than living gods. He had fought against Heretic Astartes on Taladorn, followed by the greenskins in the Magor Rift, after which he assumed control of Phalanx and the battered Third Company of his Chapter. The star fort had been assailed before its reconstruction was completed, under circumstances that were left vague in the record but which must have been close to catastrophic to have delayed its deployment to Cadia for so long. Once Phalanx had finally arrived in the heart of that storm, Garadon was forced to fight for survival once again, this time accounting for the enemy vessel Will of Eternity, before marshalling the evacuation of the surviving Cadian defenders and delivering them from total ruin.

			That was a more than impressive tally, a career spent at the heart of some of the greatest battles in the Imperium’s history. To the extent that our ranks were comparable, I guessed that I outmatched him. In terms of raw combat experience, he far outstripped me. I wondered to what extent that would matter, once we met.

			I had the opportunity to find out three days after my meeting with Valoris. As instructed, I had held back from my own investigations, waiting for Garadon to take the lead in our ongoing campaign. We arranged to meet, not in the Tower, but in the Imperial Fists’ own bleak war-keep, the one they had maintained and garrisoned ever since the days of the Great Heresy.

			I took the Talion, together with the rest of my brothers, and we docked high up the western face of the keep. It was a brutal-looking place, built in the orthodox Imperial gothic style and bereft of the older artistry that the Tower still preserved. Inside, it was spotlessly clean, of course, and maintained with precision by a small army of serfs and servitors, but every chamber of the place was built for constant training, for constant weapon-drills and combat-preparation, for the ceaseless prosecution of what they did best. 

			We were met by the castellan of the keep, a Lieutenant Haessler. That was something of a surprise. I had never come across that rank before among the Adeptus Astartes, though it was common enough elsewhere.

			‘The Codex Astartes did not escape reform,’ Haessler explained to me, as we walked from the intake hangar towards the keep’s strategium.

			‘The Regent’s doing?’ I asked.

			Haessler gave me a wry look. ‘More changes will come. You are familiar with the Primaris programme?’

			I was, though at that stage by reputation only. We knew that Guilliman had raised fresh troops from long-secreted caches on Mars. The successful subterfuge of that enterprise had shaken the agents of the Tower, who had always prided themselves on knowing every clandestine initiative within the Imperium’s many factions. The disquiet over the Primaris revelation had been so great on Terra, in fact, that there were those who even now claimed scepticism over whether the whole thing was some kind of elaborate sham – a rushed founding along conventional lines, doomed to expire as the flaws in its gene-coding were exposed. Wiser heads knew that such was wishful thinking, and that the primarch had indeed instigated a profound evolution of the Space Marine. Where that evolution would lead was yet unknown, perhaps even to him.

			‘Are there any… Primaris Marines in your company?’ I asked.

			‘Not yet,’ Haessler said, in a tone of voice that suggested he expected the situation to change. I could not tell whether that was something he welcomed or not.

			We reached the strategium, an octagonal chamber set deep within the keep’s armoured core. The black walls were inset with dozens of augur lenses, and hololiths glittered over the columns like green-tinged ghosts. The place was forbidding, as if they kept it permanently plunged into combat-lighting, and the air smelled faintly of the unguents used to pacify the machine-spirits of weaponry.

			Garadon was waiting for me. He looked much as I had expected, given what we knew of him – an aristocratic face, refined despite the muscular augmentation he had undergone. His hair was dark, shorn close to a deep bronze complexion. He had the sharp features characteristic of the higher echelons of Callistan society, and regarded the world around him much like one of those fantastically wealthy oligarchs might have done – as if he either owned it, had just sold it, or planned to buy it.

			Only when he spoke did his more enduring gene-lineage make itself obvious. His voice was clipped and gruff, cast in the image of, so they said still of all his kind, the primogenitor himself.

			‘Shield-captain,’ he said, formally, making a cursory sign of the aquila.

			‘Captain,’ I replied. My brothers filed into the chamber, facing off against their opposite numbers. We were like so many golden statues lost in the gloom. ‘Be welcome to Terra.’

			I wished to ask him about Cadia then. I wished to compare stories of fighting the Black Legion, both to learn from his experience, but also, more simply, to hear how it had been there. In the end, all I said was, ‘I understand you have been briefed on the situation here.’ 

			‘A damned mess,’ he replied. ‘How did it get so bad?’

			He was interrogating me. He felt he was owed answers, as if I, personally, were somehow responsible. Amid all the awkwardness, I found this rather amusing. ‘Upheaval across the entire Imperium has been considerable,’ I said, evenly. ‘Terra has not been spared.’

			‘It should have been,’ he snapped. ‘Haessler, here,’ – he motioned towards his lieutenant – ‘was at the Forbidden Fortress when it fell apart. Fell apart. Where were you, then? Stuck in the Palace?’

			I knew exactly where I had been. We had all been occupied with our many labours on that night, attempting to keep a burning world from exploding entirely. As the Days of Blindness had begun, I had been travelling towards my first encounter with the Neverborn on Terra, something I shall never forget. 

			‘Not quite,’ I said.

			Garadon shook his head in irritation. ‘Then I’ll speak plainly, Custodian.’

			‘Please do.’

			‘This has been reckless. It has been irresponsible. We should have an entire Chapter here – more than one.’

			He was right, of course. I wondered which battleground he would have forfeited, though.

			‘But it ends now,’ Garadon went on. ‘Coordinated strikes, spread out, rapid intensity. We burn out the ringleaders, send a marker, restore the fear of the Throne. They told me you had a list of targets.’

			Perhaps this aggression was intended to establish some kind of marker here too, like a beast putting its scent around its territory. I quite admired it. ‘We took a cult leader alive,’ I said. ‘He has been under interrogation, which gave us information. Our enemy is diffuse, but coordinating. There are numerous leaders, none of which appears to be in overall control of more than a handful of cabals. He gave us names, all of them fanciful or blasphemous: the Convolute, the Master of Dreams, the Lachrymosa. I have the full data with me – you are welcome to place them within your own systems.’ 

			As I spoke, Ravathain took out our data-slabs, wrapped in gold braid and glimmering behind security fields. They were taken by the Imperial Fists, who moved over to a console to begin the process of transfer. Their armour-spirits must have been advanced – within moments I could tell that Garadon was already processing what we had given them.

			‘Xatasta,’ he said.

			Xatasta was the subsector immediately to the north of Gorgantha, one that had been entirely dark since the Beacon’s loss. Skreto had indicated that a Splintered cabal had gathered in strength there, bringing up weapons from looted depots and forming up into organised divisions. As ever, they were concentrating efforts on Ministorum structures. There was a significant basilica in the heart of the subsector, one that we believed was being used by the so-called Convolute as a base of operations. Cleansing that, and re-establishing a loyal garrison in its place to serve as a station of supply, would open up the prospect of pushing deeper into contested territory.

			‘Our experience is that, when we can destroy strongpoints,’ I said, ‘regular enforcement troops are now capable of occupying and holding the ground. I would suggest, if you concur, immediate and decisive deployment to the epicentre.’

			Garadon smiled briefly then, a twitch at the corner of his elegant mouth. ‘You always talk like this?’

			‘I… believe so,’ I said, hesitantly.

			‘Throne.’ He turned to Haessler. ‘Two squads, both in Ataxsis.’

			Haessler bowed, and withdrew. A number of the Imperial Fists in the chamber followed him.

			Garadon reached for his helm. ‘No reason to delay, then, is there?’

			After enduring so much talk of caution and restraint from my own people, it was rather good to hear him say that. 

			We took Rastava, and boosted clear of the war-keep just ahead of their own gunship, the Thunderhawk-class vessel they called Ataxsis. That was a huge machine, set next to ours, and flew cumbersomely with enormous downdraughts of smoke, but I knew from experience what prodigious destruction it could unload.

			We both flew hard over the spire-tops and tower canopies, taking a direct course towards the target. The day was waning, and the clouds above us looked heavy and stolid. I did not know if Garadon had had much of a chance to observe Terra at ground level yet. If he had not, I imagined he would have been appalled to see its degradation. With some exceptions – all heavily guarded – the skein of transitways was still rubble-strewn and dotted with the blackened carcasses of groundcars. The eastern horizon was heavy with lingering palls of smoke, and most of the great hab-spires were far darker than they should have been. Close to the immense Palace walls, atmospheric traffic had picked up again, but it was not long before it thinned out, replaced by the grinding progress of Militarum convoys.

			Our adepts had already prepared datascreeds on the target – the ­Basilica of the Agony, a colossal shrine built to commemorate the Emperor’s immortal sacrifice. I felt I already knew every centimetre of its tortured, over-elaborate surfaces – the high altars with their mass of twisted imagery, the glossy floors padding with pilgrims, the great bells tolling for the fallen. Of course, it was likely that the interior had been somewhat changed by the current occupants. I imagined the defences would be similar to those we had encountered in Gorgantha, only greater in magnitude.

			I was to be surprised. The first sign was the great pillar of black smoke on the eastern viewscopes. It was far greater than the many smaller fires burning further out. For a moment I wondered if a big flyer had come down, but as we closed on the coordinates it was clear that the basilica itself was the source.

			‘This is the place?’ Garadon voxed from his gunship.

			I could understand his confusion. The expected profile of the edifice, a typically vast collection of interlinked towers and domes, was blotted out by the huge rolls and swirls of smoke. As we neared, I could see the central cupola was gone, its surface broken and slender fingers of metal jutting out from around a burning rim. The buildings around it were also badly damaged, and the courtyard in front of the high western gates was blasted and cratered like something out of a battlefield.

			‘It is,’ I confirmed, running a scan for movement within the rubble. I could detect nothing in the way of a threat, but visual scans were revealing plenty of bodies lying immobile within the piles of blown masonry.

			‘Then I don’t think we’re the first to get here,’ Garadon said.

			We brought both our gunships down before the blackened arch of the main gates. As I disembarked, the only thing I could smell was burning – burning fuel, burning flesh, burning metal. The destruction was striking. The gate doors were gone, exposing the gutted innards. The high linked roofs of the basilica had all collapsed, littering the naves and transepts inside with smouldering wreckage. The weak grey light of Terra’s dusk flooded into chambers that had not experienced it since their original construction, illuminating heaps of headless statues and shattered reliquaries.

			Garadon came to stand beside me, his bolt pistol drawn. He was looking up at the pillars ahead, all of which had large holes gouged in the stonework. ‘You know what those blast marks are?’ he asked me.

			I did. ‘We will learn more inside,’ I said, picking my way through the wreckage and crossing into the acrid interior.

			Under the still-standing arches, bodies were everywhere. They lay across the shattered stonework, or were broken within the charred panels of crushed transports. The Splintered had deployed some heavy vehicles in the mournful caverns of the old basilica, but it appeared to have done them little good – I saw more than a dozen immobilised Leman Russ tanks, most with their turrets ripped clean off.

			We reached the heart of the great nave, right under the gaping hole of the broken cupola, and saw evidence of some kind of last stand. A row of pulpits had been smashed into kindling, and the marble floor had been cracked and ruptured. The bodies were piled highest here, thrown atop one another as if shovelled by a dozer-blade and left to rot. Flies were already thick there, and for the first time human stenches rivalled the bitter palls of burning. 

			Aside from this, the main impression was one of dreadful silence. The combat could not have taken place very long ago – the corpses were still warm – but every echoing void was now quiet again, the only sounds being the crunch of our boots and the crackle of flames.

			I looked up into the high arched vaults, now in danger of collapsing entirely, scanning for any lingering trace of those who had done this. Garadon lumbered past me, went up the steps towards the central altarpiece, and stooped to pick something up. After failing to locate any signs of life or movement above or ahead, I came to join him.

			He had picked up the remains of something.

			‘Bolt-shell casing,’ he said, throwing it at me. I caught it. It was a mere sliver of metal, a scrap of material that had been blasted clear on detonation. ‘You told me there were no Space Marines on Terra.’

			That had been true – as far as I knew. The evidence was conclusive, though. Even if the residue of the bolters had not been everywhere, the sheer scale of destruction would have pointed in their direction. No other force was quite as ruthlessly capable of causing such immense damage in such a short space of time. 

			I did not know what to tell him. I let the bolt-shell fall to the ground, and crushed it beneath my heel.

			‘Clearly,’ I said, as evenly as I could, ‘I was wrong.’ 
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			So, I had my task. I was here, back in the shadows of our old domain, charged to discover why we had ever left it. From a warrior to a historian – Valerian might have approved.

			I knew the process would not be easy. If the answers had been close to the surface, they would not have been forgotten by so many, so the truth was buried deep, just as it was in so many other places. The Imperium did not produce many souls of distinction, but it had always been good at generating undertakers.

			The Citadel was, as Asurma had warned me, a strange place. The Fellowship had never occupied more than a small part of it during their long vigil, but had huddled tight within a set of chambers close to ground level, shunning both the catacombs below and the locked halls above. They had lived shabby lives, as far as I could see. It wasn’t clear to me how they had amassed the coin they had needed to survive for all that time. However they had done it, the process had left them little more than beggars, subsisting on scraps from the daylight side of Luna. Or perhaps they had been straightforwardly thieves, looting things they did not understand and selling them on to those who relished the touch of age in their trinket-hoards. Somehow, though, they had managed to cling on here – a couple of hundred of them, squatting in their hovels, staring at us with a mix of veneration and suspicion. Most appeared to be related to one another, which was another reason to be wary. I did not have the heart to ask Telam whether inbreeding had been a deliberate policy during the empty centuries – I found that I would rather not know.

			He followed me around like a canid looking for a master. I was not kind to him. I found his attention largely unwelcome, especially the frequent allusions to what I guessed were his religious precepts. Sometimes, when my attention was diverted for some reason or other, I would look up to find that he had been gazing at me, a look of blank adoration on his thin face. On those occasions I would send him away. I kicked him once, as he scurried out.

			He always came back. That made it worse. I had spent my life trying to get used to aversion; now I had to get used to someone who just wouldn’t go away.

			Still, he was undeniably helpful in some respects. He understood how many of the old lock-systems worked, at least on the lower levels. He knew his way around the inhabited sections of the great tower, and I relied on that at the start. The Fellowship had maintained something like archives, and he showed them to me as soon as I asked for them. After a great deal of study, I concluded they were mostly trash – collections of mystical treatises, a mishmash of orthodox propaganda and some older strains of ritual practices. To the extent the records approached any kind of real history, it was all very recent – the doings of the Luna government, imprecations against the corrupt port governors, notes of occasional raids by the enforcers looking for stolen artefacts. It was clear that the authorities here knew something of the Citadel’s nature, realised it was very old and might contain some material of value, but had not guessed its original historical function. The old fortress had lain here, all through those silent millennia, a haunt of degenerates and half-cocked scavengers. I might have wished it properly erased, rather than suffer this lingering indignity.

			Asurma and her acolytes were busy, too. As I had already discovered, the Citadel’s own resources were paltry, but the demand for our services would only grow. A hundred or so of my sisters had been billeted here, most as instructors in our ways of physical and psychic combat. One by one, dust-thick chambers were opened up and put back to use. We had to beg the port’s officials for resources to bring in enginseers for our power generators, and for lexmechanics to maintain the rusty cogitator banks that had been lifted from the old depots on Terra. Blackouts were frequent, as were interruptions to our water supply and ration imports.

			None of that mattered much. The mood among those of us who had returned was one of quiet elation, matched only by a steady determination to make sure this thing succeeded. I conversed with my sisters whenever I could, taking in their many stories of isolation and recovery. There were always some similarities in our various histories – the need for secrecy, the indifference or hostility of the official Imperial institutions, the constant danger of raids or purges. The scattered convents had left us with divergent ways. Even our armour and weaponry were different, maintained undercover by forges short on supplies. I spent many hours studying the Vratine plate from distant convents, noting the solutions they had adopted for the environments in which they had fought.

			Every Sister’s face was different – a different shape, formed by different gravitational pulls; a different shade, caused by variant spectra of sunlight – but in every pair of eyes I saw the same thing reflected back at me: relief. Relief, that now we could gather ourselves together again, protected by the same Imperium that had once hounded us. Relief, that we no longer had to live lives of lying and deflection. Relief, that we could take solace in our numbers and strength again.

			Some of my sisters were souls of delight. Other were tedious. A worry­ing number were deeply religious, to the point of near-fanaticism. With all of them, though, to some degree or other, I could be open again. Our conversations must have seemed ludicrous things to any outsider who blundered into them – dancing fingers, sudden gestures, the occasional snort or laugh – but that was just another shared element that bound us closer together.

			Such moments of levity were not common, however. Our duties were onerous. I myself spent many hours returning to full physical condition, getting to know the weight and temperament of my new blade in the practice pens. Young girls were arriving all the time for training, most plucked from the holds of Black Ships, others brought back by expeditions launched by the Custodians or our own Sisters abroad with the crusade. They would arrive at the Citadel in their black shifts, their heads shaved and the mark of the Sisterhood etched on their cheeks, eyes wide and fingers knotted nervously. We were not gentle with them. We could not afford to be – the galaxy was not a gentle place. Many of them, we knew, would not survive the training process. Those who did so would be like we were – tempered into something harder and colder, ripe to withstand the horrors we had been created to oppose.

			Amidst all of this, all the new arrivals and the ongoing labour of the pioneers, I had my own work to do. I trawled through every surviving archive and interrogated every member of the Fellowship who was remotely lucid. I struck off on my own, breaking into long-sealed halls and corridors. For some of those journeys I spent hours in isolation, carefully treading through ancient spaces, ankle-deep in dust. Under the sharp starlight of the Luna sky I prised open barred caskets and hunted for traces of a past life. Every so often, hidden in some crack in the stone or wedged under an ironwork plinth, I would find a reminder that we were only the latest occupants of this place – a devotional amulet, a scrap of parchment with a name on it, the footprint of an armoured boot still visible amid the grime of forgetting.

			I did not make much progress, though I came to understand a little of the architecture of the Citadel itself. It was not like an Imperial building at all. Whereas most fortresses of the Imperium had been constructed to a brutal template of uniformity dictated by the old military manuals, this place was like none I had ever encountered. There were few orthogonal edges and many sweeping curves. Some chambers looked like frozen waterfalls, others like caverns of ice. They were unlit, of course, and so I used my armour-lumens to track across the undulating surfaces. The place was not beautiful, at least not conventionally. I found some of the spatial harmonics unsettling, and others vaguely reminiscent of something I could not place, as if from a vision or a dream.

			On one occasion, I made my way to the very pinnacle, still off-limits to most personnel. It was unsealed to the thin atmosphere, and so I went fully armoured, clambering steadily up through corridors strewn with broken furniture, until I was standing in a single narrow lantern-chamber bordered by tall, iron-veined windows. In all compass directions, I could see the emptiness of Luna running away from me, overarched by the deep black of the sky. The dust-plains stretched off, far below, so far that I felt I was scraping against the very edge of Luna’s atmosphere, an observer on the limit of possibility.

			I could just make out the light of settlements in those wastes, linked by narrow threads of old transit lanes. They were isolated places, forever sunk into a darkness that never broke. I wondered why they were there, far from the mines and the breaker’s yards and the void-dock’s hinterland, scattered like faded jewels amid a parched emptiness.

			I turned away from the view, and looked down at the wreckage at my feet. Some of the broken objects might have been valuable, once, but I saw nothing much that was likely to be repaired or recovered for use. Maybe it had all been shattered during some single, cataclysmic event far in the past, or maybe others had scavenged here over a long period of time, gradually stripping the place of its treasures.

			I knelt down, letting my fingers drop into the dust. I brushed some of it aside, revealing a black stone floor inscribed with characters I couldn’t understand. Just as elsewhere, the sigils had an uncanny edge to them, so foreign to my sensibilities that they might almost have been xenos shapes. I spent some time seeing if I could make any kind of sense of them. In the end, I took a pict, and stood up again.

			We may have been masters of this place once, I thought to myself, but we were not the first.

			I discovered little else of interest within the Citadel. I began to fear that my time was being wasted. My practice sessions with the Somnus Blade became ever more intensive, as if I could somehow exorcise my frustrations through physical exertion.

			After one such session, I returned to my chambers alone, my jerkin soaked with sweat. My hair had come loose from its bindings and hung in damp clumps about my face. I reeked.

			It was not welcome, then, to see Telam waiting for me outside my chambers. My mood had not been improved by mock combat with drone-servitors and dumb obstacles, though it occurred to me that putting a blade through his scrawny chest might give me some fleeting satisfaction.

			Go away, I signed, reaching for my door-lock.

			He bowed, offering me a pile of old leather-bound books. ‘As you commanded me, lord,’ he said.

			I had indeed asked him for those things. Like the faithful hound he was, he had retrieved them. The doors slid open.

			I went inside and motioned towards a tabletop protruding from the organic sweep of the interior walls. Leave them there.

			He followed me in. As he put the books down, he caught sight of the picts I had taken in the high chamber.

			‘The words of the matriarchs,’ he said, softly, mostly to himself.

			I reached for a towel and ran it over my face. What?

			His thin face snapped up guiltily. ‘The words of the matriarchs,’ he said again. As so often with him, he had lapsed into a quasi-devotional expression.

			I looked over at the picts, seeing the character shapes on the rigid plates. Can you read these signs?

			He shook his head. ‘We remember some things, but the knowledge fades.’

			I threw the towel into an overflowing laundry hopper. I re-bound my hair, and went to join him at the table. Does anyone still read them?

			He looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘I do not think so. Unless, maybe, the dust-kind. The soul-night.’

			This was the first time I had heard such words, and they sounded irritatingly obtuse. Telam himself did not sound very sure of himself, but, then again, every scrap might be useful.

			I remotely activated the pulse shower in the adjoining hygiene chamber, and after a few stuttering coughs, I heard water spurt from the aperture.

			Make yourself ready, I said, adding a banish imperative to the gesture. Vehicle pool, thirty minutes. You will show me.

			We took a groundcar out from the Citadel. Like all Luna-made vehicles, it was clunky and robust, designed for a terrain that had only ever been part-tamed. Keeping an atmosphere in place and gravity functioning at something close to usable levels occupied the greater part of the satellite’s terraformic infrastructure, meaning that the empty quarters of the satellite’s nightside had remained, in many sectors, virtually pristine wilderness.

			We jolted and shook our way across the plains, half-lost in a haze of kicked-out dust. I looked back and saw the full height of the tower behind us, rearing up like an impossibly slender mountain from the crags at its base. On Luna, everything was picked out in sharp relief, and I felt then as if I could pick out every flaw and blemish on its surface, preserved forever in this quiet, dark, interminably alien place.

			We followed old tracks after that, and the faint lumen glow from the Citadel dropped below the horizon. The groundcar trundled on, moving now through the perfect dark of the eternal night. Above us was the great curve of the galaxy, far brighter than it had been on Arraissa, betraying none of its torture and bloodshed amid the immaculate stellar necklace.

			After what felt like a very long time, we passed through settlements again. They were mean, poor places – low-rise rockcrete habs, fraying at the edges, clustered around comms towers that looked barely functional. I saw men and women sitting in the doorways of domestic units, clad in little more than rags. Some had canisters in their hands that they drank from listlessly. Others looked vacant, with the telltale lethargy of narcotic-use.

			It was a surprise to see such desolation here, right next to humanity’s birth-world. I knew that on the other side of the terminator, the press of buildings was just as frantic and compressed as it was on Terra, the urban spread fuelled by the churn of industry in the void-docks, but this might as well have been another planet entirely.

			Has it always been so desolate? I signed.

			‘Why would people come?’ Telam replied, concentrating on keeping the groundcar on the bumpy track. ‘Mined out, long ago. No coin now. Only darkness.’

			That might have been so, but the concentration of humanity was so all-encompassing in those other places that I couldn’t quite believe there had never been overspill into what, in galactic terms, was right next door. I wondered if there was another reason. Something from the past, lingering in the arid, grey soils like a curse.

			The settlement slunk back into the dark as silently as it had come, its meagre lights quickly lost. We passed through several more of them, each as pathetic as the last. I watched the faces of the inhabitants as we passed them, and saw how similar they were to those of the Fellowship. No doubt they all came from the same stock, some dead-end of humanity’s great ancient scattering, washed up here and with nowhere left to go.

			Finally, we began to climb again. The groundcar choked and struggled its way up a high scarp, teetering against the edge of a steep drop, before cresting a rise and coasting along a long, gritty scree-slide. We shuddered to a halt, the engine taking a few attempts before it cut out. We dropped down from the cab, our boots crunching in the gravel.

			A single dwelling stood before us, half-buried in a low rock face. An antenna had been erected above it, and there were supply crates piled around us, many untouched. A low-power ground vehicle was parked a little way down the slope, and I could hear the put-put of a generator working. Telam motioned for me to wait, and he went inside. A few moments later, he emerged with a woman beside him. She looked old, very old, though given the poor physical condition of these people it was hard to tell. She limped, and was clad in grey robes that made her look like part of the dusty terrain around us. As she got closer, I saw that her eyes were milky with cataracts.

			In what followed, I had to converse with her through Telam. He acted as my novice in this, speaking aloud the signs I gave him. I will not convey here the full tedium of that exchange-method and its many false steps, only the essential matter of what we discussed.

			Who are you? I asked.

			‘Soul-night,’ she said, looking up at me as if she could peer through those misty clots in her vision and see me truly. 

			The words meant nothing to me. I glanced at Telam, wondering if he had brought me to a haunt of the mad, but his expression was steady. He seemed to find her almost as fascinating as he found me.

			I reached for my picter-slates. Can you read these signs?

			She screwed her failing eyes up, and stared at them. ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘No one can, not now.’

			But you know who wrote them?

			‘We wrote them. Soul-night, a long time ago, when we were mighty.’ She grinned, exposing a foul, toothless mouth. ‘The Other King came, jealous of our riches. There was war. The old queens were turned to dust and the old air was boiled away. And then, after that, we still ruled, but we had to serve the King then, and use our riches to give him his empire. And that turned us poor, and ate everything up, and now all there is left is the dust and the wind. But still we see the ships, the ones from the great sunlit port, as they go to war, and we remember.’

			Her speech was halting, with a sing-song rhythm. I guessed that there was more to it than mere rambling, that this was the folk-memory of events that had taken place too far ago to remain intact. Just as I was about to press her again, she lapsed into more babbling.

			‘We built it,’ she said, gesturing over the horizon in the direction we had come. ‘He didn’t. We did. And then it was the queens who lived there, and they gave him the looms. They made the patterns. All gone, now. All the patterns lost, stolen, taken by those who never understood them.’ She looked around, at the scattered equipment, chipped and worn in the ashen wind. ‘We gave it to them, so we could live. And so we do still, knowing she will come back one day. Every thousand years, we look to the skies. One day, we will look up, and she will be there again.’

			She was talking about the Citadel, that was clear. The queens who lived there might have been my predecessors in the Sisterhood, but I guessed not. She was talking about some older set of occupants, the ones I had found evidence of in the high chamber.

			My kind, I signed. The soulless ones. What happened to them?

			She looked confused then, as if struggling to hold various ideas in her head at the same time, and failing. ‘Yes, yes. There were the warriors, the ones with no souls. He brought them here, and we tended the tower for them. The stones were wiped clean, the looms broken and taken away. They were mightier than the old queens, though they made nothing, only destroyed. But they, too, were taken. They, too, were lost. That is the dark of Luna, the graveyard where the soil shifts. The wind comes and the words are lost, but the bones remain.’

			Who destroyed the warriors?

			‘He did. The Other King.’

			If she meant, through some confusion, the Emperor Himself, then that had to be wrong. Tell me more of this king.

			‘He sent his hunters. We still sing of that night. Shall I sing you the song?’

			Please.

			‘The Other King was silent then, his voice was still, his eyes were blind. And lesser men now spoke his words, with lesser hearts and lesser minds. They broke the tower, the queens were slain, and fire now burned the ancient rooms. And empty now the halls are still, and dead the hands that worked the looms.’

			I looked at Telam as she half-spoke, half-sang. His lips moved with hers. The Fellowship, then, were kin to this remnant. They shared the same oral history, even if its sources had been lost or distorted. Some of what she said made a kind of sense, but even the elements I could decipher felt muddled by history, a merging of several related stories.

			Who are the soul-night?

			‘We are the soul-night.’

			What does that mean?

			‘The weavers of fates, the makers of the greater flesh. That is why they came, when the world was young – they coveted what we spun for them.’

			I felt as if I were nearing the end of what I was likely to discover. Everything the woman said was being recorded. Perhaps, in conjunction with material at the Citadel, some of this could be unpicked.

			We are back, now, I signed. The warriors. Does that make you glad? Things can be as they were.

			She shot me a final grin, laced with senility. ‘You should have stayed away,’ she croaked, laughing. ‘You think the hunters sleep? They will come again now, just as they did before.’ She hobbled closer to me, and I could smell cheap alcohol on her breath. ‘He has let them loose, the Other King. While he stays blind, they are unfettered.’

			Telam was nodding sagely again. That made me angry. It had been a long journey, and all we had to show for it was riddles, shared among a derelict people who had only their secrets left to hoard.

			I threw some paltry coin into the dust, more than enough to pay for the woman’s time. Then I turned away, gesturing for Telam to follow.

			Enough, here, I signed, curtly. This was wasted effort.

			He scuttled after me. We took our places in the groundcar again, and set off across the wasteland. I knew without looking that the woman watched us go. I could almost feel her bleary eyes following us out into the night, boring into my back like a heat-lamp.

			Telam said nothing, and didn’t look at me. I turned her words over in my mind, putting them in different orders, trying to make sense of what I had been told. By the time we neared the Citadel again, I had lost the thread, and knew that I would have to begin afresh when the next sunless dawn came.

			Until then, all I had were the halting rhymes, blurted by a crone on the edge of eternal night. I tried to get them out of my head, to concentrate on more useful things, but for some reason they would not leave me.

			And empty now the halls are still, I thought to myself, watching the dark pinnacle of our new home draw ever closer. And dead the hands that worked the looms.
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			Now I had what I had been working for, at least in outline. Mordecai and I returned to the Terran surface, and on the journey down I began to piece together what needed to happen next.

			I had spoken to Pereth at some length on the command bridge of the Excelsis Cruor. She was astute enough to realise what I needed from her, and though she made no immediate promises, she also saw the opportunity for advancing her reputation. If the Navy could step into the breach and restore stability, her voice at the high table would carry all the more weight. And if that prompted Ashariel to respond in kind, so much the better.

			As for what we already had, Phalanx was an impressive sight, to be sure, but we all knew that its presence in orbit was more ceremonial than practical – we were not facing massed fleets of the Enemy, but ragged battalions at ground level. 

			‘It is badly mauled, in any case,’ Pereth had told me, her voice low. ‘Mars is doing what it can, but it will be the work of a generation to restore.’

			I had seen the external damage for myself, and could well believe it. ‘What of its garrison?’ I had asked.

			‘A single company of Adeptus Astartes. Under-strength. No doubt they will make their intentions clear soon enough, though I believe Valoris has already spoken to their captain.’

			I was not, at that stage, much interested in the Space Marines. I would never have control over them, and would just have to hope they acted helpfully. Conventional assets were a better bet, in significant numbers and under the direct command of the Administratum.

			‘Gunships,’ I had told her. ‘Flyers, fighters. Whole regiments’ worth. Overwhelming force, more than the pinpoint strikes we muster at present. If we have to level whole subsectors, we should do it – these cults are being allowed to develop delusions of grandeur.’

			Pereth looked at me, I think a little amused. ‘Alexei kept you under wraps for too long. You have a fire in your eyes he never had.’ Then she became serious again. ‘We are of the same mind. It will not be easy, but matters can be put in train. We shall stay in touch, you and I. Call it the Quiet Road, if you will. I can divert a few carriers here and there, pull a destroyer or two from its duties. They’ll enter orbit one by one, softly, and it’ll all add up. You’ll get the air power you need. Give it enough time, and we’ll have numbers capable of facing down anything you could conceive of.’

			And we had left it at that. Now, travelling back into the labyrinth of the Palace, I had a rare moment to reflect on how things stood.

			I had not, in truth, welcomed Pereth’s constant references to my old master. I doubt she had meant much by it, but it had not been the first time his name had been mentioned in my company. I had never, since taking office, attempted to mimic his way of operating. 

			Do not misunderstand me – I remained fond of Tieron, for all his foibles and personal weaknesses. We had even been intimate, during that panicked time when the Beacon was lost and daemons were sighted from the walls of the Senatorum. I do not regret that, but nor do I see it as anything other than what it was – a human response to extraordinary events. We had needed one another for a short time, just while the beasts prowled at our doorstep, but after that there was nothing, just a mutual acknowledgement that we had been there, and felt those things, and now it was over.

			He had been a cynical man, in many ways. He had never felt the need to excuse his indulgences, nor slow his intake of fine food and wines even while the rest of the planet suffered shortages. For all I knew, he was still collecting his priceless objects and tending his exotic plants, humming away to himself as the Splintered ran amok in the burning habs. Part of that had always been a cultivated image, one he used to gain the trust of more overtly serious ministers. If they saw him as a somewhat bumbling character, run to fat and lost to his hobbies, then the surprise was all the more delicious when they realised, too late, that their allies had deserted them and their coin had run out and Tieron now had them just where he wanted them.

			I admired some of that behaviour – the art of it, the way he made it his entire life – but I had no intention of emulating it. This was a new age, and one that required new politics. Tieron told me once that he had always felt an outsider at the highest levels of power, and had used his influence to exorcise old fears of inadequacy. I was different. I had been born into power. The Jek clan had always commanded prestige, right back as far as anyone could remember, and so I had always been comfortable with it. At my schola – exclusive, naturally – I had been the tormentor rather than the tormented, knowing that my lineage made me untouchable. For a while, I suppose the greatest danger facing me was that of losing my inhibitions completely. Some others I had known in those days had fallen into that trap, wasting their talents and lapsing into a kind of lazy sadism. For those of us without external limitations, that is always the most obvious danger.

			Others I had known fended off that peril by retreating into religious observance. That was a common and respected means of curbing our worst excesses, and I had briefly considered it for myself, but it would never have worked for me. Do not be mistaken – I was as loyal a servant to the Throne as ever existed, and I had prayed fervently like everybody else when the red lightning started falling from the sky – but a pious vocation could never have been mine. I was, and am, a creature of the temporal world, of its structures and its economics, its guns and its merchants.

			So I immersed myself within that world. I learned from those I might have once despised. I kept my ambition quiet, and listened to the sermons of old men and old women. Every time I advanced a stage, clambering just a little closer to the pinnacles of true power, I would hear the same expressions of surprise. ‘I didn’t think you had it in you!’ But that was the point. I had always had it within me, it just needed to be hidden for a short time, kept wrapped up until I could make the moves I had always planned.

			Tieron treated his career like a game on the outside, whereas it was deadly serious on the inside. I was the opposite – diligent on the surface, but at my core it never really mattered. I had become chancellor for my own reasons, to prove that I could tame my worst instincts. Perhaps one day I would decide I had had enough, and could slip into that easier and earlier way of living again. But not yet. Not while women like Pereth could smile at me and express their condescending surprise. Not while men like Ashariel could look at me and see a functionary ripe for humiliation.

			So the work continued. The efforts to cajole and coax the Council into convening a formal session continued. The coordination of food relief and emergency response continued. It never let up, not for a moment, and the long days began to blur into one another.

			One evening, after a particularly arduous session with delegations from various contingency bodies, I returned to my chambers. Mordecai, as ever, came with me. I removed my chain of office, and enjoyed the feeling of its dead weight leaving my shoulders.

			‘First steps taken,’ I said, with some satisfaction, referring to promising status reports from Pereth.

			‘Only the first,’ he replied, supportive as ever. ‘What’s next?’

			I adjusted my augmetic data-feed, retuning it to the harmonics of the secure grid within the Senatorum. Just as always, the first flood of data was huge, enough to make me close my eyes, step back, let it wash over me. Once you had adjusted, you could start to make sense of the network of information, straggling out in a tattered web from the Palace and into the wilds of the urban expanse.

			One thing leapt out at me. A basilica, one of the largest constructed in the zones to the immediate east of the Outer Palace itself, completely destroyed. I went to my console and summoned up more picter images. The grainy sequences were distorted by distance and our perennial comms interference, but I could see the devastation well enough. Anti-flamm teams were on-site, dousing everything in chemical agents, and squads of Arbites crawled through the rubble of its demolished outbuildings.

			‘The Splintered,’ Mordecai said, coldly.

			They had never been able to deploy such force before. I had not thought them capable of it. Looking at the ruins, seeing what would have been required to do that damage, I remained sceptical.

			Before I could reply, though, a priority signal flashed up on my retinal feed. It was always hard work gaining an audience with a High Lord. They, on the other hand, felt able to summon me whenever they felt like it.

			‘Chancellor,’ came a terse voice from the other end. ‘The Master of the Administratum requests urgent audience. Your early reply would be appreciated – transports have been sent.’

			Mordecai looked up at me, unease written on his old face. ‘And what, do you think, can she be so upset about?’

			I didn’t know yet, not precisely. But my mood, which had been buoyant, soured instantly. Such was the way of things on Terra – a fleeting victory, then a fresh obstacle.

			‘We’ll find out,’ I said, reaching for my aquila-chain and wearily putting it on again.

			Violeta Roskavler, Master of the Administratum, the most powerful member of the most powerful institution in the Imperium, stared at me across her desk.

			The chamber we occupied was vast, befitting her status as among the most powerful in the entire Imperium. The walls were a cream-coloured stone that reflected the light of a dozen suspensors. Thick drapes hung by gold-framed windows, the tinted panes of which overlooked atmosphere-sealed gardens crammed with ferns and orchids. Portraits of previous incumbents lined the walls, all of them staring out from the canvas with heavy-lidded expressions of gravity and forbearance. It smelled of incense, or perhaps the funnelled air from the gardens. Everything there was priceless.

			Roskavler herself had a shock of ice-white hair and pale blue eyes. Her gown was ivory, and her skin was so pallid she might have been raised in an underhive. She was heavy-set, with red-rimmed eyes and a filigree of artful augmetics threaded down the right side of her neck.

			‘Space Marines,’ she said, spitting the word out like a curse.

			‘I do not–’

			‘Space Marines. On Terra.’ She flipped a viewscreen towards me, displaying the devastation at the same basilica I had noticed just before leaving to meet her. ‘These are the reports I am getting. And then, so I discover, you were there with Pereth to greet Phalanx. And I begin to wonder whether these two things have any kind of connection.’

			‘I knew nothing of this deployment,’ I said, truthfully enough.

			‘But you knew the Imperial Fists had been landed.’

			‘I did not. I knew Phalanx had returned. The Adeptus Astartes do not fall under my jurisdiction.’

			Roskavler was glaring at me now. She looked ready to leap across her mahogany desktop and reach for my throat. And I had taken her for such a stolid, reliable soul.

			‘That is the point, chancellor,’ she shot back. ‘Knowledge of your jurisdiction’s limits seems to be weak at the moment. Just what do you take your role to be? To fulfil your duties as set out in the Lex? Or to govern this world from your own golden throne?’

			The blasphemy took me aback a little. I tried to get a sense of where all this anger was coming from. Roskavler was one of the Regent’s appointments. She was, as far as we knew, of the Reform tendency, and could be relied upon to support the various changes the primarch had made to the Imperial government. She also presided over the most important office within the Council, one in which the greatest functions were reserved. When Guilliman had asked me to keep an eye on the health of his legacy, I had not expected trouble from her.

			‘I am perfectly aware of my function and its limits,’ I said, calmly. ‘Perhaps, High Lord, you might be clear where your objections to my conduct lie.’

			She set her chiselled chin hard. ‘I know what you’ve been doing. I know who you’ve been talking to, and what has been arranged. You’re not the only one to employ spies, Anna-Murza.’ She crunched her hands together on the tabletop. ‘You think the mobs are a threat. You think we need more force to contain them. You’ve been trying to raise regiments. How, in any sense, is this your responsibility? You are here to serve the Council, not dictate policy.’

			I stiffened at that. ‘I have been asking the Council to convene for months. My staff have practically begged you to form in conclave. If you will not give us a lead, what else can we do? And, with the greatest of possible respect, the cults are a critical threat. Something must be done.’

			She looked at me steadily, as if disbelieving of some great stupidity in what I had just said. 

			‘Ten thousand years ago,’ she said, patiently, ‘this place was besieged by the greatest army ever assembled by a mortal man. It failed. Mere months ago, creatures we were told only existed in the dreams of fevered heretics assailed the Lion’s Gate in legions. They failed. And yet, despite that record, you tell me in all seriousness that this… rabble – this Splintered – pose such an evident threat to order that we must bypass all precedent and bring the Angels of Death back to Terra. Please, chancellor. Tell me you do not believe all this. Tell me that you merely maintain the illusion of ignorance for some other reason.’

			I guessed she had not been out into the contested hab-zones herself. Or maybe she had merely chosen not to read the reports.

			‘If the cults were truly as weak as you suggest,’ I said, ‘we would have put them down by now.’

			Roskavler rolled her eyes. ‘Throne,’ she swore. ‘The cults persist not because they are strong, but because they have patrons. Do you really think the Arbites and the Inquisition, even in these degenerate days and with all the damage they have taken, would not have snuffed such a rabble out already unless there were not some other agency at work? I was told you spoke to the primarch before he left. Clearly, his acumen did not rub off on you.’ She sighed wearily, and rubbed bony hands up and down her face. ‘They retake sectors because they have allies. They resist destruction because they have mentors. Do not look to the void for the masters. Look inside our own halls.’

			This was ridiculous. I knew the ways of the High Lords. I knew that each and every one of them would happily slit their own mother’s throat to gain a little advantage over their rivals, but risking the Throneworld itself – that was a fantasy.

			‘Why would they?’ I countered.

			‘Because, if you desire the reforms to fail, you take away security. You make it seem that the old dispensation, for all its fears and oppressions, at least kept the peace. You make it seem as if the new Council cannot even look after its own realm. You make it seem that the haste to launch Indomitus was a great, costly mistake, and then, from the slums to the high spires, the whispers will start – it was better in the old times. It was better before Guilliman came.’

			‘You cannot believe–’

			‘Do not tell me what I can or cannot believe!’ She clenched and unclenched her fists then, as if fighting off irritation, exhaustion, or both. ‘You have searched high and low for external help, for more guns, more ships. That will do nothing but add fuel to a fire your enemies wish to keep burning. The Adeptus Astartes should never have been called here. Their solution to any problem is to destroy everything they see, then move on. All the while, as the violence spreads, your real enemies are hiding in plain sight, yanking the threads you do not even seek to find.’

			These were dangerous thoughts. I paid no heed to the personal insults – the High Lord was clearly tired and angry – but it was harder to dismiss the matter of her accusations. I did not want to believe them. Perhaps that was the problem.

			‘You are mistaken about me,’ I said. ‘I neither summoned Phalanx, nor did I sanction any missions by its occupants. Do I welcome their presence here? Yes. Yes, I do. Whether or not the cults are being protected, it cannot last long now that they are hunting them. I make no apology for seeking to end this. One way or another, our walls will be secured.’

			Roskavler regarded me with heavy, disappointed eyes. ‘You asked why the Council does not meet,’ she said. ‘I will not let it. I do not know who is behind this, but I will not risk the passing of laws while there are adversaries within our number. To do otherwise would be treachery of another kind.’ She leaned forward across the polished tabletop. ‘See, it is easier to believe that our enemies are out there, in the void. The true enemies, though, have always been here. We spend so long looking to the stars, fearing the coming of the fleets, that we miss what is right at our feet.’

			‘If you have an accusation to make,’ I said, ‘give me names.’

			‘I have none, not yet. They are careful. But you and I both know who stands to gain from this Council being weak – those who never wished Guilliman back, those who venerate the old Imperium and loathe the new. That list is long, but not infinite. If you wish to make the best use of your position, cease agitating for more warriors, and uncover the cults’ protectors.’

			I hesitated before asking the next question. ‘So then, for the avoidance of doubt, do you mean–’

			‘Yes, yes,’ said Roskavler, acidly. ‘There are those on the high table itself who would rather see Terra burn to ashes than let a primarch govern. They know their history. They know what his brothers did before. That is what we are up against. Can you bring yourself to believe it, chancellor? And, if you can, do you have the power to uncover it?’

			I did not know. I would need persuading of the first accusation – it still struck me as outlandish, given all we had been through during the Days of Blindness. As for the second, that was even more uncertain.

			And yet, I was a servant. My duty had always been plain – to aid these people, working as best as I could within the guidance given to me by the Regent.

			So I took another breath, already dreading what avenues this might send us all down.

			‘I shall look into it,’ I said.
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			We did not withdraw from the basilica for some time. The Imperial Fists stalked off into the rubble, hunting for more signs of what had laid the place low. My brothers fanned out across the perimeter, similarly absorbed in seeking evidence of the Splintered occupation. Though the destruction had been excessive, it was always possible that something remained that would tell us more about this new potential threat. If the Throne willed it, we would discover comms units with codes to decipher, or lists of planned engagements, even names of commanders.

			The stench of death was already becoming oppressive. The heat of the waning evening meant that the bodies would begin to fester soon. In such concentrations, that alone was liable to kindle fresh outbreaks of plague, something that was almost as much of a hindrance to our efforts as the active work of the cults.

			I brought forward my existing plans to secure the area. Civilian response units answered my hails, promising as many anti-flamm units as could be spared. Enginseers would follow them to shore up what could be shored up and prevent further collapses. A demi-regiment of Astra Militarum was primed to occupy positions to our north to prevent the enemy moving back into place once we were gone, and the Arbites sector command had earmarked a precinct’s worth of hurriedly trained enforcers to begin the process of establishing the rule of law again.

			Such work took many hours to complete. We laboured into the night, and by the time dawn came again the many hundreds of bodies had been dragged into silos ready for incineration. A few corpses were kept back, placed into secure bio-sacks and lifted to the Tower for further study. I witnessed again on those bodies the little desecrations the enemy performed – the flesh-cutting, the scarification, the image of the broken diamond branded onto scalps or sewn across shoulder blades.

			I would have wished to have had better material to work with. A bolt-shell is a uniquely destructive instrument. It is designed to be used against well-armoured targets. When deployed against fighters such as these, with only improvised and poorly fitting protection, the effects are devastating. Most of the cadavers had lost integrity – we were dealing, in truth, with collections of body parts strewn across a battlefield of churned-up stone and torn-through rockcrete.

			As the sun came up, I made my way east, picking a path through the still-hot wreckage of the old cloisters and out into a ground-level thoroughfare. The buildings to the north were mostly structurally intact, and I could see the glimmer of a few lumens linked to portable generators. Those on the south side had been badly affected by collateral damage from the basilica’s destruction, to the extent that it seemed likely they would have to be pulled down. The loss of life had been severe there, too, I could see – the transit routes were littered with more bodies, most of which belonged to neither cultists nor Astra Militarum personnel. 

			As I moved further away from the cloister walls, I saw a crowd of people – a few hundred – making their way towards me. They were singing something – a hymn, one from the Ministorum manuals, I think – though their voices were broken by dust and illness and the sound they created was most unimpressive. They appeared to be led by a man in a torn cleric’s uniform. He carried a shotgun in one hand and a crozier in the other, and seemed to be the one encouraging the others. As soon as he caught sight of me, he started to run, crying out with joy.

			‘Throne be praised!’ he exclaimed, falling to one knee before me, bowing as low as he could. ‘He delivers the faithful from the darkness!’

			Those with him were civilians – workers from the habs, technicians and scribes and machine operatives. They were filthy, and the stench of their unwashed bodies was foul. 

			‘We prayed, and you came,’ the man went on, gingerly reaching out to touch my boot. ‘The Angels of Death, just as was promised. You slew the unfaithful and broke them on the spear of vengeance. We stood firm, waiting for you. Know this! We stood firm.’

			I looked beyond him, up towards the rockcrete cliff faces with their hundreds of blank, glass-free windows. Thousands would have been accommodated there, once. I wondered how many survivors had remained in those habs, cowering as the fighting had raged.

			‘Great numbers died here,’ I said.

			‘It matters not!’ The man’s eyes were wide with fervour. ‘Better to die than linger in damnation! You are His hand of judgement! The souls of those slain now dwell with Him in eternity!’

			Some of the others murmured approval. A few stared at me in some confusion, wondering if I was something different from those who had caused all the destruction. Most seemed to assume that I was responsible, and venerated me all the more for it.

			It didn’t matter how extreme the violence had been. It didn’t matter how many innocents had been caught up in it. They would absorb any degree of pain just to see the anarchy ended.

			‘Tell me what you saw here,’ I said.

			The cleric looked puzzled for a moment, then the words spilled out. ‘As it has been, as it has been, I saw heretics, the damned, the wicked, gathering in strength, day after day. So many turned, so many could not stay faithful. They were hungry, see. We have not had supplies, nor water, for months. But they were still hateful, the ones who gave in, and their souls are now in torment.’ He grinned savagely. ‘Then you came. I saw you. I saw you slaughter in His name. My master, the old priest, he rushed out when the firing began, and was killed even as he went to aid them. Killed! It matters not!’ The man crept closer to me, tentatively, as if he wished to press his face against the auramite of my knee-guard. ‘I confess it. I confess that I had begun to doubt. Not in Him, you must believe me. Never that. But in those who carry out His will. Not all that has changed has been good. Not all of it. Not all prophets are real.’

			I might have pressed him for more, then, but he could not even tell the difference between my armour-plate and that of the warriors who had destroyed the basilica. To him, we were all the same – a breed of unearthly angels, dwelling in halls of gold he would never approach in life. If he survived these days, I knew he would tell of this moment over and again, recounting the hour when creatures of legend and devotion stepped into reality. I doubted he would remember what had been lost.

			The day was waxing by then, and pale light crept up the burned flanks of the towers. I felt I should say something to him, but could not find the words. It was not my role to inculcate faith, nor to tutor the weak.

			So I turned away, and walked back the way I had come. As I went, I heard the hymns start up again, just as ragged and enthusiastic as before.

			‘Our intelligence was correct,’ Ravathain said. He had been analysing signals from a whole range of engagements. ‘The Splintered were here, in numbers.’

			By then the transit canyons around us were filling with vehicles – troop carriers, mobile armour, all trundling up under the broken arches to take positions further north. My chamber and the two Imperial Fists squads had come together again to determine the next target. We gathered in what had once been an assembly hall of some sort, now bombed out, roofless and lifeless. At the far end, medicae teams were setting up stations. Beyond them, in the yard, water tankers and supply lifters had begun to disburse their contents.

			‘Following their destruction, the faction will be depleted,’ Ravathain went on, showing us a few retrieved pieces of debris with the so-called Convolute’s sigil – a tangled knot – scraped onto them. ‘The others will turn on it now, to absorb its remaining fighters. We have the chance to engage before them.’

			‘If we’re fast enough,’ said Garadon, grimly. ‘You have coordinates?’

			Ravathain angled his vexilla, projecting a ghostly three-dimensional schema over the rockcrete floor. A cross-section of the city sprawl spun slowly before us, threaded with highlighted routes through the underhive’s warrens.

			‘Signals from the locator-range are marked in amber,’ he said. ‘A number of sites under the tri-spire complex of Artaxerxia correspond to a likely nexus. I have indicated the optimal ingress.’

			It was a subterranean passage, working deep down through the cata­comb strata before emerging under the second of Artaxerxia’s three great spire heaps. It was also close – we could strike at it swiftly.

			‘Captain?’ I said, wishing to honour Valoris’ injunction. ‘The decision is yours.’

			Garadon’s helm was on, so I could not tell if my care over precedence was welcome to him or irritating. ‘No more delays,’ he said. ‘We move now.’

			And so we did. We left our vehicles behind – given the terrain and the need to descend quickly, we could go more swiftly on foot. Garadon’s twin squads and the warriors of my chamber set off as one, heading rapidly north-east, out from the ruins of the basilica complex and into the city beyond.

			We did not stay at ground level for long. Ravathain had plotted the most efficient route, which led us to a large vehicle elevator shaft system, the kind used to drop excavation machinery to the foundation sinks of the great hive spires. There were six shafts in all, none of which were powered or in active operation, all standing open to the sky like wells into oblivion. It appeared that their control towers had been broken into, and signs of looting and vandalism were in evidence across the entire site.

			We saw very few signs of life in the habs around and above us. That did not mean the locale was deserted, only that the inhabitants remained out of sight, cocooned within the dank interiors of their lightless towers. If they saw us at all, I do not know what they would have made of the sight – welcome signs of the restoration of order, as the cleric had done, or just another set of monsters come to punish whatever sins they believed they must have committed.

			We dropped over the edge of the nearest rectangular shaft, using its bulky machine-encrustations as handholds and footholds. Rusted caged stairways lined the inner surfaces, but none of us trusted our weight to them, preferring to clamber down the chain-runs and piston housings. The drop was significant – we were climbing for many minutes, hand-over-hand, moving as fast as we could – before we reached the required depth. By then, daylight was entirely lost, and we had slid into a world of complete shadow. My armour compensated, picking out the terrain ahead in a ghost-projection of gauzy outlines. I assumed the Space Marines would be doing much the same thing, as their helm lumens remained dark.

			I jumped down from the last foothold, landing ankle-deep in oily water. Ahead of me ran a wide tunnel, big enough to accommodate an ore-hopper. The walls glistened with dripping fluid, a steady pit-pit-pit. It smelled strongly of human waste.

			We ran then, keeping our weapons unlit, speeding through the underworld in near-silence. The tunnels ramped down, then branched, then branched again. We passed discarded maintenance crawlers, burned black and tilted off their axles. Rails had been sunk into the floor, though they were cracked and unused. Excavation equipment – turbo-drills, rock-gougers – were all abandoned, stripped of any loose metals or electronics, left to moulder in the damp and the dark.

			Signals acquired, Ravathain signed.

			Astartes-pattern, I replied, correcting him. We knew the Codex Astartes combat-signals, which the Imperial Fists should have been able to follow even if our usage wasn’t perfect.

			Signals acquired, he signed again, and Garadon acknowledged.

			My armour-systems soon picked up the ranged scans relayed from Ravathain’s vexilla. We were now far underground and heading deeper. The walls around us were a mix of hacked-out rock and old brickwork retaining walls. I glimpsed signs of the Splintered painted on culvert arches and side-branch lintels. They were a warning, no doubt, or perhaps an advertisement – many converts must have flocked down here during the worst of the anarchy.

			Then I saw tripwires laced across the floors, and my augurs detected explosive charges concealed under supply crates. As a matter of courtesy, I signalled their presence to Garadon’s troops, but they were already adjusting their gait to avoid them, and none of us slowed down. The tunnels began to narrow. We moved out of the old caverns used by the excavators and into the catacombs proper – the wormlike crawls bored by the wretches who made a life down here, banished from the surface by poverty, guilt or moral corruption.

			Soon we were closing on what appeared to be the first bulwark. Our sensors detected a power build-up, trace heat signatures, the solid mass of metal blast shutters. Beyond those were, as far as we could tell, larger hollowed-out spaces into which the bulk of the Convolute’s followers must have withdrawn.

			I glanced at Garadon. The time for stealth was almost over. I did not know if his kind observed any pre-battle rituals. For us, such things were largely eschewed, but I was aware that combat had sacred elements for them, marked by oaths and significance.

			‘In His service,’ I voxed. ‘May He ward you.’

			The response was unexpected. We tore around a final bend, swerving into a passage leading towards the sealed doors, and they simply erupted.

			‘For the Glory of Him on Earth!’ they roared, filling the tunnel with a boom of machine-enhanced sound. The noise of it was startling. Their helm-lumens blazed on. Their bolters opened up, hammering down the tunnel’s length and crashing into the barrier ahead.

			There were a few dozen guards in place there, sheltering behind lock-panel barricades with their weapons already trained. Four automated gun turrets were set further back, flanking the doorway on either side. None of that made any difference – the warriors were blinded and deafened by the sudden explosion of light and fury, then knocked back by the barrage of perfectly aimed bolt-strikes. The cannons reacted more slowly than the Space Marines, and were blasted into slivers before their machine-spirits could activate their ammunition-loops. The Imperial Fists charged right through the hail of debris, peppering the doorway with detonating rounds.

			In those few fractions of a second, it must have seemed to the defenders that their world had just ended, blown into spinning fragments by some sudden and complete rupture in reality. And yet, caught up in the midst of the assault, I could see clearly how precise it all was. The wave of sonic disorientation was an overt distraction, but the bolt-shells all still hit their targets, not one of them wasted.

			The doorway buckled, its metal plates blown inwards, and we crashed through it. The far side was a warren of its own, a mess of interlocking tunnels that mirrored the Convolute’s sigil. Our bulk slowed us down in there. The defenders, who seemed to have been ready for us, started to get their first shots away – las-bolts and solid rounds that snapped and ricocheted from our armour.

			We split up, running the enemy troops down wherever we saw them. I plunged into a twisting tunnel that led off to my right. The confines were such that I was soon crouching as I ran, crunching straight through the reeling human defenders, trampling them underfoot as much by my momentum as by any skill at arms. I kept Gnosis unkindled, using the blade as a bayonet where necessary and leaving its ammunition in the chamber. Unlike Garadon’s warriors, we Custodians fought using the bare minimum of force in such circumstances, matching our effort to the calibre of those we faced. The combined assault must thus have been a strange thing for an enemy to face – a blend of exuberant violence and quieter bladework. We were the hammer and the rapier, dancing around one another in the shadows as the screams multiplied.

			The enemy here were more deeply corrupted than those we had faced previously. They bore early signs of physical mutation – mottled skins, bulging eyes, extended canines. One of them leapt up at me out of the gloom, her irises like a feline’s, golden and slitted. I had to strike her twice to be sure she was dead, by which time others were crowding towards me. If they had not been such devoted servants of their foul gods, they would have been running. As it was, some combination of misguided faith and combat narcotics made them stand and fight. Soon the water lapping over our boots was black and thickening, our blades slick with cut flesh.

			The tunnels smelled appalling – a mix of very-human stenches and other, less definable odours. Flickering lights made the tunnel walls dance, and curls of multihued smoke snagged at the rocks. The passages extended before me as a false-colour maze, constantly adjusting as Ravathain’s vexilla calculated more of the cavern’s internal structure. More defenders raced up out of the depths, and so at last I triggered Gnosis’ disruptor field, throwing stark illumination out into the murk. I had little enough room to swing the spear, so I thrust it ahead two-handed, feeling the electric tip crunch through both bone and plate.

			The background noise rose in volume, swelling through the tight spaces – screams, shouts, the repeated crack of bolt-shells exploding. I heard the thunder of the Space Marines as they crunched and bludgeoned their way closer to the heart of it all, the grind of their industrial armour, the whine of their servos and the sharp clank of their boots against metal. The environment was getting hotter – far hotter – and the frenzy of those we faced grew ever more intense. One of them threw themselves up into my face – I could not tell if they were a man or a woman – but they carried a knife that burned with a blue-white flame, one that slashed close to my neck-guard. I backhanded the creature into the nearside wall, cracking their spine, and as I did so felt heat radiate from the broken body, an unnatural heat, a knot of otherworldly force.

			‘Be wary,’ I voxed. ‘Gifted.’

			I fought my way directly towards the central chamber, just as the others did from their divergent positions. By then we were closing on it from all directions, and we emerged into its shifting firelight more or less together. The chamber’s many roofs soared away upwards, exposing a labyrinth cut from the naked rock. Galleries had been constructed, gnawed into bedrock as if by insects, and figures writhed there, surrounded by translucent flames. I saw the primary sources of the flickering light – great braziers of convoluted iron, six of them, thrusting up from the dirt floor and thundering with coloured luminescence.

			The main chamber must have been more than fifty metres in diameter, and every scrap of ground was covered with a shifting, rocking, swaying mass of debased humanity. Most were typical examples of the corrupted – men and woman still wearing the rags of their old uniforms and work-fatigues, their disfigurements superficial and their minds still more or less their own. Others had been drenched into a deeper corruption, and they stood out like dream-visions amid the dross around them. They were taller, spindlier, as if gravity had less hold on them. Their faces were pulled into avian distortions, with wide eyes and pointed chins and pinion-spiked hair. Their hands were outsized, grasping at the end of emaciated limbs, and the fevered air cracked and spat as it oscillated around them.

			These were the depths we had sunk to. In another age, to discover a nest of such creatures on Terra would have been beyond imagination. Purges would have followed, information would have been suppressed. The Ordo Hereticus would have descended in force, their actions driven by disbelief and outrage, and the investigations might have lasted a decade. Now, we were having to confront the fact that this was only one of many citadels of debasement, part of a whole network that had sprung up in the aftermath of the Gate’s destruction. Knowledge of that lent fractionally greater urgency to our blade-strikes, just a little more venom to our thrusts. We knew we had to cut this canker cleanly out, then burn the ground it had germinated in.

			We were facing enemies capable of posing a threat now, though. Warp-energies spat and swam liberally, making my eyes and nostrils sting. The hot air wobbled as if set in gelatine, its fragility more than illusion. The slender figures waded towards us, each carrying staffs of their own crested with feathers, rattling totems and hooked blades, their long limbs distorted by a kaleidoscope of lens-flare. The Space Marines opted for ranged fire, using their bolters to break the crowd’s unity. My brothers and I used that barrage as cover to launch a close assault – Garadon’s warriors were such masters of their craft that I had perfect confidence that we could do so without being struck.

			I felt a certain exhilaration again, then, just as I had before. Bolt-shells whistled on either side of me, striking down those dregs who might have hindered my passage. Everything was moving in perfect coordination, like some ancient brass chronometer whirring and sliding, and yet it was all unconscious, all extemporised. My blade by then was flying loosely about me, thrown with speed again now that the confines of the tunnels were behind. I thrust sharply upwards, cutting through the jaw of a cultist, before hauling the staff-heel back to punch through the throat of another.

			My skin prickled as one of the slender magi strode into range, its own staff wheeling in a jerkier parody of my own movements. Our weapons clashed, releasing a mingled sheet-flame of plasma and psychic force. Its corruption lent it both speed and strength, and for a moment the two of us sparred, trading blows while each seeking the kill-strike. The creature thrust its feathered staff tip towards me, and reality sparked. The ground cracked underfoot, and a pressure wave drove me back against the blown rock-plates. I allowed myself to bend with the force of the discharge, feeling the heel of my boot turn and catch. It went for me then, switching grip to turn its blade point first into my chest.

			I dropped away, pivoting around my centre of gravity. The spear-thrust missed its aim, and I powered back up, holding Gnosis securely as it slid smoothly through the magus’ bony chest. Its body cracked, as if it had been hollowed out already and was only held together by the flimsiest of sinew-cantrips. Its birdlike scream was short-lived – a horrifying shriek that ended as I wrenched my blade free of its husk. Then I was moving again, kicking the residue aside to seek the next major target.

			I did not have to look far. Garadon and his twin squads advanced steadily through the mass of cultists. Ravathain was fighting his way to my side, while Penjad and Kleas had found a way up into the high galleries and were slaying freely. The sounds echoed and overlapped, a lattice of screams that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

			Amid all that dross and soul-filth, there could be no doubt who the master of this place was. As I laid eyes on him at last, I saw that he had chosen his name – the Convolute – well. In his previous life, he must have been a large man, perhaps running to fat from riches corruptly earned. The leaders of the Splintered were without exception senior officials of the Adeptus Terra, and this one must have lived well in that old station. He still wore his robes of office, though they had ripped now, clinging to his body like strands of seaweed on an old wreck. His limbs had extended and split, branching like the many tunnels of his underground kingdom, so that it seemed as if many tentacles wrapped around him in a whirl of flesh. His face was multihued, and the colours blotched and shifted as he moved. He was surrounded by a nimbus of flickering light-flare, a corona of distortion that winked and flashed, making his outline fragmented and hard to pinpoint. His corruption had made him larger still, and so he towered over even my own kind, a great mass of swimming muscle, warp-discharge and sense-dislocation.

			I fought my way directly for him, driving a path through dozens of lesser warriors. He saw me coming, and opened up with a huge, crude rotary cannon he had tucked under one tentacular arm. Its shells flew at me thickly, and I ducked and jinked to avoid them, sweeping through the poorly aimed torrent to bring my blade to bear. He was moving fast – far too fast for all that corrupted muscle – and somehow matched the speed of my attack. He cast the cannon aside and pulled a multitude of hooks and gouges out, each one clasped by a humanlike hand. I spun through the serpentine mass, hacking my way to the heart of it.

			‘You fool!’ he spat. There was both hatred and terrible fear in that phlegmy voice. ‘All you have done is strengthen the Lachrymosa. You understand? You do her will!’

			I always listened to the ravings of such creatures before I killed them. The words were invariably lies, but some kernel of useful truth often lay buried within somewhere, albeit meant to tantalise or mislead. The Lachrymosa was one of the Splintered’s many named leaders. Her name had come up more than once as part of our researches – here it was again.

			I did not, however, respond. I cared not if our actions here temporarily strengthened one of the insurrectionists’ perpetually warring factions – they would all be cast down in time, one at a time, whatever their relative strengths. I severed one of his writhing wrist-stumps with my blade, throwing a spray of black blood out, then closed on the creature’s neck. He screamed at me. I felt a sudden surge of psionic force, and was blasted backwards, my feet leaving the ground. I landed heavily, sliding across the stone to correct my stance.

			He screamed again, tentacles flying wildly, and a judder-wave of stone-hard warp energy boiled out of the foment. Remaining upright in the face of that stream was a challenge – the cultists closest to us were thrown from their feet and sent cartwheeling into the air. By then, though, Garadon was advancing in from the left flank, breaking out through a cluster of reeling fighters. His bolt pistol kicked, sending shells straight into the heart of the Convolute’s overspilling stomachs. That slowed the mutant down, puncturing its aura of psychic control, and I battled back in close. The noise in the chamber was by then truly deafening – a crescendo of bolt impacts and shrieking that just ramped up and up. I had the impression of many more than twenty guns firing, an error I attributed to psychic overspills throwing the vibrations around, though the effect was disorientating.

			By then the Convolute was properly unravelling. Garadon’s strikes had wounded it badly, and more perfectly aimed bolts were driving home all the time. I pivoted, slicing Gnosis in low and fast. Its edge cut deep this time, lacerating his chest and making him gasp bloodily. He reeled backwards, flailing all the while, and the pressure waves around him spun out of control. The floor cracked open, causing jets of pressurised steam to shoot up around us. The screams echoed, the flame-light whirled.

			Even amid this disintegration, he stared at me with an impressive level of hatred, blood bubbling at the corners of his slit-like mouth. 

			‘You only make her stronger,’ he hissed. ‘Understand? Stronger.’

			I rotated my blade, ready to plunge it home and end the creature’s heresy.

			I never made the strike. Before I could do so, he was torn into pieces, blown into scraps, blasted into clumps of severed muscle that sailed through the flickering air. Bolt-shells flew through the wreckage of his body, igniting as they impacted on his remnants, turning him into a thundering wall of fat-sizzling flame.

			For a moment, I was genuinely at a loss – Garadon and his warriors had been pushing up along both flanks of the chamber, and had been firing from positions behind me. They had been careful to avoid impeding my assault, and yet these bolt-shells had come from the far side of the Convolute’s position, aimed from locations at the opposite end of the main chamber, and thus directly towards us.

			I crouched down low, running a check to see whether any of my warriors had been struck. Even as I did so, I heard the telltale grind of armour-pistons, the whine of servos in motion. I smelled something both foreign and familiar – that curious mix of incense and machine oils, the devotional and the murderous.

			The Convolute’s annihilated corpse-remnants toppled over. Its fall, and the dissipation of all that steam, smoke and psionic charge, revealed six warriors striding out into the firelight, bolters drawn and combat blades sizzling. None of them were Imperial Fists. Their armour-profiles were different – sleeker, larger, seemingly newer, bearing no combat damage. Every move they made was suffused with a greater swagger, a kind of casual, vicious hostility that none of Garadon’s warriors deigned to affect. Their plate was burnished bronze, with crimson shoulder-guards. I saw one of them half-turn as he walked, exposing the Chapter badge on his leading shoulder – a bull’s-head in bloody red, with arching horns like iron pincers.

			They came to a halt, surrounded by the bodies of the slain. Behind me, I could hear Garadon’s squads drawing up close, and knew their own weapons would be trained on the newcomers. Ravathain and the rest of my chamber busied themselves with mopping up the surviving cultists, but that was now a distant and subsidiary task.

			‘Ave, Imperator,’ came a harsh voice, spoken from behind a helm-pattern I had never seen before.

			Of all the Chapters of the Imperium we could have hoped to find here, at this time, with matters so febrile, these were perhaps the most unwelcome of all. I found myself almost amused by the madness of it.

			But they were here. Somehow, given all that had happened, given how straitened the ways of the warp had become, they were here.

			The Minotaurs. The Minotaurs had come to Terra.
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			After that, I became suspicious of Telam. I became suspicious of the entire Fellowship, having seen what strange roots they had sprung from. Ostensibly, they were the most loyal of the loyal, devoted to the Citadel like no others. Asurma was right – I checked the records of their psy-screening, and nothing was remotely concerning. They laboured diligently, they followed every order given to them, and, in truth, we needed them. Few others would have willingly worked for us, tolerating our foulness as they seemed to. If we had been forced to seek menials from Port Luna, or from even further afield, I suspect we would have struggled.

			So perhaps I was just looking for an excuse to keep him away from me. Even if I had known nothing of the strange company he claimed descent from, I would have found his fawning and neediness insufferable. He kept trying to find things to help me with, and I kept sending him away. Eventually, I think even he got the message, and the constant comm-bursts started to drop in frequency. 

			I am not sure that keeping myself to myself at that time was very sensible, though. The shadows fell uneasily within the Citadel – crookedly, as if broken. I found the echoes of my footfalls somehow out of sync, and when I stopped walking, I could swear that, for a moment, an extra one sounded. Just looking up at the roofs of the cave-like chambers, or trying to figure out the shapes carved into the black stone, made me feel queasy. The euphoria I had felt at coming home proved hard to sustain. This was a home, that was certain, but not one where our history had ever been happy, and not one that gave off any sense of wanting us back here.

			I told myself this was all paranoia, fuelled by the trauma of our near-destruction and sudden resurrection. If I saw ghosts around every corner, or came to believe that our servants were liable to poison us in our beds, who could be surprised? We had been hunted for so long that even the absence of an immediate enemy had become unsettling.

			I closeted myself away from many of my sisters, absorbed in my task. They were busy with their own work, run ragged by constant arrivals of acolytes and the steady stream of communications from the Adeptus Astra Telepathica.

			Kerapliades, Asurma signed to me, on one of the few occasions we were alone together in her chambers. The Master. He wishes to have dominion over us, just as his administration did in the old times.

			What is it with them all? I signed back. Always, they must control.

			Because they fear. We will resist. There are some advantages, being so far out here.

			That felt like a weak advantage to me. If our only protection was that we were far away from the Council, then that spoke ill of our vaunted prowess as a military force in our own right. I could not imagine a Space Marine guarding his autonomy through isolation. 

			How fares your investigation? she asked me.

			I had nothing much to tell her. I could have related my suspicions, I suppose. I could have told her that our foothold on Luna had always been precarious, and that our eventual departure had not been a matter of simple neglect, but as a result of the application of force. I could have told her that elements of the old Imperium, believing they acted in accordance with the Emperor’s will, had been behind it.

			But what would I say after that? Nothing much. And even those few suspicions had no evidence for them, save for the rhymes of a degenerate old woman.

			It progresses, I signed.

			That seemed to be enough for her. I began to think that maybe Asurma didn’t place too much store by this exercise. Perhaps she hoped that I would get it out of my system, then turn my mind to something more useful, such as training the many acolytes who needed to learn how to use a greatblade.

			Still, I persevered. I felt that some revelations were there, somewhere, waiting to be uncovered. I pored over the few books of lore we had stored in our librarium, almost all of them brought up from Terra. I penetrated as far as I could into the crypts under the inhabited levels, breaking open numerous locked portals and searching through the dust-caked contents within.

			On one occasion I was busy in the dark within one such place, rooting through some old supply crates, when I suddenly noticed that Telam was trying to get in touch with me. I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t picked up his hails before – it looked like he’d been making the attempt for some time. My mood instantly soured, and I considered shutting down the feed altogether.

			He tried again. The priority bead at my collar pulsed, and I allowed the summary-runes to flit across my retinal feed.

			Urgent. Please make contact. Urgent.

			I opened the link.

			‘Matriarch!’ he blurted, sounding panicked. He’d never called me that before. Was he confused? Was he intoxicated? ‘Please, please, come to meet me. Main lander control tower. I am very worried.’

			I sent a short affirmative signal. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong, and yet I also couldn’t shake the feeling that Telam was always at the source of it all.

			I made my way out of the chamber, clambering over upturned crates, and hurried up a flight of spiral stairs. As I climbed higher, back into the main body of the Citadel, I saw no signs of anything untoward. The lander control complex was not very far away – perched on the southern flank of the main structure, overlooking the pits where the constant stream of orbital lifters came and went. I moved swiftly through the winding corridors. 

			By the time I reached the main operations room, all looked much as it should have done. Banks of augurs ran along the far wall, set underneath a range of thick armourglass screens. These looked out across the landing stages, which were set at the base of the main trunk of the Citadel. Out across those artificial plains, one of the reception pits was opening slowly, its heavy adamantine doors sliding apart to reveal docking cages below, glowing a deep red from the guidance lumen-banks. Three operatives were on duty in the chamber, all of them Fellowship menials. As they worked at their stations, runes ­shuffled softly across their view­screens, none of them, to my eyes, raising any cause for concern.

			But they were not the only occupants. One of my Sisters, in full armour, had Telam pinned to the rear wall. He looked bruised and sweaty; she was in the process of snapping wrist restraints on him.

			‘Matriarch!’ he cried out as I entered. ‘Listen, listen, please!’

			I didn’t know the Sister. I felt somewhat embarrassed to even be there. Telam looked as if he had finally gone as mad as the woman in the wasteland.

			What’s going on? I signed to my Sister.

			This one attempted to prevent a scheduled supply landing, came the reply. You should watch your menial more closely, Sister – he almost succeeded.

			Telam’s eyes were wild. His jerkin was half-twisted around his neck.

			‘It is coming down now!’ he blurted. ‘Prevent it!’

			My sense of embarrassment intensified. I made a sign of apology to the Sister, then requested that she take him into confinement.

			‘They have come again! Just as they did before!’

			Those had been the witch’s words. I looked again at Telam, and saw that his disarrangement was mostly fear. He was scrabbling to get free of his bonds, to break out of the Sister’s grip, to get back to the consoles.

			I glanced back over at the viewports. The sky outside them was black and empty.

			How long before the lander gets here? I signed.

			One of the operatives had swivelled round to face me. ‘It has already departed the relay station, lord,’ she said. ‘The process cannot be halted – the doors are opening.’

			Telam’s face went white.

			Let him go, I signed to my Sister. She stared at me for a moment, so I underlined it with an imperative adjuster.

			Telam broke from her grasp, breathing heavily, his hands still locked behind his back.

			Tell me what you fear, I signed. Swiftly.

			‘I worked up there,’ he said, speaking quickly, falling over his words. ‘Long time ago. Still have contacts on the clearance teams. Something’s wrong. Lander isn’t what it looks like. Do not let it come down.’

			‘The procedure is fully in order,’ said the operative calmly, reaching for a lens and showing me the clearance codes. The lander was full – another consignment of novices for training. ‘We have already checked with the relay station.’

			‘That wasn’t them!’ Telam shouted, trying to fight his way back to the consoles. I grabbed him and held him back. ‘Close the doors!’ he screamed. ‘Destroy it, if you need to!’

			The operative looked up at me warily. ‘I cannot do that. It is at descent velocity. Close the doors now, and it will impact on the surface.’

			By then, I could even see it – a faint white spot of light growing in the night sky. In a few moments that dot would resolve into the rectangular profile of the lander, dropping fast, its path set by its machine-spirits and now unalterable. The same routine was played out dozens of times a cycle, never changing. It had never needed to.

			Telam struggled against my grip. ‘Close the doors!’ he pleaded with me. ‘There are no acolytes on that lander!’

			All eyes turned to me. Only seconds remained. For some reason, I saw the old woman’s face again, grinning at me, daring me to act.

			They will come again now, just as they did before.

			Close the doors, I signed.

			The operatives stared back, disbelievingly. The other Sister took a step towards me, her right hand dropping to the hilt of her blade.

			Do it! I ordered, infusing the gesture with every power of command I could muster. Notify Sister-Commander Asurma. Clear the outer chambers.

			What happened next is fragmented, in my recollection. The Sister attempted to stop me. I do not blame her for that – I would have done the same thing in her position, given the information she had before her. She managed to get her blade half drawn, and I went for her, shoving her back into the wall and chopping at her neck with my gauntlet. I was half-aware that Telam had rushed back over to the console, despite his hands being tied. I remember him crashing into one of the operatives, going for the control levers.

			Why did I act that way, just then, with such complete certainty? It feels irrational now, in hindsight. I was even semi-aware of its strangeness at the time, like some figure of legend condemned by a curse but unable to extract herself from it. I knew – knew – that Telam was right. There were no living things on that lander. It could not be allowed to pass within the armoured exterior of the Citadel. The antipathy I had felt towards him for so long was not because he was an enemy, but because he was a reminder of something I had wished to forget – that we were always the hunted ones.

			I held back from seriously hurting the other Sister. Even in my desperation I did not wish her any harm, nor the menials, nor Telam. I only acted out of a terrible fear, knowing that seconds were elapsing and the lander was hurtling now, caught by Luna’s gravity and plunging towards its prescribed subterranean berth.

			Somehow, and I do not know exactly how he did it, Telam managed to activate the door-close mechanism. As I grappled with the Sister, and he brawled with the three other menials present, the blast shields out on the plain began to slide back towards one another even as the lander emerged into full visual range, dropping fast, its retros firing, its course set.

			There had not been time to send a warning. We were still struggling with one another as the lander shot down past the windows, a blur of grey just for a split moment, before the screens went black again.

			Then everything exploded. The ground beneath our feet rocked, pitching, cracking open. The panes shattered, blown inwards by the shock wave from outside. The air turned to fire, howling up and around us. My armour protected me from the worst of it, though I wore no helm and the extreme heat seared across my exposed flesh. I threw myself into a tight crouch, scrabbling for the helm at my belt, pulling it up and managing to twist it in place.

			I staggered back to my feet, as did the other Sister, but by then there was nothing to be done for Telam and the others, who had taken the brunt of the explosion’s force. They lay burned and broken across the chamber floor, covered in slivers of armourglass.

			I heard alarms going off. I detected movement close by – guards running, security portals slamming closed, reserve power coils shunting into gear.

			The landing stages had turned black, not from the ever-present Luna night, but from a single, truly immense column of smoke, flecked with burning fragments from the lander’s outer hull. Flames still licked at the cracked frames of the empty viewscreens.

			The other Sister stared at me, looking stunned. In that moment, despite the shock, both of us immediately understood three things. First, that the lander could not possibly have been carrying human cargo – the explosion had been so huge that it must have been packed with explosives. Second, the Citadel still stood. Third, that if the lander had made it past the outer shielding and down into the docking cages, those explosives would have gone off deep within the tower’s foundations, detonating in such a confined space that it might plausibly have brought down the entire structure.

			For a moment I found myself frozen by that knowledge, unable to make a decision. I was only shaken out of it by the other Sister gesturing towards me in urgent Thoughtmark.

			The Sister-Commander, she signed. Contact the Sister-Commander.

			Certainty returned. I stared out across the burning landing stages. Even through the roar of the flames I could hear agonised cries from those who had been working down there. My anger returned, as hot and acrid as it had ever been.

			Do it yourself, I signed, pushing clear from the battered walls and activating the chamber’s external locks.

			Then I was running again, just as I had always done, just as I had been doing non-stop ever since Arraissa, now fuelled not by fear, but by fury.

			What I did next was no doubt reckless. For all I knew, the orbital relay station had been destroyed, or was in the hands of an enemy. I should have gone back to Asurma, just as I had been told to. No doubt there were casualties in the Citadel, and work was required to secure it. Perhaps other attacks had been launched, and all hands were needed to mount a defence. None of that crossed my mind.

			Despite my anger, I did not act entirely without reason in those moments. This had been a clandestine attack, one that had been designed with at least the veneer of a plausible deniability – staged to look like an accident. Whoever had done it had therefore not been able, or perhaps not willing, to assault us openly or with overwhelming force. That meant that the relay station probably still existed, and that there might be some trace of the attackers up there.

			Getting into orbit, though, would be a challenge. I had no idea whether any of our lifters remained in operation. The entire landing site would certainly be in lockdown, even if we still retained the ability to use some of the regular carrier vehicles. Thankfully, my extensive travels up and down the entire breadth of the Citadel had given me an almost unrivalled knowledge of its darker secrets. I had discovered chambers that no one else knew of – networks of corridors that had not been occupied, I assumed, since the Crusade Age. Most of those places were empty or crammed with junk, but one set of tunnels led directly from the catacombs, under the bedrock of the Citadel’s roots, and up again into the service bays for the maintenance shuttles.

			I ran through those hidden ways now, keeping my head low, going as fast and as surely as my body would allow. It was the first time I had stretched myself for a long time, and I was pleased to feel my muscles respond. I did not have my greatblade – there had not been time to retrieve it – and so was armed with a laspistol and combat knife. That reduced my killing power, but freed me up to be swifter.

			I tore through the narrow passages, swerving around the plentiful debris, before reaching the sealed portal leading upward. I hauled the bolts back, entered the access codes I had determined when I was last here, then kicked the hatch open.

			I emerged into a world of filth and ashes. The maintenance shuttles’ launch silos were set far from the main docking cages, but, even so, the underground spaces were still choked with smog. I wondered if the outer docking doors had not closed completely, allowing destruction to penetrate underground, or perhaps the impact-shock had destroyed some other system, flooding the whole foundation level with burning fuel.

			I had no time to investigate further, but raced up a crawlway towards the nearest shuttle. As I reached the rows of suspended vehicles, each one clasped tight within an adamantine launch-cage, I was relieved to see that they were intact, and that the machinery around them appeared to be undamaged. I clambered up an access ramp and hit the hatch release. It jerked open, exposing a cramped interior. I wormed my way up into the cockpit and slid myself into the pilot’s seat.

			The ship was a tiny, one-person craft, with just enough power and fuel capacity for a single journey up to the relay station. It had been designed for running repairs and salvage operations, and had no weaponry save a pair of grabber claws under the fuselage. I worked rapidly, activating the dormant machine-spirit and beginning the launch-cycle. Red lumens flickered across the console, indicating that at least some functions had been damaged, but the docking claw squealed and boomed into action, lifting me up and tilting the shuttle’s nose skyward. As I locked the restraint harness in and pulled the straps tight, I saw the chamber’s outer iris doors open, causing more smoke to flood down into the launch-bay.

			I activated the thrusters, and felt the kick of the plasma drives roaring into life. The docking cage split apart and the shuttle boomed out of the gates. I boosted clear of the outer doors and punched through the rolling clouds of smoke above.

			I set a direct course for the relay station, entering some of the vectors manually since the Citadel’s guidance grid seemed to be malfunctioning. My comm-feed swelled with incoming hails, but I ignored them all. Only once I was up to full speed and angled correctly did I risk a glance out of the realviewers to see what I was leaving behind.

			It was a picture of pure destruction. The Citadel was masked in huge pillars of thick, black smoke. Flames had kindled across its outer surface. The landing plain itself was almost entirely hidden from view, its series of circular apertures wreathed with smog. I caught a glimpse of where the sabotaged lander had come down – the site was still on fire, and it looked like a lake of burning promethium had spread beyond the perimeter. I could see little enough of the lander itself, and guessed that it had been entirely obliterated.

			I turned back, concentrating now on getting the shuttle to where it needed to be. The Lunar surface dropped behind me, its horizon swiftly curving, until I saw the relay station dead ahead, glittering coldly against the starscape beyond. It appeared to be unharmed from the outside, just as it had been when I last passed through it. I did not attempt to raise its crew through the standard hails, but merely fixed a location for docking. Using the shuttle made this easier – there were a number of service airlocks it could access that larger craft could not.

			As I burned into close range, maintaining high speed until the last possible moment, I saw the rows of landers hanging from their docking clamps, all in the Citadel’s own black livery, not one of them looking out of the ordinary. No bigger voidships were berthed, which was something – nothing still there had the capacity for ranged transit, so if any of those who had done this were still aboard, there was a limit to how far away they could get.

			I slammed into the nearest airlock and reached for my pistol as the oxygen hissed through the interface tubes. The wait must have been just a few seconds, but it felt like minutes. Eventually, the cockpit lumens switched to green, and I pushed myself out of the pilot’s seat and wriggled back down to the egress hatch. As I disembarked, I heard the blare of klaxons going off, voices shouting orders.

			I raced towards the control chamber. As I ran, I passed menials going the other way, most carrying sidearms, none of whom attempted to hinder me. When I reached my destination, I found what I had feared. It was not a large room– the traffic between the Citadel and elsewhere was predictable in nature and in relatively low volume, so the control consoles were only manned by a few operatives and a lone data-servitor. All of them were now dead, lying on the floor with pinpoint wounds to the back of their heads. A dozen of the station’s security detail stood guard over the bodies, while technicians pored through the landing records.

			How did this happen? I signed to the head of security.

			The man’s face was grey. ‘It was a standard cargo-transfer,’ he said. ‘Bulk foodstuffs, supplies, just one of many. Somehow, they got–’

			Where are they now?

			‘The cargo came in on the voidship Ergaina, departed again for Port Luna three hours ago.’

			That was before the attack. So they had to have left someone behind to infiltrate the control chamber and communicate with the receiving crew at ground level. How had they got out? Were they still on the station?

			No one leaves, I signed, and reached over to grab a data-slate showing a schema of the station layout.

			I had precious little time. The crew here had done what they could in the aftermath – I could see that the docking-ports had all been locked – but the enemy, whoever it was, must have had some kind of plan for this eventuality. My eyes flickered over the diagrams. All I had now was instinct, the sense of where I would go, were I the one being hunted. I was not good at this kind of mental projection – I might well have predicted where one of my soulless sisters would have gone or done, but the ways of the true-human were always hard for me to unpick.

			The response teams were already rushing towards the docked landers, aiming to secure them all before any attempt was made to break free. The same went for the batteries of emergency escape pods. That was sensible – and predictable. To evade capture, even for a short time, an enemy would have to find somewhere less obvious to hole up. The options were limited, since the control chamber did not link directly to many other locations, and their time to make a decision must have been short.

			My eyes were drawn to a small node in the network of rooms and corridors, an insignificant place set amid a cluster of further insignificant places. The ident runes on the schema indicated that it was a refrigerated storage unit, one used to keep overflow supplies intact in the event of a hold-up during onward processing. The cover story for the infiltrators had been as cargo-transfer menials. For as long as that story held, access to that location would have been easy.

			I turned and ran, pushing past anyone in my way. I vaulted down an access stairway, leaping to the ground at its base and then sprinting along a poorly lit corridor. Soon I was in the dirtier, less looked-after parts of the station, where only servitors might limp from time to time. I had memorised the layout, and went surely through the branching routes, keeping my weapon drawn the whole time. I turned the final corner and saw a locked slide-door ahead of me. A single shot was enough to blow the seal, and I burst into the chamber beyond. 

			The woman at the far end of the room spun round, eyes wide. I could see she had been busy – a refrigeration capsule was open in front of her, steaming with condensate. It was big enough to take her inside, and she had already stripped off her crew uniform and placed vital-sign regulators on her chest and neck.

			She was of the Fellowship. By now I recognised the signs – the skin pallor, the low body weight, the way she looked at me. Even in her fear and shock, she still saw a matriarch in front of her.

			Remain where you are, I ordered, bringing my pistol to bear and training the las-bead onto her forehead.

			That was my great mistake. She did not fear dying – that had always been the most likely outcome for her. I should have run straight for her, immobilised her before she could react. Instead, she merely smiled.

			‘As you command,’ she said, and bit down hard. A cloud of poison gas immediately engulfed her. She crumpled, her body sliding halfway into the open capsule, her outstretched hand lolling weakly.

			Cursing, I stowed my pistol and rushed towards her. My helm gave me all the protection I needed from the toxins, so I pulled her mouth open, trying to extract whatever it was that she had ingested.

			I was too late. I could feel that she was dead even as I took her in my arms. I looked down at her face and saw a kind of beatific satisfaction written onto it. She had done what she had been trained for. Failing to make it out alive was nothing compared to that. She had succeeded. She had won.

			I curled my gauntlet into a fist and crunched it once, twice, into that satisfied face. I wanted to keep going, but slowly, grudgingly, I forced myself to stop.

			I was breathing heavily. I smelled the blood I had spilt, and it felt like an insult.

			I remembered what I had promised Asurma, the first time we had conversed.

			Never again.

			But it was not over yet. Some trace would have been left behind. Something I could hunt down.

			One way or another, I promised myself, vengeance would be served.
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			So, of course, despite everything I had told myself I would not do, I went to see him.

			I had been putting it off through pride. At every stage, I had told myself that I had emerged from behind his cloak now, and could hardly run back for guidance whenever things became difficult. Whenever I reached the stage where a word of advice might have been useful, just to take advantage of his boundless experience, I had deferred it, telling myself that if I started down that road now then I would never learn to stand on my own two feet.

			What, in all honesty, had I been scared of? I had no doubts within myself that I was capable of doing the job. Any suggestion that I was somehow still his subordinate came from elsewhere – the little jibes, the subtle insinuations from both allies and enemies. And so I came to see my stubbornness as a kind of weakness. I was trying to prove myself to those who didn’t matter, and in doing so was depriving myself of help from the one man on Terra who, I could be wholly sure, would always be on my side.

			I kept the journey secret, at least within reasonable bounds. I took no one with me, and travelled in an unmarked flyer. Tieron’s apartments were deep within the Inner Palace, and doing so was reasonably safe. It didn’t take me long. As I walked through his thickly carpeted ante­chambers, observing the clutter of artefacts, vases and paintings, I felt a curious mix of emotions. It was good to see his things again. The place smelled of him – those expensive odours he wore, each one worth, so I had always liked to imagine, a month’s tithe from a minor world. It took me back to when I was his aide and he was my master. Now I was the master and he was… I did not know. There were few precedents for retirement in our careers. Only in death, and all that – except that Guilliman had already changed that script. Tieron was still alive, and, as far as I knew, still thriving. 

			I went into his private room, the one he had always used for audiences. It was as plush as ever, dotted with cabinets and sideboards, all of them filled with beautiful things. I wondered where he got the coin from to maintain it all. Perhaps his Imperial pension was sufficient, assuming it was being paid in these troubled times. More likely he was still up to old tricks, calling in favours or managing lines of credit from his wide circle of friends.

			When he entered to greet me, I saw that he had indeed aged. It had been less than a year since I had seen him last, and yet it looked as if twenty had passed. Evidently he had been right to refuse Guilliman’s offer to take him on Indomitus as a remembrancer – he would never have withstood the rigours of extended void passage. Still, his face had that same old wrinkled, agreeable shrewdness. He might have lost a bit of weight, but he still filled out his fine robes well enough, and walked with the assistance of a single ivory cane.

			He came over to me, holding out a ring-crusted hand. When I took it, I felt the slight tremor in his fingers.

			‘Dear Anna-Murza,’ he said. He’d never used my given name in the past, and it felt odd to hear it from him now. ‘It has been too long.’

			‘You look well,’ I lied.

			‘You look tired. How are you finding it?’

			We sat down in plush armchairs. A chime sounded, and soon enough drinks and sweetmeats were brought in by one of his young helpers. 

			‘Much as I expected,’ I said, truthfully. ‘They will not come together, they will not cooperate, each thinks they are master of the others and so nothing is done while the planet runs to ruin.’

			Tieron laughed. ‘And so you are organising them,’ he said. ‘Nudging them in the right direction, just as we always did before.’

			I took a piece of candied sucrose. It had been sculpted into the form of a flower. ‘Nudging is easier when the Council is stable,’ I said, popping it into my mouth. Throne, it was superb. ‘But this one is in flux. They do not know one another yet, so will not commit to anything. If there were a single threat – one obvious war to fight – I think they would act well enough. Instead, there are hundreds of threats, and so they do not.’

			‘Yes, it has not been straightforward, with all that has been going on.’ He looked sympathetic. He was wise enough not to patronise me by suggesting solutions, though I could tell he was itching to offer them. He had spent his whole career being approached for counsel, and now fewer souls sought him out – I imagined the adjustment had not been easy. ‘Tell me, though. Indulge an old man. What have you done?’

			I told him of our attempts to mobilise Naval forces to restore security. I told him of my meetings with Ashariel and Pereth, and the formulation of the Quiet Road.

			‘Good, good,’ he said, seemingly delighted. ‘Provoke one by provoking the other. Pereth was always an effective operator – she’ll have kept ships back for just such an eventuality. And it needs to happen. Shameful, what is taking place out there. Shameful.’

			It was harder to broach the true reason I had come. ‘I spoke to Roskavler, too,’ I said.

			‘Oh? How is she? I know very little. I hear she has a temper.’

			‘You might say that. She is refusing to call the Council to full conclave. That prevents much being achieved.’

			‘Interesting. Why?’

			‘She believes a member wishes to subvert the reforms.’

			‘Of course.’

			‘She believes someone is preventing effective suppression of the disturbances, to discredit the new regime.’

			‘Very likely.’

			‘And so I need to find out who is behind it.’

			‘Yes, I suppose you do.’

			He seemed to be extremely relaxed about it all. ‘I am not sure how much credence to place on the accusations,’ I said. ‘I am not sure she is correct.’

			Tieron pursed his lips, and took a sip of his honey-coloured wine. ‘The judgement is a fine one. Are there High Lords aiming to frustrate the will of the Regent? Undoubtedly. Guilliman would have expected no less, but he couldn’t have replaced them all. Are there any who would go so far as to protect known heretics and traitors? That I do not know. It would be a risky strategy. If a word of it got out, then the full force of the Inquisition would turn on them. I am not sure even a High Lord could withstand that for long.’ He took one of the flower-sweets. ‘Difficult.’

			I wondered if he was being deliberately unhelpful. More likely, I realised, was that he was waiting for the explicit question. He didn’t want to assume that I was asking for help, when it may have been that I merely wished to update him on the situation. That was solicitous of him.

			‘If there were a High Lord working to further the violence,’ I ventured, ‘the list is long. Ashariel, Drachmar, Raskian and Fadix are all known Static sympathisers. Any one of them, or combination of them, could be working to frustrate us.’

			‘Ashariel is new in position,’ Tieron countered. ‘If it were him, he could not be doing it alone.’

			‘Agreed, but the others are established and powerful. Of those who still serve, I do not see many other candidates.’

			Tieron frowned. ‘Arx, perhaps. We do not know what place the Inquisition has in Guilliman’s plans.’

			‘Perhaps. Though there are more likely candidates for revolt. The old masters, the ones who were deposed – Haemotalion, Slyst, Lamma, even Dhanda.’

			‘Haemotalion never accepted the primarch, that’s true.’ Tieron looked thoughtful. ‘He even tried to persuade me to come alongside him in that, before Vorlese. But then, they all felt like that, then. Arx did. Slyst certainly did. I cannot imagine Drachmar feeling differently, and she remains in office, too.’ He took another sweetmeat. ‘They were losing everything, see. They resisted. That was natural. They may continue to resist, or wish to, though access to resources would be the problem. They remain wealthy and connected, but that only goes so far – their replacements wield the true power, the Arbites and the military. So if they were involved, it would have to be in conjunction with a serving member. Your problem remains unresolved, and you are still looking at those sitting around the table, at least in part.’

			I took my first sip of the wine. Of course, it was excellent – worth coming here for alone, at least if I had shared Tieron’s appetite for luxury.

			‘I can scarcely believe we’re discussing such things,’ I said.

			Tieron chuckled. ‘I can.’ Then he looked thoughtful. ‘I have often defended them. They were always despised. They were said to be uncaring and distant. They were the latter, to be sure, but rarely the former. To some degree or other, they wished for power as a means to an end – they wished to see the Imperium well ordered, to have it survive for another generation. That end required cruelty, and self-belief, but it was a noble calling.’

			He smiled to himself, though it was not a humorous smile.

			‘I remember, though, when the Days of Blindness came. One thing in particular. We had requests for help from every direction, and we could do nothing. We had made our decision – we would survive, and let them die, so that there would be something preserved to build on if the time ever came. It was the right decision, I still believe, but I had to speak to the governors and the prefects while they railed at me. There was one, a woman, somewhere out east. She was weeping at me as I tried to give my excuses. They were tears of rage, by the end, for our decision no doubt ended her life and that of everyone who worked for her. I told her to remain stalwart. Can you believe that? Remain stalwart. She told me I had murdered her.’

			He looked down at the glass in his hand.

			‘A single soul. My decisions over the years must have ended a thousand lives, but hers I remember. And after that, I found I could no longer defend the High Lords with quite the same vigour as before. My mind still believed it, but my heart hesitated. So even if Guilliman had not come, I could not have carried on serving them. It passes to you, now, to negotiate those things. Are they monsters? Are there things they would not do? Can they be traitors? I don’t know. I hope not, but I don’t know.’

			He had never spoken like that with me, not even during that brief time when we had been thrown together. Maybe it was age, weakening him and making him maudlin.

			I will be honest – I had not come here for such talk. I had come for something harder – a suggestion, a thread I could follow. Tieron knew the Council better than any man alive, and I had reached the stage where I needed something to latch on to. I cared very little whether the High Lords were worthy of service. I did not ask myself such questions. I did, however, care to discover whether one or more of them was conspiring against the mandates of their office.

			‘I have to start somewhere,’ I said, hopefully gently.

			He looked up, as if roused from a dream. ‘Of course you do,’ he said, pulling himself upright in his chair. ‘Of course you do.’

			I waited patiently. I felt more strongly than ever then that it had been a mistake to come, and that I should have continued to trust my own judgement. Some seams had been mined out, much as I might wish otherwise.

			‘Of all of them,’ he said, speaking slowly as he thought the matter through, ‘of all the ones I knew well, only one would not have hesitated to do what you are suggesting. If you go back through history, examining every event where the Council was riven by treachery, you will find the same name, over and again. The Grand Master of Assassins. Vangorich was only the most infamous – there have been others. Which brings us to Fadix.’ He looked up at me. ‘Does he have a motive? I do not know. The Regent has not yet attempted to move on the Temples, but he may yet do so. And Fadix is a known Static veteran, wedded to the old protocols. I am unsure what judgement I still have in me. I no longer keep up with the gossip like I once did. I have no evidence. Much of this may be coloured by dislike, for the man scared me deeply when I had to deal with him.’

			I met his gaze. His old eyes were not as penetrating as they had once been, and wandered a little, but there was something there still, some kernel of an old acumen.

			‘But you came here for a name,’ Tieron said, lifting the glass to his lips again. ‘For what it’s worth, take that one.’ 

			Of all the names he could have given me, that one was perhaps the most unwelcome. Fadix’s reputation went before him, and was well deserved. He was a killer, both by inclination and by duty. His entire life was devoted to it. He controlled networks of thousands of operatives, all buried deep within Imperial structures, all reporting to him alone. At the knotted centre of that web were the Imperial Assassins themselves – the ultimate hunters, dispatched to deal with our greatest threats. 

			Tieron was right to be scared of him. We all were. I remembered well enough when we had engaged with him before, during the debate over Dissolution. I remembered receiving the bloodstained casket back, the sign that our agent within his networks had been detected and eliminated. We had not been able to insert a replacement since then, and so our knowledge of his activities was limited.

			I voxed Mordecai on the way back from Tieron’s chambers, telling him to meet me in our chamber of records. At that stage, I did not know exactly how best to proceed, and used the journey over to think through the options. When I arrived, I found him waiting for me as ordered. I locked the door behind me, activated the sensor-bafflers, and took a seat. The chamber was dark, lit only by thin banks of sulphur-lumens. We were surrounded by large cogitator-housings, all of them clicking and whirring as data moved around our system. He had already started work, and had retrieved some parchment files that might be of use – mostly reports of dubious value from our operatives working far from their intended subject’s gaze.

			‘Fadix,’ he said, morosely. ‘Could it be worse?’

			‘It could always be worse,’ I replied, starting to leaf through the documents on the tabletop before me. ‘These are the facts – he is a dangerous man. He is a High Lord, one of those with experience, and full command of his kingdom. Perhaps Guilliman chose to leave him in place because of his value. We must consider the alternative, too – that he did not feel strong enough to remove him yet.’

			It was a hard thing to entertain – a primarch being wary of such a character – but not entirely beyond imagination. As Tieron had said, Guilliman could hardly have dismissed every individual who might possibly have had an issue with the reforms, and he would have needed Fadix’s support to launch Indomitus. The Officio Assassinorum had been mobilised for that exercise, just as every other conceivable institution had been. The Eversors in particular, they said, had been shipped out in huge numbers to sow terror ahead of the advance of the conventional troops.

			‘What would his motivation be?’ Mordecai asked.

			‘The same as any other,’ I replied. ‘He does not share the vision of change. He has become used to operating a certain way, having certain privileges. Everything is upended now. The Adeptus Astartes and the Assassins never rubbed along well – perhaps Fadix objects to a Space Marine giving the orders.’

			Mordecai looked unconvinced. ‘Weak pickings,’ he grumbled.

			‘It’s all we have,’ I said, a little snappily, reaching for another dossier. ‘And we have to start somewhere. The question is, how? I will not risk sending more of our people into his citadel, not as things stand. We must think of another way.’ I ran my hands through my hair, feeling the effect of too much work and too little rest. ‘What else do we know? He does not act directly. He requires intermediaries – his agents. If he were moving against the Reform Council, would there be enough of them still here? Many must have been requisitioned by the crusade, or stationed out in remote Temples. So he’d have to bring some of them back, surely.’

			Mordecai turned to the cogitators, pulling up more records onto the lenses. Glowing phosphor runes scrolled under the crystal. ‘A lawful deployment of an Imperial Assassin requires a two-thirds vote of assent from the Council,’ he said, sliding down through various in camera documents. ‘In regular times. But the Regent will not be hamstrung by that requirement now, and so neither will their master.’

			‘True,’ I said, watching the various facsimile copies of warrants flicker on the screens. ‘But Guilliman is a stickler for the Lex. He will still be issuing his own legal documents, giving something for the Ordo Sicarius to keep an eye on. We have access to those.’

			Mordecai nodded, working to retrieve the data. Although the information could be slow to reach us, we knew a fair amount concerning the progress of Indomitus. Regular astropathic bulletins reached the Senatorum bureaucracy, detailing the steady accumulation of fleet assets and indicating the results of the first engagements. Almost all of this material was highly classified, but my office was one of those cleared to receive all but the most confidential of bulletins. 

			Figures began to emerge – totals, estimates, projections. Just as expected, Guilliman was signing warrants of assassination, and meticulously recording them within the crusade annals. The bulk of those warrants were as one would expect, and many had been issued long before he had left Terra – Vindicare clades in particular had been sent ahead of Naval vanguards, sometimes by a matter of months, where they would wait in the shadows until the order to execute came.

			‘So we have these,’ Mordecai murmured, pulling up more. ‘I cannot see yet how it helps us.’

			‘We are looking for discrepancies,’ I said, poring over the runes with him. ‘Anything there that shouldn’t be.’

			‘Or not there, that should.’

			‘Quite.’

			After a while it became numbing, looking at all those fleet reference numbers and warrant idents. As far as I could see, it was all in order, all as it should be. Most of the location details and date-stamps were vague or redacted, which was also to be expected. We were seeing broad indications of activity, not the detail.

			I pushed my chair back, placed my forehead in my hands, and tried to think. ‘Fadix wouldn’t have left a data trail,’ I muttered, beginning to feel the exercise was already futile. ‘That’s his function – to move in secret, even from us. All we are seeing is material he’s happy for us to see.’

			Mordecai said nothing. He kept working, pulling more reports from the system.

			Suddenly, it came to me. ‘Can you derive a total from all of this?’ I asked. ‘The exact sum of all recorded deployments within Indomitus?’

			‘Give me a few moments.’

			I got to work myself. I pulled out of the data silo used for the off-world strategic data, and delved instead into our domestic records. I had complete documentation for the many camera superior sessions, the ones in which the High Lords took stock of the state of the Imperium, its wars, its revolts, its thousands of active missions. The level of information here was mind-boggling, compiled by every possible body of the Administratum and sent to the loremasters of the Senatorum for processing. Very little of it was ever read, but in true Imperial fashion it was all stored away, etched onto vellum and then – after some time – image-captured for the grid systems. Just learning how to navigate it all had taken me many years. I suspected that it had all been designed to be hard to interpret – security through obscurity, so the saying went – and very few had the experience to follow a thread within its hundreds of ledgers and coded tabulatura.

			Ninety-nine parts out of a hundred of this material were useless. But, if you knew where to delve, there were nuggets of gold.

			‘Here we are,’ I said, zooming in on the required passages. ‘The Census Imperialis, dated six months before Guilliman’s return. Fadix has listed his assets as part of the general assessment of capabilities, all available for immediate deployment. What figures do you have?’

			Mordecai gave me a total. ‘As exact as I can make it,’ he said.

			I had my own figure now. The difference between the two was large.

			‘But Indomitus could not have taken assassins from every Temple,’ I said, looking back through the tables. ‘Even if the primarch might have wanted to, there would not have been time to summon them all back. We must have records of the Temples used to supply the first phase.’

			It took a while to find them. None of this information had ever been intended to be easy to find – it was included in unrelated items as addenda, or mentioned in marginal additions to peripheral dockets. Eventually, however, we were able to piece together a picture of those Temples that had been required to supply a levy for Indomitus. The Terran Temples, of course, but also many others located in Segmentum Solar, and one large one, on Heilax IX, in Segmentum Pacificus. 

			That enabled me to calculate a more exact total. The figures were still out, but this time only by twelve individuals.

			‘That’s close,’ Mordecai said.

			‘Not close enough,’ I said. ‘Try it again.’

			We swapped positions and scrutinised one another’s sources. Then we looked for more – items we could cross-reference, supporting documents.

			After a number of hours’ work, with our eyes swimming and our heads aching, we finally gave up. Whatever we tried, whichever sources we used, whatever statistical methods we employed, the answer was always the same: the difference between what Fadix had reported to the Council six months ago and what he had supplied to Indomitus when ordered was twelve.

			You may think this a paltry figure. Perhaps it could have been a rounding error, or just a mistake in some document that no one had ever thought to correct. If we had been talking about Militarum regiments, then I would have agreed with you – whole divisions of those could be miscounted, even forgotten about. The Militarum, however, numbered in the trillions, whereas assassins were a rare commodity beyond price. Their production was the labour of decades in secret facilities, their deployment tightly controlled by law and precedent. They did not simply ‘go missing’. They were treasured items, stored with care and used with prudence. Those twelve alone might have held the difference between the success of an entire war front, so devastating could their activities be when used effectively.

			Whichever way we looked at it, then, the Grand Master of the Officio Assassinorum had either over-reported his assets to the Council, or had under-reported them to Guilliman. I could think of no reason why he might do the former. There was at least one reason he might have done the latter.

			‘Keeping them back, for his own use,’ Mordecai said, rubbing his tired eyes.

			‘Twelve of his own, off-record. That scares me.’

			‘Everything about him scares me.’

			We looked at one another.

			It was possible, despite our efforts, that we had made a mistake. It was possible that there was an innocent explanation, and that some special provision had been granted under the primarch’s jurisdiction. Fadix might have had any number of reasons for lying about the Assassins under his control, ones that pointed to self-preservation rather than treachery.

			But I could not escape the facts as we understood them. I had a name, I had a motive, and I had evidence of concealment.

			‘So what now?’ Mordecai asked.

			‘We worry,’ I said.
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			Valerian

			 
 

			What did I know of the Minotaurs, among the most mysterious of all Chapters, so shrouded in legend and rumour that fixing on any kind of truth about them was next to impossible?

			I knew all the stories, of course. I knew that they seldom deployed at less than full Chapter strength, which was highly unusual for Space Marines. I knew that their equipment was said to be excellent, indicating that they had some favoured link with either the Adeptus Terra or the armour-wrights of Mars. I knew that their Chapter Master, Asterion Moloc, had led them for a very long time, and had been rumoured dead more than once, only to be spied in another battleground on another world, back to full health. I knew that they were fleet-based, occupying the immense assault carrier Daedelos Krata, and yet whispers continued to circulate that they had suffered catastrophic losses at some unnamed fortress-monastery, supposedly jeopardising their gene-seed stocks.

			Some of these suppositions were in contradiction with one another. Others were most likely false, or exaggerated. A Chapter bearing the name Minotaurs had existed in Imperial records for over four thousand years, and yet even there doubt remained over whether those who carried the badge now had any relation to the original founding, rumoured to be cursed and defective.

			So much spoken of, so little known. The Minotaurs might have been a metaphor for the state of the Imperium as a whole, riven by its internal weaknesses and the vagaries of the astropathic tides.

			But they were here now, standing before me, as solid as the rock around us. That, at least, could not be doubted.

			‘Remove yourselves!’ growled Garadon, coming to stand beside me, his weapon aimed at the lead warrior’s helm.

			I had never heard him angry before, not outside the somewhat artificial constraints of combat. Now he was furious, containing himself with difficulty. His battle-brothers stood alongside him, each of them similarly ready to open fire. By this point the chamber was close to being entirely cleansed, its occupants slain, but I suspect it would not have mattered if it hadn’t been. The antipathy between these supposed allies was far greater than that shown to our legitimate enemies.

			The Minotaurs held their ground, of course, and their leader did not answer. The numbers were unequal – twenty-one versus six. If it came to true fighting, there could only be one outcome, though I could not believe that either side would be reckless enough for that.

			‘Why did you not declare your presence?’ I asked them, intending to calm things. If I needed to act as some kind of intermediary between rivals, then I was perfectly willing to do so.

			The Minotaur laughed at me. ‘You have no more right to question our presence here than he does.’

			His voice was strange. His entire armour was strange. Out of the six of them, four were clearly wearing a familiar style – Mark VIII – while two were in battleplate I had never witnessed before. Those two seemed larger than they should have been, bulked out by close-fitting ceramite that had a finer edge to it than usual. The leader stood almost as tall as I did. I found myself instinctively wondering what it would be like to go up against such a warrior, and began assessing his likely capabilities and power.

			So it was that I laid eyes for the first time on a Primaris Marine. I had not expected to encounter one of their number here on Terra, even less as part of this most distrusted of Chapters. How had they laid hands on such technology, so soon after its introduction into the Imperial armouries? How were they even here at all?

			‘Leave this place,’ Garadon said again; he seemed less inquisitive. ‘Go, before we send you.’

			In the short time I had known the captain, I understood perfectly well that he did not make threats idly. Against all reason, this encounter had the potential to escalate.

			So I interposed myself between the two of them, holding my guardian spear aloft to make my intentions clear. As my brothers completed the necessary work of slaying the last remnants of the Convolute’s forces, they moved steadily to join me.

			‘The same task stands before us all,’ I told them all, calmly but firmly. ‘There is no need to keep your weapons raised.’

			It was as if I were not there. Neither side backed down. If those bolters erupted again, the damage at such range, even to me, would be considerable.

			‘You have no place on this, or any, world,’ Garadon said to them.

			‘And you are late to the campaign, son of Dorn,’ the Minotaur replied. ‘Were it not for us, your own war-keep would already be in ruins.’

			By now Ravathain had moved to my side, as had Kleas. My remaining brothers had targeted their guardian spears, ready to loose their own bolters if needed.

			‘Enough,’ I commanded, wearying of the Astartes posturing. ‘No further blood shall be spilt here, none at all, or you shall have my blades to contend with.’

			The Minotaur turned his strange helm to face me at last, and I could sense his desire to test himself against that proposition. He was burning for violence, his whole body radiating belligerence. They were said to be berserkers in combat, this Chapter, and from their aura I could well believe it. I tensed, ready to dispatch him swiftly if he was truly foolish enough to try me out.

			Sense prevailed, albeit grudgingly. He slowly lowered his weapon, taking a step away from me as he did so. As if given their cue, the other Minotaurs did the same.

			‘Do not presume to give me an order again, captain,’ he said, speaking to Garadon. ‘Try it and I shall not be so lenient with you.’

			Garadon made to reply, but by then the Minotaurs were withdrawing. The Imperial Fists watched them go, tracking them the whole time. Only when they had entirely disappeared, all the way back into the shadows at the rear of the cavern and out of augur range, did I turn back to him.

			‘You have some particular enmity with them, captain?’ I asked.

			Garadon was still furious. He had refrained from pursuing them, at least, and I could be grateful for that. If the Minotaurs’ reputation for savagery was well earned, so, it seemed, was the Imperial Fists’ for discipline.

			‘They’re butchers,’ he muttered, angrily stowing his pistol. ‘Dogs without honour who serve at the whim of lesser souls. You should have told me they were here.’

			I had already told him I had no knowledge of Space Marines on Terra, and I did not propose to tell him again.

			‘They are the Emperor’s servants,’ I said.

			‘You think so?’ Garadon rounded on me. ‘Tell that to those who fought alongside them.’

			‘You have done so?’ I asked, genuinely interested.

			He snorted a bitter laugh. ‘Hells, you are a child, Custodian. You have not been out in the void for too long. This war has created monsters, and not all are in the camps of the enemy.’ He looked as if he wished to say more on the subject, then evidently thought better of it. ‘It changes everything.’

			Being insulted did not discomfit me – Garadon’s anger was not directed at me – but his agitation was of concern. We needed the Imperial Fists. I was commanded to ensure that they spearheaded the reconquest. If they chose to go after these newcomers, or, worse still, quit the campaign out of some imagined slight to their honour, then our progress would no doubt slow.

			‘It does not need to,’ I said.

			Garadon finally holstered his bolt pistol. ‘I’ll speak to Haessler. The rest of my squads need to know.’

			I nodded. That was true, and it would give him the chance to consider his position more fully. ‘We can finish things here,’ I said.

			He turned away, taking his warriors with him. They lumbered back through the scenes of carnage, going watchfully, as if they expected their cousins to emerge from the shadows at any moment.

			Ravathain watched them leave.

			‘Angels of Death,’ he said, bluntly.

			I did not know quite what he meant by that. It might have been a slight on their suitability for such work. Or maybe it was a reference – again – to the issue of our working for their ultimate master, Guilliman.

			If it was the latter, I would have to re-educate my brothers. They had not met the primarch. They had not heard the way he spoke, nor perceived his vision. And if the price of the Space Marines’ vitality was a certain impulsiveness, a certain inclination towards physical confrontation, then how much better was that than our constant passivity in the face of challenge?

			Perhaps Garadon was right. Perhaps we were like children, sheltered for too long behind the myths of our own invincibility, our hands kept too clean. 

			‘Secure this place,’ I told him. ‘Preserve the bodies of the corrupted. We take what remains back to the Tower.’

			I passed the information on, of course. I doubted that the Tower was quite as ignorant of the Minotaurs’ presence as I had been, although I could not be sure.

			Our integration into the structures of the Imperium was closer than it had been for centuries. Our Captain-General was a serving High Lord now, and had official access to everything that they did. The belief had always been that the Minotaurs and the High Lords acted in concert, although such a link had never been publicly acknowledged and could have been just another false story about them. Valoris was in the best position of any of us to uncover the truth of that, but the Council had not met in full session since the primarch’s departure, and so it was possible that any relationship was still obscure, even to him.

			After my return, I sent the appropriate data to the appropriate places, warning my superiors that relations between the Imperial Fists and the Minotaurs were poor, and that clashes might be expected if the situation were not managed closely. We had no information on how many newcomers were active – if it were a single squad, that would be containable. If there were many more, it might cause problems. 

			I received no reply. Our scryers and comm-operators were working excessively hard, and I had to trust that the tidings had been passed on to those who needed to hear them. It was not my principal responsibility to ensure that our allies refrained from fighting one another, whatever sense of loyalty I might have felt to Garadon’s campaign. I undertook, however, to keep pressing the issue when I could. It was an uncontrolled element of an already barely controlled situation, and I did not need to be a master of strategy to understand the risks it posed. 

			After that, I accompanied Ravathain down to the old dungeons, where our apothecarions and experimental facilities were housed. I spent considerable time with the chirurgeons as they pulled apart what remained of the Convolute’s ravaged body. The work was difficult and time-consuming, since the remnants of his flesh were heavily corrupted still, and would have to be ritually destroyed once our enquiries had concluded.

			The Apothecary was named Ukende. He had served in the Tower for many centuries. He wore his armour throughout the procedure, which bore signs of recent damage – another marker of the times we lived in.

			Towards the end of the examination, he shook his head.

			‘On Terra,’ he murmured. ‘Such things, on Terra.’

			‘Is there anything you can tell me, brother?’ I asked.

			Ukende’s face was spotted with blood. ‘It would have got worse, had you not killed him when you did,’ he said. ‘The rate of degradation had become rapid. This is very common, with all those brought to me in recent weeks.’ He reached for a long scalpel, the steel length of which bore protective runic wards. ‘The longer these rebels are suffered to remain, the more of these abominations we will see.’

			‘We hunt them as swiftly as we may,’ Ravathain said.

			‘No doubt you do,’ Ukende replied, prising more flesh from yellowing bone. ‘And yet ever more of them are found. Why is that, do you think? Can it be that our blades have lost their sharpness? Or is some help reaching them, from a source yet to be discovered?’

			The same thought had crossed my mind many times. From the very first encounter with the beleaguered Erthguard, it had felt as if something were getting in the way of our efforts, whereas the insurrectionists seemed able to move and take territory almost at will.

			‘Contact me when you know more,’ I told him.

			Following that, I dismissed Ravathain. We had a number of engagements planned, and we had already been fighting without pause for many days. I ordered my brothers to restore themselves in the brief hiatus – train, meditate, reflect. Then I went to speak to someone I hoped might be able to give me a more sophisticated picture of the wider situation.

			Brother Kalluin had once been like me – a shield-captain, an active participant in the Emperor’s wars. I did not know how old he was now, nor when he had made the judgement that his body no longer exemplified the unblemished excellence we all strove for. He must have been ancient indeed before deciding to enter the oculis imperatoris, the cadre known by some as the Eyes of the Emperor. That did not mean that he was powerless – far from it. He retained most of his old strength, and would have been a formidable opponent for almost any enemy in the galaxy. The fact that he, and others like him, chose to withdraw into a more clandestine world at an appropriate time reflected our philosophy more closely than any other factor I could think of – if it were not possible to do a thing perfectly, we did not do it at all.

			Many of his brotherhood left Terra on secret void passages, headed for hidden locations revealed as a result of long, esoteric researches. Most were never heard from directly again, save for cryptic messages intercepted by our astropathic choirs telling us of adversaries defeated, or warning of rising threats far out in the uncharted void. Kalluin had chosen to remain on the Throneworld, and had since become one of the masters of our network of undercover agents. He had taken up arms again when the daemons had come, such was the extremity of the threat, though now he was back where he had been for a century or more – buried deep within the Tower’s old heart, an aged spider at the centre of a sprawling web.

			We had spoken together many times over the years. Navradaran had introduced us in the first instance, and I gathered many years later that Kalluin had taken a particular interest in his training, sensing a kindred spirit. For a long time, I had not thought of myself in anything like the same light – I was a scholar by inclination, content to explore the possibilities of the mind rather than the wider avenues of the physical galaxy. Since the Heartspite, though, that had changed, at least in part. It was as if a door had opened that had been locked closed for my entire lifetime, and I was still coming to terms with what that meant.

			When I met him, he showed no sign of observing any such change. He greeted me as he always had done, with a soft-spoken courtesy that seemed to hide more than it revealed. His lined face, still taut with the original musculature, barely moved when he spoke. He sat stiffly in his seat, and seemed locked-in, held rigid. His irises were grey, which was the clearest indication, I think, of that very great age. He wore black robes, just as we had all done during our long vigil. His chamber, which was piled high with roll upon roll of parchment, was illuminated solely by the light of a few guttering candles. The walls were hung with vellum sheets, all of them covered with maps and plans, diagrams and timelines. I knew that the rooms extended far back from this point, housing many more chambers, all stuffed with records and reports and testimonies.

			‘Tidings of Navradaran?’ I asked him.

			‘Nothing,’ Kalluin said, grimly. ‘Nothing at all.’ He shook his head. ‘I often wondered if he would be lost, sent out on those long missions to gather the Sisters back, and yet he never was. Only now, as the ground is retaken, does his light fade at last.’ He drew in a long breath. ‘I should wish to see him again, if His Will permitted it. Perhaps, when this world is restored, much that is currently obscure will be made plain again.’

			Kalluin spoke in archaic Gothic forms, even for one of our kind. I had always enjoyed listening to him speak, feeling that the timbre and cadence of his words brought us a little closer to something of a lost world. Now, though, he seemed more melancholy than ever.

			‘That is why I came,’ I said. ‘The restoration of Terra.’

			‘May it come quickly.’

			‘Factions of the Splintered – some have been destroyed. Others remain. What do you know of the Lachrymosa?’

			‘Where did you hear that word?’

			‘From the mouth of a cult leader, now dead. When I came for him, he mentioned her name, intimating that she had arranged his destruction for some reason of her own. It intrigued me.’

			Kalluin smiled dryly. ‘And you took that at face value.’

			‘Of course not. But he was genuinely angry. Not at us, at her.’

			‘The Splintered.’ Kalluin gave a contemptuous eye-roll. ‘That was not a name they gave themselves. Early communication-exchanges during the anarchy coined the term. Those who became its leaders were originally charged with maintaining order. Once given over to corruption, they found it useful to spread misinformation about the source of the major disturbances, a task that became easier once the daemonkind had made themselves manifest and attention was necessarily placed elsewhere. It has never been a cohesive movement – we are dealing with elements that arose spontaneously in a hundred different prefectures. They loathe one another almost more than they loathe us.’

			‘Yet they have fought alongside one another.’

			‘Of course. They are a microcosm of their own debased philosophy, which is unified only in order to destroy us. And the Imperium itself is not above internal division, as your own recent communications make clear.’

			So my tidings had at least been read by some within the Tower. ‘Still. I looked into his eyes before the end. I believe that he was sincere, at least in his hatred.’

			Kalluin thought for a moment. ‘Perhaps. We do not understand the detailed history of their evolution. And yet, as we speak here now, I would say that the Lachrymosa is the weakest of the surviving figureheads. If she had engineered the destruction of other cabals, it does not appear to have benefitted her much. This is based on the reports of my agents, of course, and gathering information from such places is difficult.’

			‘What do we know, then?’

			‘Nothing.’ He chuckled dryly. ‘Or not much. The entire city is still dangerous. If this were another planet, we would be close to declaring a punitive crusade to retake it.’ He collected himself. ‘The Master of Dreams is a name that comes up more often than any other. He has gathered cabals to his side, operating largely in the southern hemisphere where our penetration is weakest. With him, at least, we have a real name. He was once Fyger Deflaim, a marshal of the Adeptus Arbites responsible for nine precincts. That gave him considerable power. His armouries may well have been the most extensive of any who turned, and they have been expanded since. He is gradually becoming bolder, conducting raids by daylight, and holding territory rather than retreating when confronted. If there is to be a decisive confrontation to end all this, then it will be with him, I would judge.’

			‘And you have records of his areas of operation?’

			‘Many. You are welcome to study them.’

			I would do so. This Deflaim would be a target worthy of Garadon’s talents, supported as necessary by ourselves. On the other hand, I did not wish to discount the Lachrymosa as quickly as Kalluin had done – something about the way the Convolute had spoken of her made me sure she was more than a minor part of this.

			It was complicated, then. Many different factions were involved now, including other chambers of my order. I knew that strenuous efforts had been made to recall greater numbers of Astra Militarum and Imperial Navy to the system, all of which would make a difference, but which would all need to be handled.

			Never had the lack of leadership from the very summit been more keenly felt. Where, I asked myself, was the Council in all of this? Where, for that matter, was Valoris? It felt as if they were willing to let us conduct the campaign on their behalf, while never giving the direction that was sorely needed. The primarch would have been here with us, I felt. He would have been leading from the front, giving us the guidance we craved.

			‘I was told that the Captain-General was recently on Ferrum Raptoris,’ I said. ‘Is that true?’

			‘I believe so.’

			‘So then, can you tell me who else was serving there, at that time?’

			Kalluin gave me a shrewd look. ‘Most certainly I could. Though I might wish to know why such information would be of value to you.’

			‘It may not be. It would depend on the names you found.’

			Kalluin laughed. ‘You have changed, Valerian,’ he said. ‘I thought that one day you might join us here, living a life amid parchment.’

			‘We will all have to change, sooner or later,’ I said.

			I do not know if he agreed with that. Still, he did as I asked, and went to retrieve the records. As he did so, I turned to those he had already given me. With a somewhat heavy heart, knowing what narratives of weakness I was about to uncover, I began to read.
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			Aleya

			 
 

			I looked at the body of the saboteur, and half-wished I could strike it again.

			She lay face up on the slab in the apothecarion, her pale skin lit harshly by overhead lumen-banks. I saw how bony she was, how the skin stretched tight over inadequate muscle. She had tattoos on her arms and neck – symbols of the Fellowship. Her face was heavily bruised. I did not regret being the architect of that.

			Asurma was with me, as were six of the Citadel’s command, all of them Sisters of the order. The chamber was locked, and no menials had been suffered to remain present during the examination.

			They were screened, Asurma signed. 

			The Sister-Commander had taken the attack hard. She had been distracted with me since my return, possibly seeing my flight to the relay station as a rash act, although she could not deny that it had given us valuable intelligence, nor that my actions in the control tower had prevented things being very much worse.

			They were, I signed back.

			I leaned closer to the body, narrowing my eyes, studying the proportions of the cadaver. Something had been bothering me ever since the Citadel had been secured and the final alarms had been cleared. In part, it was Telam that bothered me. I had never been kind to him. I had suspected him from the start, even though he had never been anything other than faithful. If it had not been for his trust in me, we might all be dead.

			She would be thinner, I signed, looking up at Asurma. If she had lived here her whole life.

			Luna’s terraformic generators were far from perfect – we all knew this. The slight reduction in gravitation was what gave the Fellowship – and all residents of the moon – their almost eerie slenderness. The woman before us was a decent attempt to mimic the effect, but it was not quite right. She was slim, though not, I thought, slim in exactly the right way.

			Asurma was not convinced.

			Where from, then?

			I did not know. It occurred to me just then that I was trying too hard. My gnawing sense of guilt over Telam might be leading me to look beyond the obvious.

			So I signed nothing, and just watched the blades do their work.

			After some time, the dissection ended, leaving us not much closer to understanding than at the start of it. Asurma informed us of her plans for reviewing security. The Citadel had survived almost fully intact. Aside from the damage to the landing stages, which was catastrophic, the bulk of our operations would be able to continue as before. Letters of protest would be sent to the Adeptus Terra, complaining again of the lack of resources sequestered for our defence and demanding an investigation. More of our number would be diverted from training duties in order to serve as guards – something that Asurma had been loath to do before, given the enormous demands placed on us to provide new novices for the Imperium. The remaining Fellowship menials would be screened again, then again, questioned for sedition. Many would no doubt be dismissed.

			It was all standard, all reasonable, and it would change nothing. Someone had struck us. The only action that held the promise of making a change was to strike back, and swiftly.

			As our conclave broke up, I indicated that I wished to converse with the Sister-Commander privately. The others left, and the door was relocked behind them.

			I seek leave to depart, I signed.

			Asurma smiled wearily. Yes, I thought you might.

			Time is of the essence. I need companions – a handful will do, but all must be skilled warriors.

			You shall have them. Asurma looked distracted again. So this is no longer a historical enquiry for you. Perhaps it never was. Keep me informed at all stages.

			I felt that I should have given her some sign of reassurance, then – that we could not be sure this was anything greater than a single rogue cell going out on a limb to hurt us, and that it was likely to be resolved very soon; a stumble, rather than a major threat.

			But I could tell her none of that, since I did not believe it.

			When I can, I told her.

			This is what I knew. The Ergaina, a standard supply-runner operating out of Port Luna, had docked with the orbital relay station, and there had discharged large quantities of routine supplies, accompanied by conveyancing crew members ostensibly in the service of the Citadel. These crew members had been able to use standard idents to pass security scans, and had not raised any suspicion on arrival. Once the transfer into the holding bays was complete, the Ergaina had undocked again, and headed back towards the sunlit hemisphere.

			According to the records at the relay station, all the conveyancers had gone back with it, just as was normal. Except that, somehow, a single member had managed to remain behind without alerting suspicion. The cargo was loaded into a series of landers, with this operative’s oversight ensuring that the lead vehicle, scheduled to carry foodstuffs, was actually filled with ranks of containers containing high-explosive charges. Its flight records were then amended to mark the cargo as novices bound for the training intake. At this stage, so it seemed, no alarm at all had been raised.

			Only once the lander had dropped from the orbital station did the operative make her most dangerous move, infiltrating the control chamber and neutralising its occupants. She then dealt with enquiries from ground level, ensuring that routine checks were complied with. Even when Telam had raised the alarm, she remained on hand to soothe nerves and provide the correct control codes for verification. It had come close to succeeding.

			Someone tripped up, though. Some detail must have been out of place, for one of the control chamber’s occupants had already begun to run checks. When matters escalated, this individual had managed to get a comm-burst directly to Telam before being killed, passing on some unspecified worry about procedure. He had acted decisively on that scanty evidence, no doubt propelled by his conviction that the enemy was bound to come soon and that this was the first sign of disaster.

			With the failure of the sabotaged lander, the operative had made her way to the refrigeration unit, planning to insert herself into a shielded cryo-capsule and therefore escape detection until she could be extracted.

			That had always been a slim chance, in truth. Asurma was bound to have ordered a full soak-search, and the infiltrator would most likely have been exposed sooner or later. In that event, we discovered that the cryo-capsule had been rigged to trigger the poison gas early, and might well have killed whoever broke it open. My actions had not achieved much, then, but at least I could be glad that I prevented that outcome.

			That left little enough to go on. Virtually the only thing solid enough to pursue was the supply-runner, which from communications with the authorities we had arranged to be locked-down in its berth, ready for the Arbites to investigate. Needless to say, I had no faith in them, and so that berth would be my first destination. I did not wait for Asurma to fulfil her promise of finding additional warriors to aid me, but set off at once.

			I took an atmospheric flyer – one of the very few we possessed – and laid in a course for the port. I flew it hard, burning more fuel than Asurma would approve of. Every hour that passed made it more likely that the last traces of the saboteurs would be lost forever.

			For a long time, I was flying back across the wastelands, much like the terrain Telam had driven me through – kilometre after kilometre of dark-grey dust-pans, speckled with occasional flyblown settlements and comms towers. Gradually, the further west I travelled, the signs of human habitation picked up. First to come were the enormous mining facilities, many of them open-cast chasms gouged into the moon’s crust. Those were followed by the first of the big refineries – sprawls of metal cooling stations and blast furnaces, one after another, each more grotesque and monstrous than the last. The Ring hung over it all, a slender arc of silver-white gazing down on a landscape of toil.

			I began to receive security hails, and set the flyer’s machine-spirit to auto-beam the appropriate clearances. I spied other atmospheric craft, initially in sparse formations, then rapidly thickening. The far horizon lit up, and I glimpsed the first of the great docking towers thrusting out through the thin atmosphere.

			We lived in a galaxy of excess, in which the things we had built – usually long ago – were vast beyond easy comprehension. You became numb to such extravagance, especially if you had witnessed the ludicrous dimensions of Terra itself, but, even so, Port Luna was capable of generating an awe of its own. It was gigantic, ancient and imposing, spreading its tentacles across virtually the entire daylight-side of Luna, a mass of interconnected foundries, machine shops, maintenance yards, tooling facilities, training academies, mercantile palaces, customs stations and Naval compounds, all knocking into one another, thrusting higher and outward in a tangle of buttressed stages and command pinnacles. Great piers jutted clear of the horizon, all of them harbouring void-going craft in every possible berthing point. The skies above were a glittering carpet of lumen-points, giving away the positions of thousands of vessels. Some were holding position in low orbit, waiting an age for a free slot to become available. Others were the capital ships, far too vast to dock at ground level and instead holding anchor at one of the many hundreds of orbital plates, their flanks swarming with Mechanicus drones and parasite-craft.

			Emerging into that world of stark white illumination took a little adjustment. The skies were pitch-black, of course, which made the criss-crossing lumen beams and flaring furnace-outlets all the more dazzling. To cap it all, the half-crescent of Terra itself hung in the night sky, a dirty grey blot on an otherwise monochrome vista.

			It took me a long time to locate the Ergaina’s berth, not because I had any doubt about the location readings I had been given, but due to the immensity of the docks themselves. I found myself jostling with other vessels almost as much as I would have done in the crowded skies of the Throneworld itself. This was a place of comings and goings, a transitory place, one in which many souls were fleeting presences, and as I penetrated its depths, I saw all the signs of it. The vid-panels were gaudy, ringed with commercial hoardings and blaring vox-emitters. Many of the buildings were similarly gauche, festooned with the trappings of trade-wealth, and I could smell a bewildering array of scents – foodstuffs being cooked, oils and lubricants from the workshops, drains, chemical run-offs. Port Luna was rougher around the edges than its larger sister-world, but also much less drear. I saw few signs of the Ministorum there, which no doubt contributed to the air of relative exuberance.

			For all the time it took getting close, it proved straightforward enough to pin down the location I needed. I saw it from distance – another plume of smoke, just like the ones I had left behind. I pulled my flyer steeply upwards, swinging around the angular girth of a sulphur-yellow advertisement tower, and boosted away from ground level. The docking piers soared away ahead of me, each of them extending far up through Luna’s thin troposphere and out into the true-void. I flew up the nearest one, keeping low to the adamantine surface. I was not the only one – Arbites craft flew ahead of me, together with a bulky tox-disperser in the livery of the port authorities.

			I came to a halt at one of the subsidiary landing stages, and dropped down onto the platform. I was dizzyingly high up by that point, and donned a rebreather before disembarking. I was not wearing my armour, as I had no desire to be conspicuous. As I leapt from the cockpit, I saw the port spread out beneath me, its lights twinkling like an entire galaxy under my feet. The many docking towers punched up into the blackness in all directions, slender fingers of iron, clustered with vessels like so much metal fruit.

			Despite the thinness of the air, I could still taste the smoke through my rebreather. The Ergaina – or what remained of it – lay some distance off, tethered by its docking cables, now a blackened husk of smouldering spars and beams.

			Crowds had gathered around the site. Fire-suppression teams had got to work, and were clambering all through its skeletal remains with chem-dousers. A few medicae teams were tending wounded menials, and scores of bodies lay in sealed corpse-sacks. I worked my way to the forefront, relying on my uniquely foul aura to clear the path I needed.

			The supply-runner had been quite impressively destroyed. I stood for a few moments before it, studying its remains to see if anything might be salvageable, but quickly realised that I was wasting my time.

			A member of the Arbites command – an enforcer, by her uniform and symbols – sidled up to me uneasily. She seemed to recognise what I was even out of battleplate, and perhaps felt that she needed to say something to mark my presence there.

			‘An accident,’ she said. ‘Faulty fuel lines. The owners will be traced and punished.’

			I doubted that she understood Thoughtmark, so did not bother attempting to correct her. The owners of the Ergaina, who were assuredly no saints, were no more responsible for this destruction than she was.

			So I withdrew, melting back into the crowds. Some of those around me recoiled as I drew close to them, startled by my repulsive aura, but most remained intent on watching the progress of the clean-up. The majority of them were port workers, for whom something like this was probably the most diverting thing they would see in months.

			As I went, I let my vision drop partially out of focus. By doing so, using a technique Hestia had taught me as a novice, I gained an impression of those at the margins of the stage without looking at them directly. As I walked, giving the impression the whole time of looking straight ahead, I scanned through the mass of faces. Most of them gave nothing away – they were bystanders, free of artifice, here either to help or to gawp.

			Only one was different – a man hanging back at the rear of the throng. He gave little enough away at a glance. He looked more or less like the rest of them, and wore the overalls, safety-plates and breathing-mask of a dockhand. But he was watching just a little more intently. He held himself fractionally differently from the rest – going through the motions, but with that faint edge of determination that made me sure he had been sent here. Was he an observer, dispatched to ensure it was all fully destroyed, or possibly to check that there was no interference with the site? I made a mental note of his position and appearance, using a tracker-unit at my collar to pinpoint his heat and mass signature. Then I reached my flyer, and, almost as soon as I had arrived, took off again.

			I boosted clear of the platform, and took a path back the way I had come. Once I was screened by the major docking towers, though, I doubled back, rising much higher, and returned to scan the landing stage again. Sure enough, the man had made his move, breaking from the crowd and heading for a smaller, one-person flyer of his own. I kept my distance, using my vessel’s thrusters to hold a stationary position, and took a second tracker reading. 

			After that, it was trivial to follow him. I was able to remain far out of sight, keeping the distance between us fixed as he weaved through the towers. He descended rapidly, then headed north, mixing with the turgid columns of nondescript traffic. Eventually the bustle thinned out a little – we were heading for shabbier regions, ones where the rockcrete blocks were chipped and mottled, and the commercial hoardings peeled under flickering lumen-rings. He set down on a circular stand jutting halfway up the eastern flank of a mouldering hab-tower. I watched him get out, secure the vessel, then slip through a narrow doorway and disappear inside.

			I waited for a while. Then I followed him, landing at another stage several levels up. When I disembarked, I could immediately smell the dereliction of the district – the smokiness, the edge of rotting food waste, the long-term sodden staining at the base of the towers. It was cold, just as always on Luna.

			I went to the doorway, and saw it had a standard deadlock. I withdrew a cycler and clamped it over the mechanism, breaking the seal within a few moments. As the panel slid open, more stenches assailed me, plus blood-warm humidity from wall-mounted heat-panels. I went in, drawing my laspistol. The access corridor soon intersected with a larger set of footways, all lined with hab-unit doorways. The lumens were dim, throwing the interior into a close, foggy gloom.

			No one was around, which was not very unusual – Imperial citizens tended to use their habs only to sleep in after long work shifts, and did not tarry in areas where conversations might be overheard or unsuitable behaviour witnessed. It was also for the best – I doubted that warriors of my physical stature ventured down here very often, and despite wearing standard clothing I was conscious of my appearance in such a habitat.

			I located the stairwell and descended two levels, going silently. I reached another nondescript corridor, and activated the heat-signature match. I walked past the rows of grime-spotted doors until the correspondence was found by my close-range augur net, and paused at the threshold, my pistol held ready.

			I picked up two body-mass signatures within. I attempted an auditory probe, but didn’t get anything back. The door was thin, so they must have been using a scatter-net to keep the conversation private.

			I was considering what to do next when I heard the muffled clack of a silenced projectile weapon going off. I smashed the flimsy lock mechanism and kicked the door in, then burst through into the cramped chamber beyond.

			Two men stood against the far wall. One was the dockhand I had witnessed at the Ergaina’s landing stage, the other was unfamiliar and wore the dark brown coat and tabard of a customs functionary. The dockhand was sliding to the floor, a spider of dark red spreading across his chest. The functionary turned to face me, looking startled.

			I shot him in the shoulder, giving him no time to react, and he crashed up against the wall, a flower of blood spreading over his brown tabard. I went over to him, stamping the gun out of his hands and sending it skittering across the floor. He tried to get up, to reach out for his weapon, but I had my gauntlet around his neck, and pressed down.

			With my other hand, I reached for a translexer unit, and held it up against his terrified face.

			Who sent you? the runes asked him.

			He wouldn’t speak easily – I guessed he was far more scared of whoever his masters were than me. That balance could be corrected, but it would take time, and was probably not best done here.

			I suddenly heard a scrape behind me. The dockhand wasn’t dead. 

			I spun around just in time see that he had managed to grab the discarded pistol and was now shakily aiming it at me.

			I lunged at him, too late to prevent him firing. As soon as he did so, I realised my mistake – he was aiming at the functionary, not me, and caught him full in the face, burning a bloody hole through the skull and out the other side.

			Then the dockhand expired messily from the wound he’d received earlier, coughing up a last pathetic glut of blood onto the floor.

			I could have screamed. The lunacy of it all – they were so keen to keep their secrets that they would willingly kill one another to do so, like dumb animals acting from instinct, heedless of anything but holding on to their scraps of useless knowledge. This was the madness of this Imperium writ large, made plain, underlined and double-stamped.

			I controlled myself.

			Wearily, I took the pistol from the dockhand’s grip, and disabled it. I took a closer look at him, though guessed there would be little to discover on his body. His plastek-weave overalls and protective gear were standard issue, and smelled of grime and sweat, just as they ought to have done. I guessed that this was his own hab. He was clearly a native of the region, and shared none of the ghost-pale strangeness of the Fellowship’s members. In all probability he had a genuine labour role here, and I guessed he had been paid to watch and report back on the ship’s destruction as a one-off assignment. If he had expected to keep those riches and go back to his ordinary life, he had been disabused of the notion swiftly. He, like the rest of the chain, had proved entirely expendable.

			I turned my attention back to the second man, the one dressed as a customs official, and who now had a gouge in both his face and chest and was leaking blood steadily. This one did not look like a native of Luna – too stocky, too well fed – though not so overtly that he would have had trouble blending in. If there was any trail worth following, he would lead me to it.

			I rummaged through his clothes, running my hands against his arms and legs, looking for anything on him that might give away his identity. I didn’t find anything immediately, and began to think that I had merely run into another rockcrete wall, but then my fingers scraped against a hard-edged item placed in a pocket of an inner bodyglove. I ripped his tabard to get at it, and pulled it out.

			It was an auto-catechism – a small mechanical aid to devotion. They were crude things, designed to recite morally improving verses on demand from a wide range of Ministorum-approved books – but it marked him out as a religious man. I activated its tiny vid-screen, and watched as a nauseatingly stupid passage from the Book of Canonically Justified Sufferings scrolled into view. I kept incrementing the counter, though, and eventually found what I was looking for – their first mistake.

			No doubt he had been issued this device for reasons of morale, but he had foolishly chosen to use the device as many other citizens did – as an aide-memoire. In addition to the auto-generated Ecclesiarchy texts, he had made notes for himself – orders given, places he needed to be, people he needed to speak to. Most of the names and terms were unfamiliar to me. There were numerous references to a man called Peder, who seemed important from the frequency of appearances.

			I read them all. And, finally, I had what I needed.

			Once I had finished, I took the auto-catechism for myself. I completed the body search, but, as expected, found nothing more of use. I stood up, and sent a sequence of messages to Asurma across our secure lex-grid.

			The first gave my position and requested a squad to come out and retrieve the bodies – a forensic sweep might pick up something I’d missed. The second formally requested the secondment of the forces I had already spoken to her about – the warriors I needed now that my course was clear.

			The third passed on what I knew, and what I was going to do about it.

			It was not the Fellowship, I told her. Nor did it come from Luna. Just as it was before – they cannot bear to have abominations on their doorstep. Whether sanctioned or renegade, I do not yet know.

			I understood some of what had to be done, but not all. I would have to swallow my pride now, I feared. I would have to seek help.

			So I go back to Terra, I told her. As the Throne wills it, the answers will be there.
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			It was one thing to have uncovered Fadix’s manipulation of the operative figures. It was another to know what to do about it. 

			Mordecai and I discussed re-infiltrating the Grand Master’s organisation with an agent. That would take time, and would be fraught with danger. Something like it would have to be done at some stage, but I doubted we could put anything in place quickly enough to resolve the current question over his loyalty. And that was all it was: a question. Fadix had done nothing overt to bring suspicion on himself, save for his public espousal of the old tenets of the Static Tendency, plus the aura of fear that he cultivated as part of his essential nature. I could pass all this to Roskavler, with the fears we had over the Officio Assassinorum totals being manipulated, but if we were wrong then it risked rupturing the Council at a time when its unity was already precarious. I wished for them to form a single front, not start a fresh war with one another, so we had to be utterly sure of ourselves.

			The only action I was prepared to countenance at that stage, weak as it was, was to begin a process of constructing remote surveillance, trying to gauge from a distance what the assassins were doing by setting up augur banks and listening stations around places where we knew they were active. We could do that with minimal risk, though I was sceptical we would uncover much by it.

			Mordecai approved. He was being rather helpful. As far as I knew, he was a supporter of Fadix’s personal beliefs, but had also been so thoroughly steeped in Imperial indoctrination that the very idea of a traitor to the Lex, even one whom he might potentially be sympathetic to in all other circumstances, made him furious. ‘It won’t be enough,’ he muttered. ‘He could have a hundred Eversors in his pocket, and we’d still run him down.’

			That may or may not have been true, but for the moment defiance was all we could muster in our defence. My only other action at that time was to pursue Pereth again, though my entreaties received no immediate answer. Remote augurs had begun to detect Naval comms traffic on the edge of the Sol System, which gave me more optimism than anything else. I began to hope that this presaged the arrival of significant forces, ones that could be landed swiftly and sent into the contested prefectures and provinces to quell the remaining insurrections. Still, I needed to hear that from her own voice, and so the wearisome business of trying to pin her down for another meeting continued.

			Once that had been done, I found myself at something of a loss. There were a thousand things to do, of course, but I felt suddenly as if I had been chasing my tail just to keep up with events. My head was so full of the various challenges we faced at the political level that I could scarcely remember why I was doing them. I recalled both what Guilliman had said to me – I ask only that you preserve what has been done here – and also what Tieron had told me about the abandoned prefect commander. I had seen my old master moved by emotion many times during our service together, though that episode had clearly made a deep impression.

			We had been in this secure fortress for so long, all of us, cowering behind its immense walls, that it was possible, now and again, to forget that there was anything beyond them at all. Our attempts to secure this world against anarchy had become almost academic – something we knew was important, but which might as well have been taking place on another planet altogether.

			‘I have to get out,’ I said.

			Mordecai looked up at me. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘I have to get out,’ I said again, feeling more certain of it. ‘I’ve not seen it for myself. I’ve not breathed the air they breathe.’

			Mordecai still looked sceptical. ‘I am unclear whether–’

			‘Arrange it,’ I told him, not in the mood for any irritable displays of disapproval. ‘We’ll need protection. I’ll give you a location once my researches are complete.’

			To his credit, once I had determined my course of action, he worked efficiently enough to deliver it. Perhaps thinking of Tieron, I chose ­Diademona, a prefecture far out east, one that had been under siege from factions of the Splintered for many months but which had recently started reporting again. I had personally lobbied Ashariel’s department to divert reconstruction divisions to it so that the gains could be consolidated, and knew that some squads had already been sent there. It would be a chance for me to see for myself how the reconquest was going, and how best it could be improved once Pereth’s additional forces arrived.

			Two days later, and all was made ready. Mordecai had managed to scrape together a reasonably impressive security detail – two detachments of Katanda Stalwarts, close to fifty troopers, led by a lieutenant of the 23rd battalion, a woman named Efina Yu. They brought their own transports, Axis atmospheric flyers armed with heavy bolters, though I had told Mordecai to ensure that the flotilla was led by a vehicle in Adeptus Terra colours.

			So we stood on the landing platform, close to the very edge of the Senatorum complex, high into Terra’s gusty grit-flurries. I wrapped my cloak around me, starting to sweat in the humidity. Mordecai was coming too, although he didn’t look happy about it. The transports growled on the apron, their turbines kicking up dust that got in our faces and eyes.

			‘We are ready when you are, lord,’ said Yu, making the sign of the aquila.

			‘Very good, lieutenant,’ I said, returning the gesture. ‘You have the coordinates.’

			We climbed into our flyer – a grand old barge with a chipped golden eagle’s head on the prow. It looked old, but its engines were making all the right noises and Mordecai had personally vetted the crew.

			We took off, banking sharply and heading out across the Outer Palace sprawl. It was early in the morning, and the skies ahead of us were as clear as they ever got – light grey, suffused with an eye-watering white glare. I sat back, adjusting to the heavy judder of the airframe, and looked out at the endless expanse of rockcrete and iron. The Axis transports fanned out protectively around us, their gunners tracking relentlessly.

			Once out past the great walls, those bastions that had stood firm since the Great Heresy itself, I barely recognised what I saw. It was like a warzone – long tracts of burned and burning territory, or empty habs, or dormant manufactoria. I could hear the crack of distant artillery even over the engine noise, and saw how much of the traffic in those acrid skies was still Militarum or Navy.

			It was not all ruined. Several of the richer districts we passed through had returned to a semblance of normality, but even here the tension was palpable – a closeness in the air, a lack of that which we had all come to think of as uniquely and unbreakably Terran. There was no exuberance left, no messiness, no raw energy. Even the Ministorum barges blared their injunctions to morality a little less fervently, as if worried that, just perhaps, it was all nonsense after all.

			Arrangements had been made for a gathering at Diademona when we arrived. I wished to speak to those in power now, to see just how far things had progressed. By coming in person, flanked by significant power, I hoped to demonstrate that the centre had not forgotten them, and that if they remained firm now, things would soon be back to how they had always been.

			The gathering was held in a large medicae facility on the edge of what had once been the prefect’s administrative palace. The main building appeared to have suffered significant damage, and enginseers were clambering over it amid forests of scaffolding, but what remained was perfectly adequate. As we came into land, I saw the crowds gathering in the transitways and courtyards outside, and wondered just how many people had got wind of our arrival.

			Thankfully, our reception was lower-key. Gangs of enforcers kept the crowds back from the edge of the landing stage, and we were hurriedly ushered inside. I was met by the prefect himself, a bald man with extensive augmetics glinting at his neck. He introduced himself as Rofo Vertim, and seemed friendly enough, almost excessively so.

			‘How has it been here?’ I asked him.

			He winced. ‘Bad, for a time. But improving now. The riots, well, they were…’ He trailed off, and looked briefly haunted. ‘Come. The gathering is waiting. You will wish to address them.’

			We were taken into an auditorium, one capable of seating several hundred. It was poorly lit, but I could still make out cracks and other signs of recent damage running up the walls. A battered-looking iron aquila hung overhead, suspended on long chains. The place was full, with an audience sitting in steeply ranked semicircular rows facing a wide stage at the front. A table had been set up for us on the stage, at which a dozen or so dignitaries were already in place. A couple were Vertim’s counsellors, by their dress. A proctor of the Adeptus Arbites was there, and an enginseer, and two members of the medicae staff in blue tabards. Those in the audience had the look of senior officials of the prefecture’s Administratum – loremasters, scribes, the usual grey-faced cadre of functionaries. More enforcers stood at each exit, and several had been stationed in the aisles, shock mauls at the ready.

			‘Will you begin?’ Vertim asked me, as I took my place.

			I wished to reassure them first. That was the main purpose of the visit. It was the reason I wore my formal robes, together with the chain of office. I walked up to a lectern, stood before them, and looked out at the dishevelled collection before me.

			‘Citizens of Holy Terra!’ I began. ‘This has been a time of testing. All have suffered, and all have tales of loss to tell. I come here today to inform you that the Senatorum has not forgotten you. The tide has turned, and disorder is being quelled in every quarter. Arrangements have been made to bring troops in greater numbers than ever. That which has been destroyed shall be remade. That which was corrupted shall be purged. A greater dawn awaits us.’

			As I spoke, I was surprised to see the utter lack of response from those I addressed. From the corner of my eye, I could see that Vertim looked nervous. Most of the rest of the table looked either cynical or hostile. We were a long way from the Palace, here.

			‘I saw evidence of the damage this place has taken,’ I went on. ‘I saw the ruin caused everywhere by these heretics and traitors. I promise you this – it shall all be re-made. The Regent has committed himself to this, to the restoration of all things!’

			I had hoped that a reference to Guilliman would rouse them. Instead, my ringing words echoed flatly. I heard muttering break out at the back of the auditorium.

			A man stood up, near the front. He wore the robes of an Administratum minister, one who had presumably had considerable heft before the Great Rift came. He looked directly at me, and I was shocked to see the open scorn in his deep-set eyes.

			‘The damage you saw here was not caused by heretics,’ he said, his voice a bitter rasp. ‘That filth occupied the place for months with barely a shot fired.’

			I noticed Vertim begin to squirm.

			‘Until a few days ago,’ the man went on, ‘the place was pristine. It was demolished by those we had prayed for – the Angels of Death, the warriors in bronze. They came here when no others would. They did not wait for permission. They did not wait for anything.’

			That was the first I had heard of this. I glanced at Mordecai, who responded with a look of alarm.

			By then, the man was getting agitated. He wasn’t angry at them. He was angry at us. ‘They were what we needed! And do not pretend that your Council had anything to do with them! You knew nothing of them! If you had done, you would not be here now!’

			Warriors in bronze. They did not sound like Imperial Fists. I had a horrible feeling I knew what they did sound like, though, and the very prospect of it made me feel sick.

			Now it was not just the minister who was becoming angry. Others stood up, and the mood swiftly became uglier.

			‘Where was your Regent, when the killings started?’ a woman shouted. ‘Not here with us! He left for the void!’

			‘You left us to rot!’ cried another. ‘Only now do you come, when they did the work that you would not!’

			The enforcers started to twitch, looking to one another. I saw Mordecai rise, no doubt coming to usher me away.

			‘Yes, there has been suffering!’ I shouted back, wondering how far their animus possibly ran. ‘All have suffered. And yet, do you not see it, the Returned Primarch offers hope to end it?’

			And then came the most chilling event of all. They did not respond with acclimation, as they had done at the great ceremony. Nor did they roar with anger, as they might have done.

			They laughed. They shook their heads, and laughed at me.

			I wondered what could have happened to these people, who had lived their lives in mute fear for so long, cowed by the oppressive hierarchies of the Adeptus Terra. What had snapped within them, to make them this reckless?

			The minister, the one who had spoken first, started to clamber over the chairs in front of him, gesturing towards the stage as he did so. ‘He should never have come back! What do we care of another damned crusade? He stripped us of our protectors. This is Terra! This is the Throneworld!’

			I felt hands grab me, pulling me back. The enforcers started to activate their mauls, and Vertim raced over to my side.

			‘You must leave!’ he hissed. ‘I am sorry – the feeling here is still too strong.’

			I barely heard him. I let myself be dragged to safety, even as others left their seats and attempted to rush the stage. All the while, I listened to what they shouted, seeing the hatred in their faces.

			‘The Imperium as it was!’

			‘What good is Indomitus when we cannot eat?’

			‘Imperium Eterna!’

			Then I was bundled back through the doors, which slammed closed behind me. I heard cries of fury and pain on the far side, together with the raw crackle of mauls being crunched into flesh.

			Mordecai was furious, and turned on Vertim. I heard him berate the man for letting the meeting go ahead, and heard Vertim pleading ignorance, backing away the whole time.

			As for myself, I was a little shaken, but otherwise unharmed. As we retreated back the way we had come, I saw Yu’s troops come to meet us, and guessed we would be making a swift exit.

			All the while, despite my shock, I couldn’t help replaying the things they had said, over and over in my head. Some of them I might perhaps have predicted hearing, had I given the matter a little more thought. Others were entirely new to me, particularly the phrase Imperium Eterna, which had issued from more than one mouth.

			I let myself be whisked back into the barge, and soon we were airborne again, flanked as ever by the gunships, which now felt more like protection from the civilians of the prefecture than any heretics, real or imagined.

			And above all, one phrase imprinted itself on my consciousness, like a cantrip uttered to invoke daemons.

			Warriors in bronze.

			The entire episode, it is fair to say, was not my finest hour.

			We beat an undignified retreat back to the Senatorum. When we arrived home and issued our thanks to Yu’s escort for their service, I could feel the awkwardness on all sides. It had been an embarrassment, although thankfully it had not proved a dangerous one.

			I went back to my private chambers with Mordecai, as ever, in tow. I think he was far more shaken than I by the whole thing, and during the transit had seemed to oscillate between anger and trepidation.

			I had no time for his weakness. The trip had been a mistake from one point of view – I had hardly advanced the case for reconstruction – but in others it had been invaluable. Up until then I had assumed that the various semi-organised bands of insurrectionists were our principal problem, and that once we had put down their activities we would be free to impose a form of life very similar to that which had been in place before. Now I had seen another problem emerge, one that potentially was far graver – we were losing the loyalty of the uncorrupted.

			As I often did in those days, I recalled what Roskavler had told me. You and I both know who stands to gain from this Council being weak – those who never wished Guilliman back.

			I went over to my personal console, and activated a lens. Mordecai hovered at my shoulder.

			‘The Space Marines mentioned by Roskavler,’ I said, speaking largely to myself. ‘They were not Imperial Fists. Did she know this? Surely not. She mentioned Phalanx.’

			Mordecai nodded, wringing his hands.

			‘There has been no conclave to authorise the Minotaurs,’ I went on, pulling up records of Council sessions. ‘So what is going on? I should have been told. Does Fadix know? Does Ashariel?’

			‘There were rumours,’ Mordecai offered, hesitantly. ‘Rumours that their fortress-monastery was compromised.’

			I turned to him, and shot him a withering look. Perhaps I should not have done that, but I was tired, and shaken, and such stupidity did not become him. ‘How long have you served in this place? There is no fortress-monastery. Not for them. If that story was put out deliberately, then it was a front, and a transparent one to all but the unquestioning.’

			I turned back to the lens. I started to pull up reports of Adeptus Astartes activity, collated from witness accounts and official Militarum dispatches. There were many dozens of them, all dating from the arrival of Phalanx, and many mentioning the Imperial Fists directly. As I looked more closely, though, I saw that some were accounts written after the event, detailing destruction meted out to known Splintered strongholds. In those cases, the reported devastation was always extreme, occasionally excessive, and there were no direct sightings of the warriors involved.

			‘So how did they get here?’ I asked myself, cycling through more reports.

			I should perhaps clarify at this stage what I knew, and did not know, about this Chapter. Our eternal Imperium, as we were all fond of remarking, was built on secrets. Some of those secrets had become so old and solidified by reputation that they formed stronger foundations than our laws. The Inquisition, that most powerful and loathed of institutions, traded in them almost exclusively, such that they had become one of their most effective weapons. A mere rumour, spoken in the right ear at the right time, had the potential to seal the fate of entire worlds. When a thing became feared, for whatever reason, it was in no one’s interests to allay that fear, and in many people’s interests to augment it.

			The Minotaurs had started as one such fearful rumour. It was widely known that they had once existed in Imperial records as an active and relatively unremarkable Chapter, and had then drifted into obscurity. That in itself was not uncommon, for the galaxy was a dangerous place, and Chapters could on occasion be destroyed or – whisper it – turn to the Enemy. And yet, the Minotaurs came back. In time, records emerged again of engagements in which they were present, nearly always at full strength, and often in conjunction with actions against renegade Imperial elements. Relations between many Chapters of the Adeptus Astartes were often fractious, for they had all been bred for maximal aggression, but the Minotaurs seemed to generate animus on a scale that bordered on the fanatical.

			Given the institution in which I worked, I could hardly have been unaware of the other widely held belief, that they acted at the behest of the High Lords themselves. You must believe me when I tell you that I could not confirm the truth of this. Some functions of the Council were kept even from their most senior servants. We knew a great deal about the High Lords’ activities, but not everything. Sometimes that was for the best. Sometimes it was a source of profound frustration. In any case, though it might stretch credulity, this is the truth – I did not know for sure whether the High Lords were capable of giving orders to them. If there were indeed some link or other, I did not know what form it took – whether the entire Council was required to be in unanimity, or whether some Lords in particular had a hand in their deployment. According to the strict letter of the Lex, there could be no such relationship at all, at least not one that could ever be disclosed. Then again, High Lords often did things that went against the strict letter of the Lex, so all sorts of things were possible.

			One thing I did know for sure: the Council had not met in full session since Guilliman had left Terra. Therefore, unless some kind of recall order had been issued a long time in advance of the Rift opening, it could not have been officially adopted by the entire body of the Senatorum. Either the Minotaurs were acting independently, or their actions came about through the instructions of a faction.

			As I thought through these things, my eyes suddenly alighted on a report filed from the Tower of Hegemon, the command centre for the Adeptus Custodes. In normal times, I would not have had routine access to such privileged material, but these were of course far from normal times. In order to keep our efforts coordinated, even that most exalted order occasionally deigned to inform us of what they were doing, and as the purge-campaigns had increased in number, several active chambers of Custodians regularly distributed information to their allies.

			Once I had applied the standard decryption techniques to this one, I immediately recognised the name at the head of the document – Shield-Captain Valerian. I would have recognised it even if he had not been a prominent feature of the primarch’s Indomitus ceremony, for he had been Tieron’s principal interlocutor during the early days of the Dissolution debates, and they had worked together afterwards. The very fact he was involved in this gave me a curious sense of fate intervening.

			I read what he had written. It confirmed what I had just learned, that the Minotaurs were indeed here, and active, and their actions were winning support from a population weary of privation and uncertainty. It didn’t matter how brutal their methods were, or how many died in the collateral damage they inflicted. The masses wanted to go back, back to a world of rules and order, a world where their nutrient rations arrived in the refectories and the enforcers were a visible presence on every transitway. Better to be oppressed than hungry, it seemed.

			Still, from what I could determine, the numbers were small. It looked as if one squad, possibly two squads, were active. If that proved to be the extent of things, it was containable. We had many times that number of Imperial Fists in the field, and they were just as effective tools, and far less likely to go off pursuing their own ends.

			I showed the material to Mordecai.

			‘Not many of them, then,’ he said, making the same observation.

			‘Throne be praised,’ I replied.

			I look back now, and wince. As so often in those days, we were guilty of seizing on anything positive rather than face the consequences of the worst possible scenario. Even as the words left my mouth, I detected the first urgent messages coming through. My console lit up, and my augmetic receiver started to buzz uncomfortably. I turned to the incoming feeds, and saw the first signs of something I had been looking for ever since this thing started.

			‘Good,’ I said, getting to my feet. ‘Pereth has made her move at last.’

			We left the chamber and headed for the tower’s observation deck, located several levels up at the very summit. By the time we got there, the place was full of menials, all of them hunched over their own view­screens. Above us all hung the great screens, some showing schematics of urban combat zones or orbital locations, others with realview images piped from remote sensor banks. It was normally a quiet place, filled with staff carefully filing and processing all the signals we received from our many sources, some overt, some secret. Now, though, a nervous chatter was running like wildfire through the rows of cogitator units.

			I reached the principal viewing platform and looked up at the main viewer, which showed the disposition of the current fleet assets over the Palace’s airspace. As it had been since the primarch’s departure, the picture was sparse and unimpressive. The two great exceptions were Phalanx and the Excelsis Cruor, both of which drifted like giants amid meagre shoals of lesser craft.

			‘You have incoming signals?’ I asked the screen’s operative. ‘From the Lord High Admiral’s distributed feed?’

			He nodded. ‘A battlegroup,’ he said, sounding a little distracted. ‘Gunship-carriers, many more escort-class, some line warships. All inbound, due to make system-entry within two days.’

			Two days. Why were alerts in place for something that was still two days out?

			‘But then–’

			I never finished the sentence. I looked over to one of the real­viewers, following the gaze of many others, including Mordecai. 

			I do not know where the sensor array was that gave us the signals. Possibly on Phalanx itself, for the resolution was extremely good even at such levels of magnification. I watched, just as everyone else did, as the cause of all the commotion slid into view, emerging out of the darkness like a dagger being withdrawn from a wound.

			It was colossal. It was gigantic. Only Phalanx was bigger, but this thing was uglier, harder, grimier. Its engines burned with an angry, golden flame. Its flanks were of burnished bronze, marked with stripes of black and red. Gigantic cannon emplacements disfigured its already crabbed outline. There was no artistry to that thing’s construction, just a raw, bloody aggression. It had been made to slaughter, built back in a forgotten age when our species had been frighteningly good at it. For a moment, I thought that its heavy prow was actually bloodstained, before it emerged more fully into view, exposing yet more weapon arrays, yet more killing potential, yet more destructive energy. Even its movements were ominous, a swagger that spoke of an infinite, unquenchable, arrogant brutality.

			Mordecai was the first to speak. I wondered if he took some satisfaction from the sight, as if it confirmed that his pessimism had always been well founded.

			‘Daedelos Krata,’ he said, grimly. ‘So much for single squads. We have the Chapter to contend with, now.’
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			Valerian

			 
 

			Kalluin’s records told the same story that he himself had. The Master of Dreams, according to our best intelligencers, had fought his way to pre-eminence among the many factions within the Splintered, and appeared to be preparing a major offensive, possibly across the southern hemisphere. A number of bulletins, most taken from agents embedded with the Militarum regiments, expressed alarm at this prospect, believing that the hard-pressed garrisons there might well be overwhelmed by a coordinated attack across several fronts.

			I did not share that assessment. The fact that the enemy was being forced to coalesce, and even consider moving towards more open warfare, felt like an admission of weakness. Their strength thus far had been in their very nebulousness. They destroyed something – a comms node, a Ministorum seminary, an Arbites precinct-fortress – then fell back, and struck somewhere else. Those tactics had been hard to quell initially, but Garadon’s warriors had proved just as adept at them, and that had turned the tide. The Imperial Fists had received little credit in the wider Administratum for their strategy, but they were able to move and react far faster than the enemy, and they hit far harder when they arrived. So this Master of Dreams was doing what all traitors did when the heat became too much to handle – preparing for some glorious final stand, as if by mustering his fighters together and inspiring them with threadbare lies he might somehow hope to last more than a few hours against the wrath of the Angels of Death.

			Still, this was all as yet unconfirmed. Whatever I thought of the matter, the prospect of the Splintered factions coming together for a significant offensive was serious enough to concentrate minds in both the Tower and the Militarum high command. Resources were diverted to the south, especially to those high-value assets we still controlled, such as the major Ecclesiarchy compounds. A number of Custodian chambers were dispatched on Valoris’ direct orders, though not mine. Our hands were still untied at that stage, and we remained masters of our own destiny.

			‘The Lachrymosa,’ Ravathain said, sceptically.

			‘That is correct,’ I said, taking up Gnosis. ‘She intrigues me. This enemy is diffuse – we must run down every one of them.’

			My vexillus praetor did not agree. He was more concerned with the build-up in the south, and whether that would generate a more lasting threat for the security of the Palace. At every turn, it seemed, Ravathain had a different appraisal to me of the optimal course of action. I supposed that he shared the view, common enough among my peers, that Guilliman’s impetuosity had brought us to this sorry state, and that we would be better off cleaving to the doctrines that we always adopted – man the walls, guard the Palace, leave the messy business of active strikes to lesser warriors. He probably found my laurel wreath something of an embarrassment.

			By then, I cared not. I regretted that Garadon was now fighting among his own kind again, and looked forward to finding an opportunity to share combat with him once more. Perhaps I even wished to dem­onstrate to him that we of the order could transcend our limitations now, and that, if we had once been like children, that had all changed, and the time of our maturity had finally come.

			All that was for another day.

			‘You do not have to share my assessment, vexillus praetor,’ I told Ravathain, calmly. ‘You only have to appreciate your role in the lattice of command.’

			At that stage, my thoughts were with this woman, the Lachrymosa, the one mentioned by her dying counterpart with such hatred. I do not think it was obsession. I think I was merely intrigued, faced with an opponent who was mentioned often but never seen, a ghost among visible monsters.

			I had studied Kalluin’s documents carefully, and picked out a location a long way east, out beyond the nominal line of control we had established some time ago. One of our operatives had penetrated an old Arbites observation tower and sent back indications that it had been re-occupied by a Splintered faction. That was the last we had heard of him, the assumption being that he had been exposed and eliminated. It was unlikely that the tower remained in use, but not impossible. As this was the only report for some time that had named the Lachrymosa explicitly, I decided we would investigate, making use of what would probably be a short window of opportunity before, as we expected, the guerrilla phase of this conflict resolved into something more conventional.

			I and my chamber set off as the day was failing. We took Rastava, as before. In the short hiatus between operations, the gunship had received significant work, and now resembled its old self somewhat. These little restorations were important, at least to me. They signified that we were finally getting back on our feet, doing more than simply responding to crises as they happened.

			I shall not weary you with an account of the journey out, since it was longer than the others, and in any case gave us little additional information to that we had already gathered. By the time we reached the coordinates mentioned in the bulletins, it was deep into the night, and the Terran cityscape spread out in all directions like a dirty, hole-pocked cloak. I could not determine to what extent Imperial control existed so far out, but from the general look of dereliction I guessed that such regions had been more or less abandoned by the authorities. Fires burned plentifully, just as they still did in so many other locations, perhaps for warmth, perhaps for other reasons.

			The old Arbites tower stood apart from the mainline habs. It had been built to a standard design – a blue-black, heavy-set octagonal block crowned with gothic parapets and gun turrets. Its old flood-lumens were smashed, and its roof-mounted landing stages had been emptied of gunships. As we came in to land, we saw the full extent of the damage it had taken – broken armourglass windows, rubble in the entrance lobbies, security doors blown off their hinges and hanging loosely in the hot night air.

			Once disembarked, we set off through the tower’s interior, hunting for occupants. Everywhere we went, we saw signs of recent habitation – discarded ration-packs, old plastek-weave mattresses shoved into the corner of cells, piles of spent military equipment. Icons of the Splintered were painted onto most surfaces. In addition to the usual sigils, I noticed numerous teardrop patterns – the sign of the Lachrymosa, I assumed. In some locked chambers we found bodies, many decayed down to the bones. These bore no signs of corruption, and so may have been captives, perhaps the original denizens of the tower who refused to turn, or maybe prisoners taken in recent fighting and left to starve.

			I knelt down, rubbing some of the plentiful dust between my fingers. It smelled of human presence, but also reminded me of the aromas we had encountered when fighting the Convolute – sweetness, a ripe tang of decay. My warriors split up, descending level by level, sweeping every chamber. Ravathain remained with me, and we ascended to the command level. He was clearly doing his best to rein in his scepticism, and performed his scanning duties in diligent silence.

			‘They were here in numbers,’ I mused, looking around at the wrecked lines of augur equipment, the piles of used ration-packs, the ammo-cases. ‘A base for the faction, it would seem, before they abandoned it.’

			‘Electrical activity in the chamber above,’ Ravathain reported. ‘Not quite everything is dead.’

			We followed the signals, taking a sturdy spiral staircase that led up through the tower’s central spine. I kept Gnosis kindled out of prudence, but in truth I was no longer expecting to encounter anything that held the promise of hurting us. We were hunting for information now, not living souls.

			We emerged into a larger chamber – a listening station. There were no external windows. Every reflective metal wall was covered in a thick layer of audex devices and spool recorders. Much of it still looked operative, and there were fewer signs of degradation than elsewhere. A command throne stood at the centre, linked by an improvised web of cabling. The teardrop device had been etched onto the ceiling with considerable artistry. It smelled more strongly there – the same elusive scent of corruption.

			Ravathain began to activate the surviving machinery. Most of the databanks had been wiped, and the storage cells clamped against the room’s far wall had all been smashed.

			I moved closer to the throne. Input jacks hung loosely from a collator node placed above the chair’s headrest. Someone using it had clearly been capable of using multiple feeds, presumably directly inserted into augmetic pickups. I examined a control panel set into the throne’s armrest, one that had been bolted onto the existing structure amid a complex tangle of power lines.

			As I brushed more dust from the controls, a hololith tower suddenly activated. A ghostly image flickered and then solidified, glowing grey-green in the darkness. It began to speak, though in silence, the lips moving dumbly.

			Ravathain studied a lens closest to him, which had also activated. ‘A passive recording,’ he said. ‘I can retrieve the audex.’

			The figure was a woman, medium build, wearing a prefect’s dress uniform. Her hair was gathered back from her face, and seemed to have become unruly, already clumping into dreadlocks. Old wounds formed scars on her face, one of which pulled her upper lip into a permanent snarl. Her eyes, even glimpsed through the somewhat blurred medium of the projection, were clearly distorted – too wide, too beady, like a bird’s. For all that, she held herself erect, and seemed in full command of herself.

			‘…to this place,’ she said, her voice emerging in hissing diffusion from the vox-emitters in the console. ‘More will come. You have seen for yourself that what you were told is a lie. The Throne can no longer protect you from deso­lation. If a power is broken, it is no longer a power. We alone now are strong. You have seen the evidence of this strength in the signs and wonders that I have shown you. They call us the Splintered, thinking that a sign of weakness. You know it is strength. They do not have the numbers to defeat us all. They never did. Soon they will be confined to their Palace, and this planet will be ours. When they begin to starve, as we have known starvation, then the final walls will fall. You will be masters of Terra. You will be the lords of the world.’

			She was a fluent speaker, even mediated by the recording – calm, precise, determined. 

			‘There are other such instances on the databank,’ Ravathain said, pulling up more runes from the lens. ‘Recruiting material, capable of wide-beam distribution.’

			I nodded. I wondered how many citizens had been exposed to such sermons. Maybe as many as had witnessed the footage of the primarch during the Indomitus ceremony – a day that now felt long ago.

			‘My name is Sigrida Tahgo,’ the revenant went on. ‘You will know of me, most likely. You were perhaps once my lawful subject, dependent on me for protection. I failed you then, for I was still in thrall to the old lies. I exhausted every avenue, then, believing that through faith came strength. And yet faith did not answer, and no strength came. We would all have perished, and for nothing, while those who should have come to our aid chose to stay in safety.’

			This was presumably a reference to the Days of Blindness, the time following the cessation of the Astronomican during which psionic activity ran unchecked across the entire globe. Most of the Splintered’s leadership stratum had turned during the tumult of that time, or shortly after, driven to extremity by the anarchy that followed. This Tahgo, then, had been no different.

			‘I wept in those days,’ she said. ‘I wept so hard that I thought the tears would never cease. For myself, of course, but also for all that had been built, and all that would be lost. Only later, much later, did I see my folly. What we built here was worth nothing. It was a sham. A lie. A fiction spun by weak souls to keep their betters in thrall. Tell me, when were you ever content? When were you last unafraid, even before the catastrophe came? In your heart, you have always known that the High Lords were slave-­masters, making themselves rich at your expense. You have always known that the cardinals preached abstinence while indulging themselves. All were lies. All were deceptions.’

			I could see well enough how such language could be compelling. For the weak and the wretched, such had always been the danger – much of what Tahgo said was true, which made it harder to spot what was falsehood and heresy.

			‘And thus we come to the great conflagration,’ she said. ‘The pyre on which the corrupted shall be purified. Our enemies grow ever more determined, but they cannot kill us all, for we are infinite. They cannot cow us, for we have seen through the old lies. United, we are now invincible, and it is they, now, who know the meaning of fear.’

			The hololith image smiled briefly. It was a warm expression, the kind of gesture that would have appealed to a manufactorum worker close to starvation, running scared of the mobs rioting through the habs.

			‘The Master calls now,’ she said. ‘The holiest sites of this decaying empire. These shall be the places we make our own. When the spires of holiness are laid low, none shall be able to believe the old lies any further, for, if the Emperor were truly a god, would He suffer His sacred places to be defiled? His powerlessness shall be your power. His lies shall be your truth. We are moving now. The danger remains acute, but we shall weather it. Even though the journey is long, we have the safety of our great numbers and the protection of gods who deserve the name. And if you should die in this great cause, then consider the fate of your soul, which after–’

			The recording suddenly ceased. The audex feed crackled out, and the hololith froze in place.

			‘A malfunction?’ I asked.

			Ravathain attempted to restart it. ‘All that survives. They seem to have attempted to destroy it before leaving.’ He looked up. ‘What do you make of it?’

			‘I do not know. Designed to be found, possibly. Although we cannot discount it – the information is consistent with other reports. We will register it, and instruct to treat with scepticism.’

			I intended, after that, to make further enquiries. This had clearly been a place where my quarry had been active for some time, and other evidence might yet remain, something that would give us firmer indications of her intentions.

			I never got the chance. I received a comm-burst just then, sent with the highest priority. 

			‘Shield-Captain Valerian, Argent Chamber of the Hykatanoi,’ the message ran, in the typically terse style of such things. ‘Priority recall to the Tower, orders of the Captain-General. Summit is convened between Captain Garadon of the Imperial Fists, Captain-General Trajann Valoris, representatives of the Senatorum Imperialis, Chapter Master Asterion Moloc of the Minotaurs. Location and timing to be transmitted separately. Send secure confirmation on receipt.’

			I had played the comm-burst out loud, as only I and Ravathain were in earshot. He looked at me.

			‘Moloc,’ he said, simply.

			‘So it would appear,’ I replied, my heart sinking.

			Even responding with all haste, I was still unable to reach the Inner Palace in time to make the beginning of the summit. The meeting seemed to have been organised at short notice, as if responding to something that no one had foreseen. Not for the first time, I had the impression of a disunited Council struggling to keep up with events. I suspected it had taken Valoris to make the decisive step – if he had not done so, then matters would just have gone on as before, with nothing to prevent the likely conflict between forces now in the field.

			So it was that I reached the Tower after a long journey back from the outer territories, and hurried through the austere corridors to the great council chamber near the summit of the highest dome. Even in my haste I was struck, as I had been so often before, by the emptiness of the place. Between Guilliman’s levies, the demands of guarding the Inner Palace and the need to strike at the disorder beyond the walls, our command citadel had been stripped nearly bare.

			I reached the council chamber’s great double doors, and the guards let me in. The room beyond was perfectly circular, crowned with an iron-veined dome and ringed with narrow balistarium windows. A circular table hewn from a solid block of granite dominated the space, lit by the naked flames of metal-caged torches. The thrones set about it were granite also, cut for the dimensions of our kind. Lesser seats were placed in ranks behind the principals. The place could have accommodated more than two hundred participants. Less than half that number were present, most of them subordinates and adjutants.

			At the head of the table, set on the far side of the chamber, sat Valoris. His battle-ravaged face was exposed amid the riot of gold, jewels and lion pelt that formed his ancient armour. He was leaning forward, his elbows on the tabletop and his gauntlets clasped together.

			A dozen others from the Ten Thousand sat at other places. Neither of our two tribunes were present, but Kalluin was, plus a number of other shield-captains from various active chambers. The relative lack of seniority of those assembled indicated, once again, just how thinly stretched we had become.

			Garadon and Haessler had taken places on the right hand of the Captain-General. I recognised three High Lords there, also – Roskavler, the Master of the Administratum; Ashariel, Lord Commander Militant of the Astra Militarum; and Fadix, Grand Master of Assassins. They had all come with ample staff, who clustered behind them, peering into the glow of data-slates and lexrecorders. I also recognised Anna-Murza Jek, the present chancellor, whom I knew from my earlier dealings with the previous incumbent. She did not look in good health, and I guessed that the burden of office was proving heavy.

			In truth, though, as I made my way towards my allocated throne, none of those attendees captured my attention. The three figures sitting opposite Garadon dominated the entire chamber. These were the Minotaurs, wearing the same burned-bronze armour their brothers in the basilica had done. None of these were Primaris, but, just like the others, the condition of their equipment looked far superior to the battle-hammered Imperial Fists they faced. They sat ramrod straight, fists clenched, as if perpetually resisting the onset of combat-rage. Unlike all others there, they kept their helms on, a gesture that I found more theatrical than threatening, but which nevertheless added to the aura of mystery they seemed determined to carry with them.

			Moloc was, of course, the centrepiece of the display. He wore Terminator armour, of the old Tartaros configuration, which made him massive even amid the rest of that heavily armoured company. Whereas Valoris was a picture of grizzled splendour, and Garadon carried himself with a plain kind of martial dignity, Moloc looked like some barbarian warlord out of the legends of pre-Unification Terra. His plate was clearly of the highest quality, but had been engineered with a feral aesthetic, one that conjured up images of sacrificial rites and arcane combat-rituals. To look at him was to catch a glimpse of a world of riddles and myths, of burning braziers and bloodied axe heads, of secrets locked within secrets, bound about with labyrinths of iron and stone.

			I have encountered many formidable warriors in my time. Valoris, of course, was reckoned the greatest alive in the Imperium save the primarch himself. And yet, just there, in that place, I can say without hesitation that Asterion Moloc, Chapter Master of the Minotaurs, exuded the most powerful stench of violence I had ever been in the presence of.

			My entrance was not remarked on. I took my place as Garadon was speaking.

			‘We have taken back administrative centres in nine prefectures,’ he said, addressing Valoris and the High Lords. ‘These are now available for use again as resupply points for further consolidation. Rates of physical corruption in the population are high, so purges have been necessary. The Inquisition has been of considerable assistance.’

			‘Your efforts are appreciated, captain,’ Valoris said. He spoke as he so often did, with that calm, measured tone that belied the ferocity he was capable of unleashing. ‘Would you say, then, that the tide is now turning?’

			‘No, I would not.’ Garadon did not look at Moloc, I noticed. ‘We are prevented from finding the leaders of the insurrection. Whatever leads we follow, they are never there. Or evidence of their presence has been destroyed.’ Finally, he switched his gaze to the Minotaurs. ‘By you.’

			Moloc laughed. It was a grim, humourless noise, filtered from behind his thick helm-layers. If I had not known for certain that a human lay behind that bronze facade, I might have thought that the noise came from an animal, or perhaps worse.

			‘Is that some kind of accusation, captain?’ he demanded.

			‘I say what I see,’ Garadon said. ‘Your butchers kill whatever falls within their sights. You destroy entire spires, just to account for a dozen suspects. You leave nothing behind that can be studied, only ashes.’

			‘My warriors fight with commitment. Perhaps yours could learn from them.’

			‘My warriors fight to discover the truth. Yours fight to conceal it.’

			As Garadon’s temper rose, Valoris stepped in. ‘Chapter Master,’ he said, turning to Moloc. ‘The presence of more loyal servants of the Throne is always welcome. Tell me, though, there are many demands on the Emperor’s warriors in these dark times, and you were stationed far from here, yet you come to Terra.’

			Moloc turned his mask slowly towards him. ‘We suffered losses,’ he said. ‘Our fortress-monastery was overrun. We return to replenish and recover our gene-seed stocks. As fate has led us here, we can but choose to help with these troubles.’

			That was a lie. In fact, it was not just a lie – it was a ludicrous statement, one that no one around the table could possibly have believed. The Minotaurs’ fortress-monastery, such as it existed, hung above us now, its hundreds of guns trained squarely on the Throneworld. I wondered why he repeated the falsehood here. Perhaps to goad Garadon further.

			‘You can see that matters of reconquest are already in train,’ Valoris said. ‘There is value in coordinating our efforts, to avoid duplication and possible misunderstanding. You understand that.’

			‘I understand that you see the value of it.’

			At that, Ashariel leaned forward. He was a pugnacious-looking man, one who didn’t seem very much out of place in that company, despite being of such smaller stature. ‘With respect, Captain-General,’ he said. ‘Matters are not “in train”. Matters are out of control. The Council still has not met in formal session. We should be running this dross into the ground and securing recruitment centres for Indomitus. If we have new forces at our disposal, from whatever source and for whatever reason, we should be glad of it.’

			I admired him for saying that, despite that I thought the sentiments expressed were naive. It took some character to contradict the Captain-General of the Adeptus Custodes in his own fortress.

			‘The Council will meet when the Council learns to speak with one voice,’ Roskavler interjected. ‘You still have not responded to my numerous injunctions, Lord Commander.’

			Fadix leaned back in his throne, smiling wryly. ‘Speak with one voice, Master?’ he asked. ‘When have we ever done that? Of course, though, you are new in position. Perhaps you’ll need a little more time to get used to the station your primarch placed you in.’

			I wondered what the Grand Master of Assassins was doing at this table. The summit had been convened at short notice, meaning that not all High Lords had attended, but he was one of those who had made the time. Roskavler and Ashariel made sense – this was essentially a military gathering – but as far as I knew the Officio Assassinorum had been almost entirely given over to Indomitus.

			Valoris raised a warning hand. ‘I gathered you here to discuss the tactical issue before us, not to attempt to solve all our divisions.’ His gauntlet fell heavily to the tabletop. ‘We have reports of enemy movement across the southern hemisphere, and intelligence that surviving rebel cells are finally making common cause. The moment of confrontation surely comes.’

			‘The Master of Dreams,’ said Garadon. ‘That is the name that emerges, time after time. We were close to engaging him three days ago. But when we moved on his reported location, the site had been completely destroyed.’ He stared at Moloc. ‘Again.’

			‘Too slow, it would seem,’ Moloc said. ‘But your apology is accepted.’

			‘Ministorum facilities are always the major targets,’ I interposed. ‘A cathedral will be next, at least if evidence from recent captures is to be believed. Then again, we are finding this evidence very easily.’

			‘Rest assured, the southern provinces are being reinforced,’ said Ashariel, for some reason giving Jek a significant look. ‘I learned recently that the Navy will shortly be landing detachments of their own. I have tried to contact my esteemed peer the Lord High Admiral to find out where she could possibly have located such resources, but have been strangely unable to reach her.’

			‘And if this intelligence is wrong?’ I asked. ‘Can they really be intending to meet us in open battle?’

			Roskavler shook her head dismissively. ‘It would be suicide.’

			‘A suicide we drove them to,’ said Moloc. ‘This is a soft world. Until we arrived, the attempts to recover it were soft, too.’

			Garadon was disciplined enough not to rise to that. Valoris spoke again next instead, diverting the discussion by asking one of my brothers to list our recent intelligence reports.

			What followed was more discussion of targets, of threats arising, of the state of the campaign. All of it was important, and yet all of it missed addressing the greater tension in the chamber. Valoris behaved like the High Lord he was, smoothing over discord, keeping the Space Marines from coming to blows, and yet the hostility still simmered across the table like a live electro-field.

			I knew then that the initiative was doomed. Others must have seen it, too. Valoris was pursuing a flawed attempt to keep the peace, and I wondered at his lack of vision. Perhaps he genuinely thought that Moloc could be tied into an alliance if given enough time, or perhaps he was merely going through the motions in order to satisfy the distant injunctions of the Regent. In either case, I could find little to admire in the strategy. Once again, others were taking the lead, and we were watching them do it.

			I glanced at the Minotaurs as others spoke. They made no attempt to hide their nature. They were here to slaughter, to hunt out heresy according to their own appraisal of it. I had seen for myself that such methods could be wildly popular, and I knew this popularity could be very dangerous, were they ever to see themselves unrestrained by the Lex, or even the dictates of a divided Council.

			But still we continued with the pretence. Still we papered over the chasms in the hope that sense would prevail.

			As the summit closed, Valoris spoke the final words.

			‘We all serve in furtherance of His Will,’ he said. ‘In unity we prevail, in conflict we falter. Let us take the fight to the enemy with our blades held as brothers, and refrain from further discord.’

			Neither Garadon nor Moloc openly demurred, but both continued to glare at one another. At least, I could see the hostility in Garadon’s expression. Moloc was like a graven image, implacable and unmoving, his bronze visage inscribed only with its runes of destruction.

			‘To prevent the misunderstandings that have plagued us,’ Valoris went on, ‘we must learn to speak to one another. I nominate Shield-Captain Oenas as my intermediary delegate. One member of each Chapter of the Adeptus Astartes here present shall also be nominated. The Council shall act as our clearing house. Chancellor, I trust you are able to act in this regard?’

			Jek stood and bowed. ‘It shall be my honour, lord,’ she said.

			Like Ashariel before her, she did not seem much daunted by the titans of battle around her. Exhausted or not, I was impressed by her bearing, and I resolved to speak to her after the session concluded.

			In the event, once the last business had been attended to and the Space Marines had lumbered off under the watchful gaze of the Tower’s guards, I did not have to seek her – she came to find me.

			‘Shield-Captain Valerian,’ she said, bowing. ‘You may not remember me, but–’

			‘I remember you perfectly, chancellor,’ I said. ‘My congratulations on your appointment. A trying time to take the office – I trust that you are sustained by His grace.’

			She looked surprised, and pleased, by those words. I did not understand why – once again, I regretted my inability to fully comprehend the strange ways of baseline humanity.

			By then the High Lords were making their way from the chamber, followed by their trains of menials. Valoris was deep in conversation with Oenas, and the others of my order were also making their way to rejoin their various detachments.

			‘This peace will not last,’ she told me, her voice low. ‘I saw your communiques – you know this, too.’

			‘We must make it last,’ I said.

			‘I will do what I can,’ she said. ‘But understand this – the Council has not met. No formal summons to the Minotaurs was ever made. Either they are acting for their own purposes, or an individual with the power, working without consultation, has brought them back.’

			‘They claim to have come by their own volition.’

			‘So they do.’

			None of this was news to me. I appreciated her concern over the matter, but I was restricted in what I could say in response. Valoris seemed to have taken Moloc at his word, no doubt to maintain the fragile peace, and I could hardly gainsay that policy. We were all dancing around the core, spinning fictions to avoid confronting the unpalatable truth.

			‘But that is not all, is it?’ I asked.

			She drew closer. ‘They do not meet, because they cannot. Trust has gone. There is no leader. That is the real danger. You, I believe, understand how things are. Feel free, should you wish it, to call on me. We worked together before. When our masters do not act with resolution, sometimes, I believe, it is for their servants to take the initiative. Do you agree?’

			That was bold. Valoris was still in the chamber, and the High Lords had only just left. I doubted she wished for an actual statement of alliance from me, but I saw the risks she had run by making her own position clear and did not wish to discourage her. I found the gesture reassuring, in truth – a sign that there were others in the Senatorum who saw the dangers in lassitude.

			I reached for a secure comm-bead, and gave it to her. 

			‘He protects the courageous,’ I told her. ‘Let us stay in touch.’
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			I made planetfall again, far sooner than I had ever hoped for. I made myself watch through the realviewers on the way down, gazing at the vomit-grey clouds as they swirled and eddied across the atmosphere. The sight had lost none of its power to repulse me.

			It had always been fanciful to think that I had escaped. Luna had been a staging post, to be sure, but one too close to its mistress-world, too interlocked with its ancient feuds and politics. So I was falling back into the Terran gravity well again, dragged down as surely as if a fist had clamped around my hair and hauled me there. This time, however, I was not alone. Five of my sisters came with me, all of them armoured in the same manner and bearing the same pattern of greatblades.

			Some differentiations within the Sisterhood were starting to emerge, in those days. I had called myself a witch-seeker when serving on Arraissa, and had used the term without much thought for whether it had any currency in other places. Now others had been given that title formally, forming cadres dedicated to hunting down the aberrant and the corrupted. Their weapon of choice was the flamer, all the better to cleanse the various cankers and perversions they sought out.

			Since arriving in the Sol System, however, I had taken up my greatblade with enthusiasm, relishing the flamboyance of the weapon. Its rhythms and weight had fallen naturally into place around me, such that whenever I was without the Somnus Blade for any length of time, I began to miss it. We called ourselves ‘vigilators’, taking on the name as if it had been part of our lexicon for centuries. I do not know its original provenance, and suspect that the heritage was in actual fact not very extensive, but it helped the process of healing, to have these formal titles to use. So I was not cynical about it at all. I welcomed the term, and I felt no nostalgia for my old service as a witch-seeker. The new styling carried with it a whiff of vengeance, something that had become painfully appropriate.

			Within the Sisterhood, the habit had also begun to spread of naming our cadres, to give them a unity and a sense of purpose. I was sure that we must have done similarly in the Age of Myth, and thus we were preserving an ancient custom. When I met my fellow vigilators for the first time, it did not take us long to determine that we wished to be known by a common name, something that would mark us, and our mission, out.

			One of our number, Tali-Sha, gave us what we needed. 

			We are revenants, she said. Back from the dead, bearing the old blades.

			Thus became the Revenant Blades, given the task, not of hunting witches, but of running down those who hunted us. The enemy – whoever they were, precisely – wished to make us ghosts again. Whatever else happened within the Regent’s brave new world of reform and reconquest, we would ensure that never happened.

			I do not know why or how your order was ever permitted to wither, he had told me. That had to be true – such things had taken place long after his first departure from the Throneworld. He had known well enough, however, the risk of it occurring again.

			As our lander shook and shuddered on its final descent, I glanced around the crew-bay. It was a small craft, commandeered from the Port Luna inventory over the protests of the berth-governor, and we had suffered no others to come with us – no pilots, no overseers, no guards. Sister Rova sat in the cockpit at the controls, with Sister Govannia beside her. Sister Tali-Sha sat beside me, while Sisters Erynia and Lethiel sat opposite.

			We were as varied in appearance as any group taken from such diverse worlds would be. Erynia was thickset and powerful, hailing from the high-grav planet of Illiun, and Govannia was tall and slender due to her upbringing on the old orbitals of Mograngave. Rova’s skin was ice-white and her eyes were lilac, whereas Lethiel’s complexion was almost as black as polished ebony. We had varying levels of experience and training, save for a shared proficiency with the long-blade, and markedly different Thoughtmark dialects.

			None of that mattered. We were entering what we all now regarded as hostile territory, a world riven with factional interest and battered by repeated waves of psionic disruption. That made us sisters indeed, bound together by a shared enemy.

			Asurma had made arrangements for our re-entry at the Sisterhood’s embassy tower within the Palace. As it happened, our passage through orbital space was delayed due to the arrival in-system of dozens of Navy assault-carriers, all of which required processing before being allowed to progress to wherever their dropsites were. I did not mind that delay – I was pleased to see some evidence of long-awaited reinforcements. Soon, though, we were plummeting into the atmosphere ourselves, driving a spear through the cloud cover and bursting out again on the underside, coursing with flame. As we slowed for landing, I saw once again the great world-city yawn away below and around us, its profile broken by the colossal artificial mountains of the Palace buildings.

			We did not tarry long, once grounded. We all had our targets, selected while still on Luna. We uttered a last vow of retribution, made arrangements for our reunion, then split up, disappearing into the sprawl and the clamour like the ghosts we had named ourselves after.

			I myself did not travel far. I had already determined who I needed to speak to, and felt a mix of resentment and anticipation at the choice. Anticipation, because I had often thought of him while on Luna – you did not face death with a fellow warrior only to forget him when fate pulls you apart – and wished to know how he was faring. Resentment, because I was coming to him because I needed him. He was, as he had so often told me, a scholar, one who had studied the past as completely as he studied the present. My questions would have answers, I felt sure, in the many libraries and repositories of this world, but it would be swifter to go to a soul who took pleasure in unearthing secrets.

			Were they the only reasons? Did I feel the need for that uncomplicated friendship again, perhaps, amid all the treachery and disappointment? Maybe, but such non-warlike things were not my province. His, neither. We had learned to kill so swiftly, and yet we were so poor at doing the things that unaltered humans did naturally. I had no soul, he had no spirit. We made a natural enough pair, I suppose.

			My status gained me rapid access to the Tower of Hegemon, that mournful citadel they had occupied since the dawn of known history. As I walked through its solid corridors, austere and yet so perfectly constructed, I tried not to make the comparisons I had done on my first visit, and held my jealousy in check for a time when it might be of more use.

			I was lucky to find him there at all. At least, that is, if you believe in luck. They told me he had been recently called in for a hastily convened summit of lords and generals, and would soon be heading back out on operations with his brothers. I pictured him for a moment, sitting at a golden table surrounded by golden-armoured counsellors, sagely debating the needs of the age, and thought that the image suited him.

			But when I finally met him in person again, within far less exalted chambers, I was surprised to see the change. Not physically, of course – he was as immaculate as ever – but in the way he carried himself. It was hard to pinpoint exactly what that meant, but I detected something almost ineffable – an impatience, perhaps, a desire that had simply not been there before. Maybe I was looking for something that wasn’t present. Or maybe he had indeed been changed, either by what we had both experienced, or by something since.

			‘Tanau,’ Valerian said, greeting me with what seemed like unfeigned pleasure. Then, just as he had always done, he lapsed into faultless Thoughtmark. You carry the greatblade. Good. It always suited you.

			We did not waste much time on pleasantries. We were both incapable of that, so wedded to our objectives and our tasks. To any normal witness, had one been there, we must have seemed absurd, making up for our deficiencies through formality.

			We were attacked, I told him. They almost succeeded. History is repeating itself – someone wants us gone.

			He had the decency to be shocked, which gratified me. I ran through the details of the lander and its contents, the circumstances of the attack, its results.

			You have not been the only target, he signed back. Many sites have been struck. What do you know of your attackers?

			Little enough. That is why I came to you.

			He leaned forward, earnestly searching for something to help me. The principal symbol of the Splintered is a broken diamond, but there are other sub-cadres. I have been pursuing one with a teardrop icon. Perhaps–

			I interrupted him. Nothing like that, I signed. They wished us to doubt our own kind. I do not believe it was one of the cults you hunt, either. The trail led back here.

			Can you be sure? The cabals are capable and well resourced. They are also wholly corrupted, and would no doubt wish your kind harm.

			We were hardly unprotected from such wretches, I told him. Whoever did this was able to work through Terran channels. That is also the reason it cannot be the Fellowship, despite the appearance they worked to cultivate.

			He looked uncertain. The Fellowship?

			I told him of my researches on Luna. I told him of the nature of the Citadel, the night-grey hinterland of beggars, riddles and witches, and the nature of our servants.

			They were once, so they say, of the soul-night, I told him.

			Selenite, he corrected.

			I raised an eyebrow.

			A distortion of an old name, he signed. The Selenites were powerful. I know little more than the word, and the records are lost, but they were the original occupants of Somnus.

			And no one thought to inform me of this before I left, I signed, sourly.

			My door was always open, he replied.

			That was a subtle cut, though delivered in all innocence. He was right, of course. I should not have waited so long to see him again.

			The Selenites were the gene-cults of the Old Night, he went on, masters of creation and flesh-change. The Emperor defeated them, we are told, and drove them into oblivion. Their false arts were expunged from history and replaced with His greater science. That was, perhaps, the origin of this woman’s song – a distant memory of an old and justified purge.

			The weavers of fates, the makers of the greater flesh, I signed, repeating to him what she had told me. She said they had spun for the Other King. She said they had worked for Him.

			As I said, Valerian replied, confidently. Old stories, old distortions.

			But then, at some stage, we arrived, I signed. We took up residence, and the Fellowship swapped matriarchs for queens.

			So a Selenite remnant would have every reason to hate you.

			If any still existed, I signed. What lingers is a half-memory, a set of dregs clinging on to the edge of extinction.

			He nodded. By the sounds of it. So you do not suspect them.

			I suspect the ones who drove us out before. I suspect those who cannot abide our existence as a matter of faith. I suspect the Church.

			He thought on that. The Ecclesiarchy has been in some turmoil, he signed. As all things have, here.

			Someone within it, then, I replied. A renegade, perhaps – some fanatic who hates what we are. Or maybe not. They teach the salvation of souls, gathered to the bosom of the Emperor in death. We have no souls. Therefore, we can have no salvation.

			I am glad, he signed, suddenly, apropos of very little we were debating at that time, that you were preserved.

			Despite myself, I couldn’t help the twitch of a smile. The expression of it was so characteristically clumsy. As was I, I told him. But someone down here is not.

			You have proof, I presume, he said.

			I shook my head. Nothing concrete. But the one I tracked was an Ecclesiarchy agent, I am convinced. It was near the end of the trail – they were cleaning up, killing or destroying evidence, and I caught him. He carried an auto-catechism, which had instructions intact. It was clumsy – he was remiss to have left them unencoded.

			I showed him facsimiles of the transmissions I had taken from the device. Most, of course, were mundane things, and hardly pointed in any direction at all. I had placed my hopes on one reference.

			A name was repeated often – Peder. A surname? A codename? I hoped you might be able to assist. His handler, I assume. Someone senior, though I know nothing of the hierarchy here.

			Valerian looked at it for a moment. He studied the context, the other messages, the encodings. I do not believe this is a name. I think you were right. They were careless.

			I was immediately irritated – what had he seen that I had not? Tell me.

			The bureaucracy on Terra has its own idioms, he signed. Used to abbreviate common references to the figures they are charged to deal with. He indicated the end of the sequence, and worked backwards. Suppose you are correct, that this agent was embedded within the Ministorum. The current Ecclesiarch is Eos Ritira, brought from Ultramar by the primarch. ER. The next letters in line – ED – are merely the High Gothic initials of her title: excelsis dominus. High Lord. But the Ecclesiarch is one of the Regent’s appointees. She is of the Reform tendency, wedded to Guilliman’s changes – of which you are one of the most prominent. She would have opposed this with all her power.

			Then what of the ‘P’?

			Standard archive expression. That initial stands for prior. So, if this logic is sound, the agent was using a shorthand for Ritira’s predecessor, exiled from the Council by the primarch’s command. We may therefore make a supposition that the man identified here is Baldo Slyst, the old Ecclesiarch. 

			As he said the words, I felt a thrill run through me. It slotted into place. I sensed the rightness of it, just as a hunter always recognises the scent of their quarry.

			And how, then, would I find this man?

			Wait, Valerian protested. Wait a moment. What reason would he have? He no longer serves. Whoever did this took a big risk, and the gamble has failed to pay.

			I shrugged. He is bitter. He cannot let go of the past. He hates. I leaned forward. Valerian knew so much, in some ways, but he thought rationally, in terms of gains and losses. A Custodian might find it easy to forget that most of us were never rational, governed by baser instincts. Forget reasons. Think of what his life was, what he loathed and what he venerated. Perhaps he cared nothing for the risk. Perhaps he just had to hurt us.

			Valerian pondered that. Slyst was of the Static Tendency, he mused, almost reluctantly. It may not have been you he wished to hurt. It may be the one who restored you. He looked as if he were thinking hard then, making links to things I was not aware of. They do not meet, because there is no trust.

			Now I was losing him. I itched to be moving, to track down this new lead. Valerian could ponder politics all he wished – I had a name, but not much else.

			How would I find this man? I asked him again, this time with a more forceful gesture-lattice.

			Valerian looked up at me. I could tell his instinct was to hold back. But, then again, he must have known I would find a way, somehow. This thing had already started.

			I can give you coordinates of his estates and private holdings, Valerian signed. He has been exiled from his command but is otherwise unsanctioned. I assume he remains rich, with access to considerable security. If you choose to go after him, he will not be an easy quarry.

			And no scrutiny is performed on him? No surveillance?

			Of course there is. I would have to consult with the chancellor to be accurate, but I believe that would come under the purview of the Grand Provost Marshal.

			And what tendency would they be, in your view?

			Valerian hesitated a moment before replying. Static.

			I rose. Do not report this, I signed. He must not see us coming for him. I will rip the truth from him myself. Then I halted. But you could come with us, if you wished it. Hunt with me again, like we did before.

			I might have imagined it. I might have seen something that was not there. But I could swear that I saw a flash of yearning, just for a moment. If his discipline had been less iron-hard, if he had not had to contend with every scrap of conditioning in his mastercrafted body to stay wedded to his mission, I think he might have done it. After all, he had taken the chance once before, in a display of impetuosity that had genuinely shocked me, one that had led to many of the changes we now saw around us.

			But not this time. His composure returned.

			I wish you success, Sister, he signed. I wish you to find your truth. As for myself, I remain bound by the commands of my captain. Was there some bitterness in his gestures, there? This is your quarry, and I am bound to pursue my own.

			I could hardly fault him. If anything surprised me, it was my regret at his swift decision. Perhaps the change I had perceived in him was of a more mundane sort – a reversion to type, and a withdrawal from what I thought he might become, given time.

			Disappointing, all the same.

			Then I wish you success, also. I made for the door. Just as I reached it, he came after me. He had taken his knife from his belt, the blade still in its gold-embroidered scabbard. As with everything he wore, it was superb.

			It was then that I knew I hadn’t imagined it. He wished fervently to come with me, but was trapped by orders that he was virtually incapable, by design, of resisting.

			Take this, he signed, then held it out. A companion to the greater sword you carry. He looked at me intently. I cannot be with you in person. A piece of me can go, though.

			I knew a little of the gift he offered me. His kind called it a misericordia. It was longer than my combat blade, but not so much that it would hinder me. These were given to the Custodians to mark their ascension into the ranks, and were objects of priceless worth. Its hilt was ornate, jewel-studded, and no doubt moulded to his unique grip. My gauntlet would look small against it, and yet there was no doubt that I could wield it.

			Why? I signed, reluctant to take it. It was such a strange gesture, so sudden and unasked for. In another soul I might have put it down to a burst of emotion, but this was Valerian, a being for whom emotion was something to be studied in others, its effects written calmly onto parchment and the conclusions placed into learned institutions for long-term storage.

			It is old, he signed. It is from an age when your kind was still honoured. It may serve as… reparation. And then he offered a half-smile, which flickered awkwardly across his features. And you may need to kill a man. Best you do it with something worthy of the task.

			Remember, I told you that we were poor at understanding kindness, so used were we to scorn. I was conscious of this, as we spoke then. I was mindful that I found suspicion everywhere, and was almost unable to comprehend a situation in which a gesture might mean nothing other than its appearance, and be wholly genuine and without artifice.

			Very well, I signed, taking the blade. I shall endeavour to do it honour.

			And after that, we had our purpose.

			We were not so foolish as to go after Slyst immediately. As Valerian had intimated, he was still a powerful man, if only in riches and – that most valuable of commodities – influential friends. Instead, my sisters and I engaged in studies of our own, learning all we could about his movements, his associates, his habits and his vices.

			Guilliman’s reforms to the Council had been unusual in that the changes had not been accompanied by bloodshed or forcible removals. Many previous High Lords had left their office as corpses, whether through well-placed vials of poison in their fine suppers or by failing to outrun old age and collapsing into their rejuve tanks. Others had been forced into exile proper, driven from Terra and out into the distant and war-torn provinces. It was true that many others had been able to retire more gracefully and see out their final years in relative peace, but even in these cases they had maintained private corps of security guards and went watchfully, lest old vendettas catch up with them.

			The Regent had disposed of his unwanted officials in a typically efficient manner – they had all been barred from returning to the great edifices of state, but were permitted to keep the bulk of their private estates intact and remain resident on Terra. No doubt that was how such things were done on Macragge, where, so I was told, administration was conducted along orderly lines and with a minimum of rancour. Here on Terra, such munificence smacked of naivety, though none would have dared say so out loud. Perhaps the primarch was so secure in his grasp on power that he felt no need to provide absolute assurance that his deposed subordinates would ever come back to haunt him. Perhaps he trusted the institutions he had left behind to keep an adequate watch on them. Or perhaps, most scandalously of all, he actually trusted them to keep their word.

			Slyst, we discovered, was not a man who had ever been liable to do that. He had been by all accounts one of the very most venal of the old High Lords. He had ruled the Ecclesiarchy with a heavy hand, enforcing tithes on dioceses vigorously and encouraging the more militant arms of his extensive fiefs to indulge their inclinations towards violent enforcement of Ministorum dictates. He had been a close ally of the old Master of the Administratum, Irthu Haemotalion, and together they had been responsible for the direction of events in the High Council over many decades. The Church and the Administratum had always been close allies, sharing a similar institutional view on such feared human qualities as open-mindedness, innovation or individuality. I could see why such a man would not have flourished in Guilliman’s new dispensation, and I could see why he might have wished to remain active after his demotion.

			I could also see why he might pursue us on Luna. Along with the more active Custodians and the still-rare Primaris Space Marines, we were perhaps the most tangible sign of the new Imperium – a visible indication that things were in a state of development. Perhaps Slyst could have lived with the first two of those reforms, since nothing in his sacred books said anything of either of them, but we – the soulless ones, the living refutations of the catechisms, the walking abominations who had been successfully purged in a healthier, stronger age – we were beyond contemplation.

			From what we could discover, he had retained a straggling network of apartments and fine houses, all within the walls of the Inner Palace, all guarded by scores of well-armed and well-paid militia. He had remained active and visible for some time after the events of the Great Rift, but had maintained a low profile after his demotion, moving location often, keeping out of the controversies that kept the official High Council busy.

			The more I studied him, the more I was convinced that Valerian’s deduction was right, and that he had been behind the attack. He had the means, and he had the motive. Whether he was acting alone, or had the help of others, I could not ascertain. All our efforts at that time were concentrated on finding him, and then figuring out a way to get to him.

			It soon became clear that a direct attempt to intercept him would be difficult. By then I had become convinced that he was no longer in the Inner Palace at all, but was elsewhere on the planet and acting through a web of intermediaries. He would have known well enough by now that the strike had failed, and would no doubt be taking precautions to cover his tracks. That presented us with a problem, for Terra was a big place, but also an opportunity – if he was on the move, for whatever reason, we might be able to reach him in transit. So we concentrated our efforts on the various staff of his many residences. We learned their names, and followed them as they moved around the Inner Palace.

			One of them, a woman named Iriza Kastillian, soon became the focus of our work. She seemed almost as wealthy as he was, and never travelled without a protective escort of bodyguards. She acted as some kind of major-domo, overseeing the business of his properties, his staff and his remaining political affiliations. She was a large woman, given to wearing real-velvet robes and heavy synthetic make-up. Like her master, her fingers seemed perpetually festooned with solid gold rings. Even if things had not been so personal for us, it would have been easy to hate her.

			The opportunity came soon enough. We learned that she would be travelling from one of his estates under the very shadow of the Senatorum to a smaller villa near the Inner Walls. These were regions where the Lex had been fully restored, far from the ongoing unrest that we knew still gripped half the planet. She would be going by air, disembarking at a dedicated landing pad close to her destination and walking the remainder of the distance to the gates. This passage was short – less than two hundred metres, along an internal corridor buried among a tangle of overlapping structures – but its obscurity made it ideal. We tracked her, Tali-Sha tailing her flyer, the other four finding places to remain unseen along the processionary route. As for my myself, I placed myself in full view, waiting for her out under the glare of the corridor’s internal lumens.

			After a short wait, I received Tali-Sha’s warning, and drew my new dagger. It was heavy in my grip, but less so than the Somnus Blade. I decided that I already liked it.

			I heard the flyer come in, followed by the heavy slam of slide-doors opening and closing. A little later, and Kastillian emerged at the far end of the corridor. She was surrounded by twelve armed guards, all wearing close-fitting armour and helms, and carrying lasguns.

			She saw me, and froze. I made no move, but stood facing her, alone.

			‘Who are you?’ she demanded.

			It would have been nice to have answered her, but of course I could not. I started to walk towards her, brandishing my blade openly.

			She panicked then, just as I had expected her to. Her guards opened fire. She attempted to shuffle back the way she had come. Of course, by then it was too late. I sprung into action, dancing my way through the las-beams and piling into the guards, my new combat knife flashing. My sisters burst from their alcoves, cutting off Kastillian’s escape and accounting for the rest of them.

			The killing did not last long. After a few seconds the twelve guards were lying at our feet, their armour sliced open with precise knife wounds, their blood slowly pooling under awkwardly twisted limbs.

			Kastillian was held in place, and I advanced on her, drawing out my translexer as I came.

			Where is Slyst? it told her.

			She was terrified. Her fat face wobbled with fear, and a sheen of sweat broke out under a heavily made-up forehead.

			‘Abomination!’ she hissed. ‘You dare profane this place!’

			I came in closer, placing my knife against her stomach. It pleased me to think how much she must have been hating this – forced into close proximity to one of our benighted, god-cursed kind.

			Where is Slyst? the translexer repeated.

			Her features hardened. ‘You cannot make me talk. I’d die first.’

			Many of the Ecclesiarchy’s warriors would indeed have done that. Their fervour made the best of them incorruptible, capable of withstanding the most stringent forms of agony in order to keep their secrets. Though I detested such souls, I could have a certain measure of respect for them.

			Kastillian, however, was not one of these. That was why we had selected her.

			The next Thoughtmark gesture was a special one, a mark of intimidation that caused physical pain, addling the senses and generating a burst of fear in even the staunchest of unmodified spirits.

			Where is Slyst?

			Her eyes went wide. ‘No,’ she blurted, shivering uncontrollably. ‘No, no.’

			That was pathetic – quicker than I had expected. Still, I judged that she was sincere in her desperation to escape us, so I lowered my head towards hers, ready to give her another shock if needed.

			She told me where he was. I didn’t recognise the location she gave me, but could easily find out where it lay. I pulled back.

			‘But it will do you no good,’ she spat, something like defiance returning. ‘The orders have been given – he won’t be alone. You’ll die before getting within a kilometre of him.’

			It was always intriguing to see the point at which a human’s fear of us tipped over into fury. I wondered why she had even told us the truth, if she had not wished to be spared by us. Perhaps she had done so out of spite, believing that we would find our own deaths in a futile attempt to reach our target.

			‘You are filth!’ she cried. ‘You are devils! You will be hunted! You will be–’

			I silenced her with a swift pull of the knife across her throat, taking more than a little satisfaction in the way the edge sliced through those thick lines of pearls. Her body crumpled to the floor, dropped heavily by my sisters.

			Rova looked at me. You believe her?

			I reached down for the hem of her robe, and cleaned my blade carefully. I had only just taken ownership of it, so felt obliged to look after it. In any case, it would be in use again soon.

			I do, I signed. Be joyful, my sisters. Now it begins.
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			Jek

			 
 

			The agreement lasted just about as long as I expected it to. Which is to say, almost no time at all.

			I had found the summit arranged by Valoris to be an intriguing event, not least due to the way it ruthlessly exposed all the faults that had dogged us for so long. The Captain-General was a High Lord, but he was only able to summon a small section of the Council to join him when he wished it. Those who had attended were mostly opposed to what we all believed in, which further exposed its irrelevance. And, once we began, his attempts to remain aloof from the actual meat of the debate became increasingly painful to witness.

			I could appreciate the difficulty of his position. The Custodians were not used to involving themselves directly in politics, and they placed great store on being above the grubby business of power-grabs. He had called the meeting, I suspect, out of exasperation, but when the time came he still resisted bringing his golden fist down and imposing the order we all craved. Why was this? It couldn’t be weakness – no sane person would ever accuse Trajann Valoris of that – but it was almost certainly an exaggerated importance placed on the letter of the Lex. They were supposed to be impartial in all matters that did not directly impinge on the security of the Throne. Unless and until the political crisis threatened the Palace itself, they would act as they had been doing all along – allowing others to take the initiative, uttering soothing words here and there, and ultimately abdicating responsibility.

			I watched Fadix intently, of course. His conduct, to be frank, had chilled me. He had been enjoying himself, making life as uncomfortable as possible for Roskavler, showing up Ashariel for the brute he was, even having the nerve to provoke Moloc a little. He, of all of us, had been the most assured, as if everything was unfolding just as he wished it to be. Knowing what I knew of him, this made me deeply uncomfortable. Our efforts to uncover more information on his intentions and capabilities had been thwarted across the board – he was simply too careful, and too dangerous, for us to get close.

			To make matters worse, soon after the summit had broken up, reports of clashes between Garadon’s and Moloc’s forces began to come in. The very idea that I, an official within the hierarchy, might be able to somehow adjudicate between these forces was laughable. The Custodians, of course, were diligent and timely with their sharing of data. We soon knew everything about their proposed movements and strategy, which made it easy to gain a picture of their operations. They were spread thin, as you would expect, maintaining a policy of precision strikes against rumoured Splintered activity. They went in swiftly, performed their task with a minimum of fuss, and then withdrew again without fanfare. That was efficient, and it was useful, but it also meant that their role was kept largely out of the public gaze – the wider citizenry could have had almost no idea that they were even active.

			Garadon’s forces were more grudging with us, being used to working on their own and having little experience of civilian oversight. Still, they did their best, seconding Lieutenant Haessler to my departmento and issuing bulletins from time to time. It was through these reports that we learned of the armed encounters with their cousins in the field. If the Imperial Fists were to be believed, the Minotaurs were landing in ever greater numbers, and their strategy was baffling. One day they might coordinate tolerably well, combining forces to destroy known Splintered dens. Another day they would go silent and pursue their own targets, causing havoc in high-population hives. On yet another day they might appear to be actively frustrating the Imperial Fists, blocking their progress or getting in ahead of them and laying waste to valuable sites of evidence.

			The Minotaurs themselves, of course, gave us nothing of value. They sent a lone warrior, named Zojek, to act as Haessler’s opposite number, but he was virtually silent, and served mostly to put the fear of the Throne into my long-suffering staff.

			It could not last long. And, sure enough, it didn’t.

			I awoke from a short and overdue sleep-period to hear alarms ringing through my fortress. I hurriedly dressed and pulled myself from my chamber, sending urgent queries to Mordecai. He replied tersely – ‘Signals chamber. Get here swiftly, if you may.’ Before I reached his position, I already had an inkling what I might find.

			I was broadly correct, although I could not have been prepared for the violence of it. I had seen Space Marines fighting before, and even witnessed part of the great battle of the Lion’s Gate before my nerve had failed. That had, however, been at distance, and the horror of the night meant that my memories of it were fragmentary. I had never seen them fight up-close. Now that I have done, I firmly wish never to do so again.

			By the time I reached our signals chamber, I found a scene of absolute destruction. My staff had mostly fled, leaving behind a large room filled with flying wreckage. In the midst of it all, Haessler and Zojek were hammering away at one another as if the world had ended and they were the last ones standing. The violence of it was both breathtaking and infuriating – they had destroyed much of my valuable equipment already, and with every slam of clenched fists or head-down shoulder-charge more of it was demolished. There was no question of my or anyone else intervening – we could only watch as their incredible power was turned on one another in a maddening, futile brawl. 

			It is only when you see what a Space Marine can do when they unshackle themselves that you begin to appreciate the control they must exert at all other times. Once given their head, they are like forces of nature, unique fusions of flesh and mechanics, veritable engines of annihilation. Everything about them – the vox-growls and bellows, the burned-metal stench, the speed and momentum of their movements, the lethal combination of raw energy and spatial intelligence – was designed to shock and intimidate.

			Even amid my horror, I could detect subtle differences between the two of them. Zojek was fighting in a wild, berserk rage, flinging clenched gauntlets at his opponent in flurries. When those blows connected, they were absolutely ferocious, denting and cracking the ceramite. Haessler fought back in the way I might have expected of one of the Emperor’s Finest – contained, less flamboyant, but still quite deadly. The two of them smashed through a cogitator stand, reducing it to slivers of spinning metal, trading more bone-breaking blows before lurching across an already battered console-surface and grappling in close.

			I do not know what would have happened if the Custodian Oenas had not turned up when he did. Perhaps they would have killed one another. In the event, Oenas strode right into the heart of it. He was almost a head taller than both, and, unlike them, had activated his power weapon. With a speed and a skill that was at least the match of theirs, he managed to interpose himself between them, angling his guardian spear in such a way that it blocked a crunching, two-fisted strike from Zojek. Haessler broke free then, staggering clear from the rampaging Minotaur, his breathing ragged. For a moment I thought Zojek would go after the Custodian, so consumed was he by his battle-rage.

			In the event, not even he was insane enough for that. He stood down. He looked at me, then at Haessler. A metallic laugh slipped from his bronze vox-grille. Then he stalked off, stamping through the wreckage of my machines. None attempted to stay him, and my menials shrank back as he trudged close. He walked with a pronounced limp, and his armour bore many signs of surface damage, but the projection of terror was still acute.

			‘What is this?’ I demanded, picking my way through the detritus and attempting to salvage just a little something of my dignity.

			Haessler removed his helm. His face was badly bruised, and blood ran down from his temple where the ceramite had been driven in. Anger flashed in his eyes.

			‘They broke the pact,’ he snarled, ignoring Oenas and speaking to me. ‘It was worthless from the start, but now they have blood on their hands.’

			Mordecai came to join me, and my menials gingerly began to creep forward to see what still remained.

			‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

			Haessler still bristled with fury. Even though not directed at me, it was difficult to remain calm in the face of. ‘They have obstructed, they have lied, and we bore it all. Now, they dare to cross us. We lost two, out in the Gedian Spires, when we pressed our right to investigate a kill-site. I came to demand restitution. He did not give me any.’

			Two Space Marines killed. That was a significant escalation, and a serious loss to sustain for an already battle-ravaged company.

			‘What of Captain Garadon?’ I asked.

			‘He is not in the mood for any further games,’ Haessler said. ‘He will demand material vengeance, if Moloc does nothing.’

			‘Tell him to wait,’ I begged. ‘Just a little longer. When news of this reaches Valoris–’

			Haessler laughed. ‘Valoris will do what, exactly? Call another summit?’ He spat bloodily on to the ground, and mag-locked his helm. ‘I warn you, chancellor, we stand on the precipice now. This is our world. If you force us to fight for it, against any foe, however numerous, we will do it.’

			I knew that to be true. They had already showed considerable restraint, but clearly their patience was fast running out.

			‘I will do what I can,’ I told him, trying to make him see that I was an ally.

			He looked at me. I feel sure he did not mean to, but at that moment it felt as if he were staring down at a something totally irrelevant, an irritant that had to be borne, but which meant nothing compared to the distasteful business that lay ahead, and would have to be addressed soon.

			‘You do that, chancellor,’ he said, turning to leave. ‘But do not take too long. I tell you truly, now – the reckoning is close at hand.’

			He was right. Everything seemed to be spiralling out of kilter now, and in ways that only portended badly. Leaving my staff to do what they could to restore the signals chamber, I withdrew to consult with Mordecai.

			‘Valoris should never have expected us to manage them,’ he muttered, sitting heavily.

			That was surely right, but did us no good to dwell on. ‘This will drag us into civil war,’ I said. ‘We must return to our first instincts.’

			I had become concerned about Pereth, the only one of the High Lords to have responded in any positive manner to my entreaties. I knew that she had managed to find significant forces, and I knew that a fleet had entered orbit and received clearance for landings. From what I understood, the numbers promised to be the most decisive element of all. If we were looking at division-level strength, possibly with heavy air support and the capability to lift armour into position, that might eclipse even the combined heft of the Adeptus Astartes, making their feuding irrelevant. I wished to cut them out, now. I wished to make Moloc and Garadon as irrelevant as I had been in my own fortress.

			And yet, we still had no details, and could only speculate as to when the Quiet Road might finally live up to its early promise.

			‘Protocol be damned,’ I said. ‘Where is she now?’

			Mordecai raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you sure, lord?’

			‘She has been too quiet,’ I muttered, making the connection with our intelligence data-feed. ‘And for too long.’ 

			Pereth was in her citadel, according to our observation network. That was close by, and I could be there within the hour. In normal times I would never have presumed to demand an audience at such notice, but things had reached such a pass that I needed clarity without further delay.

			‘Tell them I’m coming,’ I ordered Mordecai, reaching for my chain of office. ‘Tell them I won’t be taking no for an answer, and tell them that if I fail to gain entry I’ll enact a level four civil emergency and activate the Custodians to break down the doors.’

			Doing such a thing was far beyond my power, of course. I had sent a signal, though, and I trusted that whoever was on the other end of the comm-link would appreciate my commitment.

			Once airborne, and as the giant ouslite rock face of the Naval headquarters swelled in my flyer’s forward scopes, I considered the many unwelcome reasons why Pereth might have remained silent. From his conduct at the summit, Ashariel had clearly known just what my role in all this had been. Fadix, too, had behaved with a particular silky arrogance, as if all had already been taken care of and he need no longer worry about the actions of any other faction.

			It was rare for a High Lord to be eliminated by another overtly, but hardly without precedent. What if Pereth’s growing influence over events had proved too much for her rivals? What if the divisions in the Council were such that resorting to violence had become the default response, masked by the disorder in all other quarters? What if that was why she had not answered my repeated communications?

			By the time this had occurred to me, it was too late to go back. My flyer was picked up by the security cordon, and I was guided into the receiving hangars. Once inside, I was greeted with the usual courtesies, and ushered towards the High Lord’s private rooms. It was all very polished, very polite, just as it had been on the Excelsis Cruor, but I could not shake the feeling, which only grew with every step I took, that something here was very wrong.

			Soon I stood in an antechamber, and my escorts – having offered me a drink, which I declined – withdrew back into their warrens of subsidiary rooms and counting-halls. I found myself alone in a wide, real-wood panelled space, the walls lined with images of line battle­ships, the tabletops containing what looked like gold models of famous vessels. My heart was pounding. My palms began to sweat.

			Eventually the doors before me opened, and I saw, with considerable relief, Pereth sitting at her desk. She rose to greet me, smiling warmly.

			I tried not to make my agitation obvious, and took a deep, steady­ing breath. My nerves were frayed – I was beginning to let fantasy get the better of me. I found that I regretted turning down that drink, and walked stiffly across the threshold to greet the Lord High Admiral.

			‘Chancellor,’ she said. ‘This is unexpected. What was all that nonsense about Custodians?’

			‘Forgive me,’ I said. ‘It has been so hard to reach you. I had begun to worry a little – these are dangerous times.’

			Pereth laughed. ‘They are indeed,’ she said, closing the doors. ‘Though, as you see, I am very much intact. It has not been easy, organising what had to be organised. And yet, as you rightly said, it had to be done. That is the lesson, I think – with determination, all things may be achieved.’

			‘The Adeptus Astartes have been, as predicted, unmanageable,’ I said. ‘We need these forces now – something to neutralise our requirement for them.’

			‘Be reassured,’ she said, walking back towards her desk. ‘We have them. The carriers are in position and ready to deploy.’ As she spoke, she activated a schematic, which hung between us as a translucent rectangular gauze. I looked at the figures glowing there, and saw that she was not exaggerating. The numbers were… staggering. ‘You were quite correct, chancellor. Guilliman was remiss to leave his home world so under-defended. The time has come for decisive action. An order for planetfall will be made shortly, just as soon as I am back on the bridge of the Cruor.’

			It was then that I noticed the Militarum elements among the lists. The inventories before me were more extensive than I could possibly have hoped for – amid the substantial gunship wings and air-assault vehicles, all of which fell under the purview of the Navy, there were also armoured divisions listed, as well as engineering and infantry corps. In addition to that, the fleet’s composition was not just carriers – there were ships of the line there, too, armed with void-level weaponry.

			‘How did you possibly obtain all this?’ I asked, looking up at her as she carried on walking, over to another pair of doors at the far end of the chamber. ‘These detachments are in Ashariel’s province.’

			Pereth nodded. ‘They are. And the answer is very simple – I asked him for them.’

			She opened the doors. On the far side stood the Lord Commander Militant, flanked by armed guards of the Catharti Arraigners. Beyond them were officers in Naval uniforms, also heavily armed.

			Ashariel. I was lost for words. I remembered how dismissive he had been with me at our first meeting, and for a wild moment considered that perhaps my arguments had actually been taken on board, and that he had come round, in time, to my position. 

			The way they both looked at me put that notion swiftly out of contention.

			‘Yes, there has been treachery, Anna-Murza, just as you suspected,’ Pereth said. ‘Only, not from the source you imagine. The divine order of the Imperium, given to us in perpetuity by He who sits on the Throne, has served for ten thousand years. Did you really imagine that a man, a single man, could so easily sweep it all away?’

			I felt light-headed. I had trusted her completely. Roskavler had been right, and I had failed to see it.

			‘He is no man,’ I said, weakly.

			‘True,’ said Ashariel, just as gruffly as before, and with that old bullying light in his eyes. ‘He’s a damned primarch. He belongs to another age. What can he understand of this one?’

			‘He appointed you!’ I blurted, stunned at the casual disloyalty.

			‘Yes, so he did,’ Ashariel said. ‘Which tells you all you need to know about his vaunted judgement.’ He took out that damned coin again, and started to turn it between his fingers. ‘The Twelve have governed for generations uncounted. They have weathered every storm that fate threw at them. They will not be neutered now by some gene-relic from a failed past.’

			‘The Regent can wage all the wars he likes,’ Pereth added. ‘Only, it will be at our command. You know your history. You know what happens when the Adeptus Astartes cease to become our servants and become our masters.’

			‘You are deluded,’ I countered, feeling desperate now. I should never have come alone. ‘He will come back for you. You cannot hope to stand against him.’

			‘Guilliman is far away, chancellor, and fully occupied,’ said Pereth, sounding supremely unconcerned. ‘And this is Terra, a world that has consumed its generals and spat them out over millennia. He will see the sense of it, in time. After all, he has always been a stickler for the Lex.’

			It was madness. It was the course of destruction. Only then did I recall what Pereth had told me, the very first time we had met. I have served with Mar Av over many decades. I know him well.

			‘Your peers will never stand for it,’ I said, though I knew I was casting around for scraps.

			‘They already have,’ said Pereth. ‘Now, time runs short. I am needed on the flagship, as is the Lord Commander Militant, for we have a campaign to oversee.’

			I stood as tall as I could, and clenched my fists. ‘And what of me, then?’ I asked, determined that, if they should kill me here, I would meet my death with both eyes open.

			Ashariel laughed, flicking the coin and catching it in the same hand. ‘Worry not, chancellor – we’re not savages.’ Then he smiled, a lizard-like gesture that made my spine twitch. ‘You wanted this army, remember? You asked for it. So you’re coming with us. Pay close attention, and we’ll show you just what can be done with it.’
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			Valerian

			 
 

			Aleya’s tidings weighed heavily on my mind.

			After meeting her, and hearing news of the attack on the Citadel, I ran enquiries of my own. Amid all that was happening on Terra, I should not have been surprised that news of events on Luna were slow to reach us, and then buried under bulletins detailing our more parochial set of troubles. Everything Aleya had told me, though, was confirmed by archived reports sent by the governors at Port Luna and by the Sisterhood itself. I read the angry demands for more protection, and the pleas for formal enquiries into who had been responsible. I also saw statements of support sent back to the Citadel from the High Council, and promises to look into the question of resources and urgently investigate the circumstances of the attack. That meant, of course, that nothing much would be done, for we were stretched here on Terra, and the Sisterhood must have felt like a very distant priority when cultists were capable of launching their own raids within gunship flight range of the Palace.

			The truth was, sadly enough, that this was just one such attack among a thousand others, and not even the greatest of them. The serving Ecclesiarch even sent the Sister-Commander her own message of condolence and solidarity, which I thought was either magnanimous or cynical, depending on how much, if anything, she had known. If Aleya had been right, then it seemed implausible that Slyst could have been acting alone. No doubt he had much support within his old fief still, even if his replacement held very different views to him. The Church, or elements of it, would never sit easily alongside the soulless ones, no matter how carefully matters were managed in the Senatorum.

			In hindsight, I should have done more with the information I had been given, despite Aleya’s request to keep it to myself. My decision to let her pursue her own course of vengeance was by rights the correct one, I still believe – I had my own orders, and a feud between agencies of the Adeptus Terra was neither uncommon nor, as Valoris had made very clear to me, any concern of ours. In addition, I was not so callous as to leave Aleya entirely alone – my intention had always been to seek her out once the immediate crisis had passed, and to offer her all the support I could within the dictates of the law that bound me.

			For all that, I erred. It was a serious matter, an attack on a major Imperial facility by a man who had once served at the highest levels of government. Even in the midst of all else that was going on, I should have seen its full import. My reasoning, to the extent that I offer mitigation, was that the long-awaited uprising was by then beginning in earnest. Just as predicted, the Splintered had finally made their move, eschewing their hidden war and emerging into the open.

			Our intelligencers gave us early warning of a sudden rise in comms traffic, much of which we had by that stage intercepted and were capable of decoding. That was followed, in short order, by observations of armed warbands emerging from known strongholds and making for the few intact transitways. The various cabals, although much reduced in capability since the start of our work, still had control of significant amounts of looted vehicles and armour, and were able to bring them together into convoys of considerable size. They even had atmospheric vessels in their arsenal, which they used effectively in those early hours to destroy a number of our augur relays.

			We mobilised immediately. The plans had already been laid, and all we were waiting for was a precise location. That became evident soon enough – the cults were converging rapidly on the Cathedral of the Emperor Deified. As soon as we were certain that this was the target, orders went out to all security forces to muster at that location.

			I should perhaps clarify the nature of this location, since the word ‘cathedral’ is apt to cover a range of things. The Cathedral of the Emperor Deified was one of a handful of cardinal sites of worship on Terra, each more properly understood as cities in their own right. They are vast constructions, the kind of wildly excessive edifices that this world specialises in. Such sites have their own private armies, their own clerical staff, their own menial cadres and servitor pools. They are not single buildings in any conventional sense, but rather interlinked clusters of increasingly vast naves and transepts, culminating in a central dome and altarpiece that rivals the Senatorum for sheer bulk. I doubt that any living soul would have been able to count the numbers living and working within it, for, just like the wider world-city that surrounded and merged with it, whole communities lived and died within its gargantuan precincts, from the cardinals and senior priests at the top of the chain to the impoverished gutter-trash scraping a living in the darkness of its nigh-endless catacombs. 

			Like many of the major Ministorum facilities on Terra, the main business of that place was pilgrims, who arrived in vast numbers with every incoming transport. Across the centuries, this never-ending tide had swelled prodigiously, such that the great cathedrals resembled enormous processing pens rather than places of worship, their aisles crammed with exhausted, bewildered and ecstatic mobs, hurried along by armed priests and prey to all sorts of predatory hangers-on. The coming of the Rift had stemmed this traffic to some degree, though the flood had never dried up entirely. As the press of off-world pilgrims had lessened, the needs of the native population had burgeoned, and soon famished and desperate native citizens were crowding into the sermon-pens and indulgence-markets, hoping for a very real salvation from the privations they had become subject to.

			It had been observed from the very start of the anarchy that the Ecclesiarchy was often a target for the Splintered, and thus we already had the major cathedrals and basilicas on our watch list. Detailed schematics of a number of them had been circulated, together with outline plans of assault. We knew that clerics in a number of locations had actively colluded with the enemy in the past, and that, despite the best efforts of the Inquisition, something similar was likely to accompany the last great stand of the corrupted.

			So it proved. Once the cult offensive was underway, we were soon receiving reports of priests turning on their superiors and rising up in support of the oncoming masses of fighters. Within a very short time, almost all comms traffic from the cathedral itself had been cut, and our ranged sensors told us that significant numbers were gathering there and digging in for what would be, in their debased and deluded hopes, a glorious final stand against oppression.

			Once the news reached me, I felt a surge of relief. At that stage, my chamber and I were fighting far from the safe zones of the Palace and its environs, hunting down any further sign of the Lachrymosa. Since our close encounter at the Arbites tower, all trace of her seemed to have vanished. She had either gone to ground with impressive ­thoroughness, or was doing as her hololith recording had suggested, and had joined the greater muster in the planetary south.

			‘At last,’ I said, looking up at Ravathain. ‘A chance to end it.’

			He could agree with me on that, at least. Soon we were back in Rastava and making our way towards the designated muster-point. Many other chambers, I knew, were making their own way, resulting in a combination of forces not seen since the Lion’s Gate. Valoris himself would lead us, making this a rare occasion when the residual might of our order would be on full display. The Imperial Fists had been fully briefed on the plans, and were expected to deploy at full company strength. Matters were more complicated with the Minotaurs, since relations had now completely broken down between Moloc and Garadon and there had not been time to offer mediation in the hope of mending the rift. They were informed, of course, though whether that would amount to anything remained uncertain.

			Aside from this strength in elites, we also had the services of numerous Militarum regiments, most of them under the command of the Lord Commander Militant. His Catharti Arraigners and Erthguard had been billeted for some time close to where we expected the offensive to take place, and in addition to them we had detachments from the Palatine Sentinels and Katanda Stalwarts under Valoris’ direct command. Combined with the expectation of overwhelming support from the recently arrived Naval flotilla, it seemed clear that this would be the decisive blow we had been steadily building towards, something that would snuff out the lingering stench of the anarchy for good and pave the way for proper reconstruction.

			We flew southwards at full speed, racing over the endless tracts of urban sprawl, our minds already concentrated on the fighting to come. We had learned much of the enemy’s ways in the series of strikes conducted thus far, and knew we could expect a deeper species of corruption. I studied the killing edge of Gnosis’ blade, inspecting it for any sign of flaw. As I did so, I felt my fingers itch to grasp its stave again. This would be a punitive exercise, rather than a measured one. We would be free to stretch our limbs.

			The muster-point was a wide ceremonial plaza approximately fifty kilometres to the north of the cathedral. It had been used for military parades during Imperial feast days, and so was large enough to accommodate the forces then being assembled. As we came into land, surrounded by similar gunships in livery of gold and crimson, I could see the great dome of the cathedral itself rise up against the distant southern horizon, flanked by a coronet of black towers. It dominated even the great spires that clustered around it – a curved face of filth-streaked stone topped by a cupola of tarnished copper – before we dropped down further and it disappeared from view again, screened by the intermediate mass of hab-pinnacles.

			We disembarked into a scene of intense activity. Heavy transports of the Palatine Sentinels lumbered up along the plaza’s eastern flank, together with the grinding progress of supporting armour. Gunships flew overhead in the colours of many regiments, making the air around us stink with promethium fumes. Infantry detachments marched in lockstep down the gang ramps of airborne personnel carriers, ready for onward transport into waiting ranks of Chimeras.

			We made our way through the crowds, heading up to the plaza’s northern edge, where the command groups were setting up. Comms towers had already been hauled into position, and mobile augur units and medicae stations were being unloaded and assembled. Fixed artillery pieces were mounted in positions around the perimeter, as well as prefabricated rockcrete barriers at ground level. A collection of battle-standards had been hoisted up over the raised platform on which the commanders had assembled, all of which struggled to unfurl in the still, humid heat of the Terran day.

			Valoris stood at the highest level of the ranked platform with Garadon, surrounded by a clutch of senior officers, sanctioned psykers, Militarum aides and clerics from the sector Ministorum command.

			‘They have the entire structure occupied,’ the Captain-General was saying, nodding briefly as I approached. ‘All assets at their disposal have been committed, with the greatest concentrations in the central dome nexus. Augurs indicate extensive fortification at all the outer portals.’

			Garadon was arrayed in his full armour, ready to enter combat. I suspected, like me, he was pleased to be finally doing what he had been made to do.

			‘Recommend initial gunship strikes here, here and here,’ he said, indicating a series of locations on the hololith that stood between them all. ‘We can break the perimeter and land primary kill-teams. Once the ranged guns are out of commission, the advance of the infantry regiments can commence.’

			‘As you will it,’ Valoris said. ‘We have detected significant psionic concentrations – my chambers will arrange their destruction. You will be given coordinates for these.’

			I glanced at the tactical proposals. They were standard enough – this enemy had lasted longer than many had predicted, but even so the bulk of their troops were not professionals. A smattering of warp-borne gifts and a ramshackle leadership of heavily corrupted mutants would do little to save them from what was to come.

			I was about to speak then, to ask if we had a detailed assessment of which cabals had assembled, and whether any remained beyond the cathedral limits, when the first comms reports came in.

			We all received them. The signals operators working just metres away from us were overloaded instantly, their banks of processors suddenly lighting. The skies above us crackled and shifted, as if a storm were about to break. Far to the south, where the cathedral lay just beyond sight, the heavens began to darken.

			‘What is this?’ Garadon asked, breaking away from the conference. He was not speaking to Valoris, but to whichever one of his own warriors had just made urgent contact.

			My own feed became clogged with fragmentary information, all tumbling in at great speed.

			Orbital strikes launched… Multiple hits confirmed… Daedelos Krata has moved position… landers inbound to your location.

			The Naval support we had been promised had swung into action, many hours ahead of schedule. Even as we grappled with the flood of information, we could see the truth of it for ourselves – the southern horizon lit up, followed swiftly by the crack of munitions. It looked for an instant as if the entire swath of city had been demolished, pummelled by bright white spears descending from the heavens. Our augurs swam with hundreds of signals – drop-ships, orbital gunships, troop carriers, all plummeting at combat-strike speeds.

			The Minotaurs. Not just in force, but at Chapter strength. Ranged vid-feeds picked up Thunderhawks roaring through the torrents of lesser craft, strafing and blasting at ground targets. Drop pods lanced earthwards, flaring with re-entry burn, slamming directly into the heart of the combat zone.

			‘They knew,’ Garadon said, turning to Valoris. ‘They knew ahead of time.’

			He was right, of course. Space Marines were renowned for their rapid deployments, but even they would not have been able to place so many warriors in those exact positions at such short notice. That went doubly for the conventional troops accompanying them, all of which were making planetfall in patterns that must have resulted from advanced planning.

			‘Get me Ashariel,’ Valoris ordered, taking up his helm.

			‘No reply from Militarum headquarters,’ replied a comms orderly, glancing up at the Captain-General with some trepidation. ‘Comms blockade in place across all regiments under their command. More landings are incoming.’

			The southern horizon continued to blaze. Enormous columns of smoke rose up from the cityscape, while the orbital strikes kept on coming. I could almost taste the fyceline, even at such distance.

			We had expected interference from Moloc. We had expected his warriors to do their own thing, and had anticipated the need to manage their presence. We even had orders to intervene if they impeded the progress of fighters under our command. But this was different – this was a wholesale departure from any agreed joint planning. This was a replacement of combined objectives with something very much their own.

			I ran some quick calculations. Garadon commanded around eighty Imperial Fists, all taken down from Phalanx. Valoris had mustered several hundred Custodians – all that could be spared. The Palatine Sentinels and Katanda Stalwarts numbered a few thousand. Moloc, on the other hand, had brought nearly a thousand of his Space Marines. Ashariel’s regiments already outnumbered those under our command, and the troops dropped from orbit must have been at least twice as numerous.

			They had cut us out. They had brought a force of many times our own to do it. This was no longer merely a matter of jostling for prestige. This was insurrection, and on a scale that could not have been arranged without approval at the highest level. 

			Throughout all of this, Valoris remained as calm as I had ever seen him. He studied the incoming data carefully, making no precipitous response. Around us, the gathering muster continued just as before, with carriers coming down in orderly procession. The noises of ferocious assault echoed dully in the distance, making our preparations seem not so much futile as utterly ludicrous. We were still equipping ourselves for a battle that had already started. If Moloc’s reputation was even halfway close to the reality, the fighting would not last very long.

			‘Which High Lords are still taking our communications?’ Valoris asked.

			The operator grappled with his cumbersome battlefield equipment. ‘Lords Arx, Roskavler, Kerapliades, Mir, Ritira, Throde. No reply from any others.’

			Still Valoris made no immediate reaction. He seemed lost in thought, even as Garadon shouted orders to his company command and the assembled generals did likewise to their regiments. I watched him with growing disbelief, and – I admit it now – frustration.

			We had done nothing. We had let ourselves be bound by laws that had passed into obsolescence a lifetime ago. Now others had done what we should have, leaving us as irrelevant as if we had never passed Dissolution at all.

			I remembered what the priest had told me in his strange ecstasy following the slaughter of his people.

			The Angels of Death, just as was promised.

			Finally, Valoris looked up again. He still had not donned his helm. If I had wished to see some emotion on that scarred face – anger, perhaps even embarrassment – I was to be disappointed. His serenity was unbroken.

			‘The Emperor’s work is done, no matter the hand that strikes the blow,’ he said. ‘The muster will complete according to schedule. Summon any High Lords who still remain open to communication. I shall take the forward position, and find out just what has taken place here.’

			He gestured towards Garadon, myself, a handful of others.

			‘You will come with me,’ he said. ‘Treachery, so they say, demands witnesses.’

			And so we progressed, caught in a strange limbo between uncertainty and irrelevance. 

			Behind us, the muster continued as planned, with more troops arriving at every moment. The structures were put in place, the guns were loaded with their ammunition, and slowly, painfully slowly, all was made ready.

			While this took place, a select group of us took ship and flew to our forward command post. This had been secured already, and was manned by Custodians of Valoris’ own company. It was located at the summit of an Administratum hive, one that had survived the anarchy virtually intact and still housed the prefecture’s household staff and menial ranks. We had taken over the topmost levels, landing sensor equipment, void shielding and anti-aircraft capability on what had been an observation deck. The intention had been to use it while the assault on the cathedral was underway, given that a direct line of sight existed between the two locations. Now it was being pressed into service early, as a means to find out just what was going on.

			On the journey over, I found myself travelling next to Garadon. He was, as you might expect, seething.

			‘They protected the cults the whole time,’ he said. ‘We gave you warning. They used them as cover.’

			Could that really have been true? It was certainly the case that the Minotaurs had destroyed many Splintered cabals, and with a ­thoroughness that matched their savage reputation. On the other hand, we had all heard the accusations – that they had hampered strikes against key personnel, making our combined efforts less effective. Perhaps their erratic behaviour had not just been about prestige, as we had suspected – the desire to best a rival Chapter and take the credit for Terra’s pacification. Perhaps it had been more studied.

			‘We do not know that yet,’ I said, remaining, as so often in those times, stubbornly loyal to a line that I no longer believed in.

			We closed in on the command post, and I tried to make sense of the little we knew. Four High Lords were not taking communications from Valoris – Ashariel, Pereth, Fadix and Drachmar. Between them, those four commanded the most potent military assets under the direct responsibility of the Council: the Guard, the Navy, the Assassins and the Arbites. Their silence could mean any number of things – genuine equipment malfunction, a combined push for greater autonomy within the existing Imperial command structure, a simple misunderstanding over policy.

			Or, of course, that most archaic of Terran customs – a coup d’état.

			‘You had the power to end this,’ Garadon told me, and I did not need to see his face to pick up the resentment there. ‘It is as if you are given a sword, the finest sword ever created, and choose not to use it. I will never understand it.’

			I said nothing. That time, I had no response to make.

			We touched down amid clouds of ash-blown smoke. As we disembarked, we could look out with our own eyes at the destruction the heavy bombardment had wreaked. We strode to the edge of the observation platform, all of us, gazing out at it.

			The dome still stood, but it had been punched through with what must have been orbital lasers. Whole sections of the cathedral’s body had come down under the barrage, and now slumped into smouldering ruins. Bronze-liveried Thunderhawks still circled the high parapets, driving through the rolling columns of smoke, but they had long since ceased firing. I could make out individual Minotaurs squads standing guard atop the higher campaniles and spire-towers, though their numbers were dwarfed by the regiments of Militarum troops also present. They swarmed over every open surface – the cloisters, the processional avenues, the exposed courtyards. Artillery pieces were being unloaded from grav-haulers, and tanks were rumbling into fixed guard positions. Sentinel walkers lurched into defensive locations, and heavy cargo lifters hovered in the distance, all of them disgorging more infantry. 

			The battle was over. If the cults had indeed intended to make their last stand here, their presence had been snuffed out with a singular brutality. Moloc was the master of the place now. Who, though, was the master of Moloc?

			We did not have to wait long to find out. Even as the last of our number reached the command post, the vid-transmission began. Initially, I assumed that it had been sent to us alone – some kind of battlefield communication to establish parameters for bargaining, but we soon realised that was not the case.

			‘This is being carried on broad-spectrum civil distribution bands,’ Valoris’ vexillus praetor informed us. ‘It is being seen by everyone.’

			Just like Guilliman’s ceremony. Every hab or communal assembly with a functional vid-unit would be watching and listening to the same thing.

			The images came from within the cathedral, seemingly somewhere close to the high altar. The speaker was one I recognised – Irthu Haemotalion, who had once been Master of the Administratum. Next to him were two serving High Lords – Aveliza Drachmar, the Grand Provost Marshal, and Fadix, Grand Master of Assassins. With them stood another deposed High Lord – Baldo Slyst, the former Ecclesiarch.

			And there in the background was Moloc, who appeared to be holding a severed head in one hand. From our intelligence briefings, I recognised the bloated features of Fyger Deflaim, the so-called Master of Dreams. His rebellion had been ended almost as soon as it had begun – but then of course he had only been a tool in all this, a means to generate the disorder they needed.

			‘Behold, the age of insurrection is over!’ Haemotalion said, addressing the remote oculus with all the polished assurance he had displayed when in office. ‘The heretics are destroyed. The future shall be as in the unchanging past, just as He ordained it, just as the Lex demands.’

			He smiled warmly.

			‘The Imperium as it was. The Imperium as it must be. Imperium Eterna.’
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			Aleya

			 
 

			I admired them. I make no apology for that. It is possible to admire an enemy, to find things worthy of respect in what they do. They were monsters, of course – we all knew that. But, Throne, how they fought.

			But I am getting ahead of myself.

			We had a name: Slyst. Valerian had given me that much, and, in truth, that was all I had gone to him for. I had never expected, nor needed, help from another quarter, especially with the state of the planet as it was.

			I do remember thinking that if the rumours of a mass cultist uprising proved true, then I could not understand their actions. Unless they were all fools, they must have known that their only hope of survival was to remain underground, and that if they ever showed themselves openly then they would invite overwhelming retribution. We of the Sisterhood had preserved ourselves using similar techniques across millennia. I remember thinking that something was strange about the whole thing. Perhaps I should have thought a little harder about that at the time, but of course we were set on our own path by then, and I had not come to Terra in order to take part in its many crises.

			The woman Kastillian had given us the location we needed – the Cathedral of the Emperor Deified. The name itself was an insult to intelligence. At such times, faced with the stupidity of the masses who made up this broken empire, I sympathised with Valerian’s desire to have as little to do with it as he could. Still, at least it was a prominent site. It only took a few discreet enquiries to gain exact coordinates, and we soon discovered that the place was massive, one of the principal foundations of the Ecclesiarchy on Terra. A suitable place, then, for an old master of the Church to hole up in, though of course, at that stage, we had no idea who else he had taken with him.

			We set off as soon as we had what we needed. That was little enough – a long-range flyer with minimal armaments, ourselves, our blade-weapons. We stored schematics of the complex within our armour-systems, and intended to set down a short distance to its north, then head through underground passages in order to break in via one of many catacomb entrances.

			Looking back now, our plans seem laughably inadequate. However, you must remember that we expected to be facing Ministorum guards, the kind who would have spent most of their days watching over pilgrims shuffling up to reliquaries. If Slyst himself was surrounded by more-capable troops of his own, then we were sure we could account for those. We were alive with haste and fury, consumed by a singular desire for the truth. If he indeed proved to be the author of the attack on us, I wished to make his demise as messy and as public as possible, to send a message to the wider Imperium that we were not to be interfered with.

			As we flew south, flying fast and low and keeping close to the spire-flanks, I was taken aback by just how bad things had become. I had seen my fair share of fighting the last time I had been on Terra, but had expected things to have recovered by then. Instead, it was evident that civil collapse was still widespread. The main culprit, I suspected, was the world-city’s sheer size. When you have flown for hour after hour, seeing only hab-towers and Administratum facilities, all pressed up-close to one another and clogged with inhabitants, you realise what a powder keg this entire world is. Interrupt the food supplies to those places, cut off their water and power, allow long-seated resentments to fester unchecked, and you could see clearly how they might become ungovernable with speed. Reimposing full control over such tracts would take years, I guessed. Still, if there was one thing the Imperium knew how to do, it was to suppress the human spirit. A sustained period with the Arbites and Inquisition given a free hand, and the old herd-timidity would doubtless return.

			For now, though, it was quite evident that the insurrection was getting worse the further we went. We realised, belatedly, that we were heading into zones where its power was greatest. Even then, I did not make the connection. Blinded by my desire to confront Slyst, it never occurred to me that the relationship between the Church and these cabals was far too close to be ignored.

			We drew near to our destination, and by then it became evident, even to us, that we were just a small part of something much, much bigger. We picked up the signs of vessels massing at a locus about sixty kilometres west of our planned set-down point, and I recognised the call-signals of both Custodian and Adeptus Astartes units. They were not hiding their presence, and by their numbers alone it was clear that this was the long-promised suppression operation.

			We stuck to our itinerary. There was still no reason, at that juncture, to believe that the cathedral was also their objective. Even if it had been, we still believed we could slip in ahead of them and go after our target.

			In the event, we got there just in time to see others beat us to the prize. That was when I witnessed it for the first time – an entire Chapter of the Adeptus Astartes, unfettered, doing what they were so very, very good at.

			I had been at the Lion’s Gate. I had witnessed reality itself coming apart on that night, the shedim running rampant. I had seen the greatest warriors in all the Imperium stride out to contest them. I knew I would likely never take part in such a battle ever again, and yet the Minotaurs, just then, in that place, were still beyond any possible expectation.

			On arrival, we knew immediately that something was wrong at the cathedral. It was stuffed with troops, many of whom had raised banners displaying icons I did not recognise – they were certainly not Imperial, nor were they Ministorum. I saw a broken diamond, and other crude symbols, and remembered what Valerian had told me of the Splintered. Guns were everywhere, angled from the high parapets and spires, as well as atmospheric flyers bristling with autocannons. Even as that surprise registered with us, and we conferred as to what we might do about it, the skies simply split apart.

			Sonic booms rang out. Fire fell in tumbling cataracts from the burning cloud cover. The light show was eye-burning, exploding in a huge arc across the entire cityscape ahead of us. I recognised the telltale intensity of orbital lasers amid the carnage – weapons used in large-scale warfare, not suited for deployment in situations where you might conceivably want to make use of a built environment afterwards.

			The barrage just kept coming, wave after wave, flattening whole hab-towers and sending cliff faces of pale grey dust swelling up into the fire-rippling air. I saw drop pods scream earthwards, their teardrop profiles incandescent with re-entry flares. The noise was incredible – a roar of munitions going off, broken by the echoing cracks of structural supports collapsing. We were close enough to use our battle-sights directly, and thus could see the Space Marines burst from their pods and add the rattle of bolter fire to the cacophony.

			I thought the great dome itself might fall in, but somehow much of it remained intact, though with such huge gashes in its surface that the Space Marines were able to direct their drop pods right through the gaps. Thunder­hawks and Storm Eagles began to add a unique mix of engine-growl and cannon-hammer to the relentless violence, and before long, whole sections of the outer cathedral walls were blackened and ­broken, their guards burned alive or buried under roaring cascades of rubble. I heard the vox-amplified battle cries of the Space Marines themselves, and though I could not make out the words at such range, the sound was still enough to chill the blood. They were visions of pure savagery, those fighters. They were not there to take ground, nor to seize objectives. They were there to slay, to raze, to scour from existence.

			After that first, horrific, phase of combat, yet more vessels came down from orbit. These were Naval lifters, each one holding scores of Militarum warriors from a whole range of regiments. I saw Valkyries and Vultures make the descent, as well as specialised transports holding heavy armour in their claws. 

			The cathedral’s subsidiary domes, campaniles and naves spread out over a huge area, but the Minotaurs reduced much of it to masonry debris within the first hour of their assault. What resistance they encountered was erased with such contempt that it might as well not have existed at all. Once the larger numbers of allied Naval and Militarum forces had arrived in place, the scale of the exercise became fully apparent. The lifters kept coming down, more and more of them, making use of the open spaces recently cleared by the intensive bombardment and disgorging their contents directly onto detritus heaps.

			It took a lot to make me hesitate. My sisters, all of them seasoned warriors, were the same. And yet, just then, having witnessed that wholesale orgy of annihilation, I had no idea what to do. We knew, as much as we knew anything with certainty in those days, that Slyst should have been inside that place. Could he possibly have survived? Had he had anything to do with the insurrectionists who had, briefly enough, occupied it? Or had Kastillian been wrong?

			So we waited. We watched. Tali-Sha was the first to express a view.

			This is over, she signed. If he were in there, he is surely dead now.

			I could not disagree with the logic, but was loath to simply accept the situation. We had come so far, and had already seen that expectations could be overturned rapidly.

			Not yet, I signed. I need to see more.

			So we picked our way closer, leaving our transport behind and stalking through the raised viaducts between spires. By then, the palls of smoke from the many demolitions rolled over everything, giving the world a filmy, ghostlike quality. Those surrounding towers that had remained intact loomed like grave-markers amid a swathe of drifting fog. We were arrayed for battle, of course, and thus were able to use our armour to protect ourselves. The civilians living in the cathedral environs were not so fortunate, and we witnessed them stream in their thousands from their wrecked habs and workplaces. Screams and wails began to rise from every quarter, a doleful chorus that grew to accompany the ongoing machine-snarls of the army assembling ahead of us.

			It took us a long time to make progress through all that. The assault had damaged every structure within a large radius, and even as we travelled we saw weakened bridges, buttresses and transit-arches collapse in gouts of dust. By the time we had gained a proper eyeline to the cathedral’s central massif, the serious fighting was already over. The build-up of forces continued, however, with both conventional troops and Space Marines moving to occupy strategic locations all across the ravaged site. Standards had been unfurled up at the level of the great dome, and hung limply amid the skirling clouds – sigils of the Adeptus Terra, the Administratum, the Astra Militarum and the Imperial Navy.

			We reached a vantage point partway up the eastern face of a hab-block, and hunkered down. 

			They are occupying it, I signed.

			Why? asked Erynia. They have done what they came for.

			I had no answer for her. Everything was unclear. My augurs told me that the muster of Custodians and Imperial Fists some fifty kilometres distant had yet to make a move. If they had been gathered to contest the Splintered, then they had missed their opportunity. And what of Slyst? If he were dead, killed in the assault, then at least we could take some satisfaction from the outcome, albeit not from the direct revenge we wished for.

			But he was not dead.

			Transmission incoming, Lethiel reported.

			Encrypted? I asked.

			No. She looked up at me, startled. Broad-spectrum. Civilian band. This is being sent out everywhere.

			By then I was almost incapable of being surprised. Perched on the edge of ruin, our battleplate already grey with the dust and smoke of combat, we did then what everyone else on the entire planet was doing, at least those who had not had their habs blown into fragments.

			We watched the broadcast.

			I shall not relate the full text of what was said, here. There are plenty of other archives where it can be found, should you be interested and have the appropriate clearances.

			I did not know the identities of all of those picked out in those grainy, faltering vid-sequences. We were using our armour-systems to relay the signals, and some details may not have been adequately picked up. Govannia, who had spent more time on Terra than any of us, was able to fill in the blanks.

			So it was that I laid eyes on Baldo Slyst for the first time. He looked ancient, wrinkled and foul. His robes were absurdly rich, and rings festooned his fat fingers. He did not speak. None of them did, save the one calling himself Irthu Haemotalion. That man should, by rights, have held no rank at all in that place, but clearly was the de facto master of the rest of them, just as he had been before.

			‘Imperium Eterna,’ Haemotalion said, his long face flickering over the comm-link. ‘The most perfect realm ever conceived and realised, created and guided by His infallible Will, shaped and defended by His faithful servants.’

			I let my chin come to rest on my clenched fist, and marvelled at the madness of it.

			‘How, then, has it endured, when our enemies are possessed of such infinite malice? It has endured, because it has been preserved by its people. We have had faith unshakeable for ten thousand years – faith that our destiny is not just to survive, but to conquer. Faith, to wage eternal war against the heretic, the mutant, the xenos. And faith that this perfection has been enshrined in laws. To break those laws is, as we have discovered, to invite anarchy across our threshold.’

			He was strangely persuasive, that man. I almost found myself nodding in agreement, and I hated the Imperium.

			‘And so the corrupted have run amok on the holiest of all worlds – a blasphemy that should never have been tolerated by its masters,’ he went on. ‘I know well that you have suffered during this time. I know you have been afraid. You understand, as I do, that some ruptures should never have been allowed to take place. You understand, as all of us here do, that change is the enemy of rectitude, and that those who let it happen do not suffer as you are suffering. They are always safe. And, from that position of security, they have sought to lecture you on what must come next. They have bent their minds towards a thousand other worlds ahead of this one, and sent away the great armies that ought, by right, to have stood guard against the unravelling of the law. So the High Lords have failed you. They have failed Him. Even now, they engage in their own disputes while your spires burn. Enough! Enough. It can be borne no longer.

			‘We have acted. The foul heretics known as the Splintered are destroyed. No more shall their filth pollute this world. I ordained this, because I wearied of the half-measures your old masters put in place to defeat them. The enemy is a savage beast. To fight him, we must employ ­savagery of our own. Now the task has been achieved. From this day onward, order returns. The law returns. We are, as you can observe for yourself, taking back control.’

			I watched Slyst the whole time. He stood at Haemotalion’s shoulder, nodding every so often. I guessed that we of the Sisterhood counted as just one aspect of this hated ‘change’. 

			‘Believe me, I did not wish to assume command in this way,’ Haemotalion continued. ‘I regret that our ancient and sacred precepts were overturned so brutally, and that this has therefore become necessary. Thankfully, others of the Council also understood the need to act. You see beside me two of that number. In the void above, two more stand with us in command of our fleets. Together with my valued colleague the rightful Ecclesiarch, we are six. The Hexarchy – a refutation of the failed Reform Council, and a renewal of the old one. Moreover, you may be assured that we are men and women, our bodies untouched by manipulation, gene-science or suspect magicks. The Imperium has always been governed by such men and women. Its foundational laws state that such must be so. Indeed, those very laws were drafted by the one who, in this current age, has done so much to uproot them. Perhaps his memory faded during his long slumber, but we are here now to remind him.’

			They dare it, Rova signed, infusing the gestures with both aversion and contempt. They damn themselves.

			Perhaps they had done. Then again, who was in place to stop them? The primarch was far away, occupied with conquest. The rump of the Council was divided and weak. The Custodians were bound by their obsessions with neutrality, so long as the Palace was secure. And then there were the Minotaurs, the most ruthless, hyper-violent warriors in the entire galaxy, who seemed to be underwriting the whole enterprise.

			I had seen and heard enough. Haemotalion continued his address, but I cut the feed and turned to my sisters.

			It changes nothing, I signed. We came here for one man, and he stands before us, alive.

			I looked over at the semi-ruined cathedral dome, and the massed soldiers, and the tanks, and the gunships, and the ranged cannons.

			Focus your minds, I ordered. Clear them of irrelevance. We strike now.
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They took me to the Excelsis Cruor again, just as before, only this time I travelled as their hostage.

			I did not accompany them on their own lifter, of course. An entire cavalcade of craft blasted off from hidden pads set within the Naval Headquarters complex, and I was assigned to one of the smaller ones. As I took my seat in the crew compartment, shadowed by a pair of armed guards the whole time, I found myself sitting opposite the very same Captain Derrem who had greeted me on that first disastrous visit to Ashariel’s kingdom.

			He at least had the wherewithal to look embarrassed. I wondered just how such a mediocre officer could have risen so far in the Lord Commander Militant’s favour – he shared precious little of Ashariel’s crude self-assurance. I supposed he had been sent as a recurring insult, to remind me of my place in things.

			‘With apologies, lord,’ he said, just as we were about to clear for take-off. ‘It must be done.’

			He produced a hand-scanner, and I stood up briefly, arms raised, to have it run over me. I had already been relieved of my communications devices, and had my augmetic grid-links disabled, leaving me mute and isolated, but they were being careful.

			Except that they had not been quite careful enough. I had kept the comm-bead given to me by Valerian, guessing that anything used by his order would be adequately shielded against standard security scans. It was small enough to insert into the lone eye of my aquila chain of office, and so it sat there in full view, inconspicuous as a jewel.

			Derrem concluded the sweep, then nodded. ‘That will be fine, lord.’

			My opinion of him lowered just a little further, and I took my place.

			We took off shortly afterwards. I sat back in my seat, feeling wretched. I paid no attention to any of the lifter’s sensor-readings on the short journey into orbit. I knew what they would tell me – that Pereth’s fleet had dispersed, delivering its deadly cargo to the world below. At that stage, I knew nothing of the events taking place in the planetary south, though I had already guessed the shape of what had to transpire next.

			The Splintered had been preserved, kept as a threat, just long enough to gather the forces the Static Tendency needed. Under the pretext of restoring order, those same forces would now be unleashed as the defenders of the old Imperium, instantly rendering my efforts to strengthen the Reform Council’s hand void. I recalled then how many times we had attempted to make sense of the Minotaurs’ erratic behaviour, and I curse myself that it was not seen for what it was.

			I wondered how deep the conspiracy ran. Roskavler had warned me, but I had never truly thought that it could extend to more than one, possibly two, renegade members of the Council. Neither Ashariel nor Pereth had been suspects. More of them must have been involved, though, since a coup on this scale could not be marshalled solely from orbit.

			All of that remained idle speculation, however, until we docked with the great battleship. Derrem seemed to have been allocated to me as my permanent escort, and took me up onto the command bridge. As we went, I saw the frenetic activity all around me, with ratings and officers running from station to station. The ship was being prepared for combat. My heart sank even further.

			We eventually arrived at the bridge, standing under the same great armourglass vaults, surrounded by a crowd of the same Naval commanders, advisers and guards. Except this time, of course, Ashariel’s staff mingled with them too, and there were also a couple of Space Marines from the Minotaurs standing sentinel just above the navigation throne, motionless and silent.

			A tactical station had been constructed using the battleship’s enormous data-screens and augur relays. A vast array of information fizzed and cycled before us, detailing landings, detainments, incursions and reinforcements. I saw accurate maps of locations both in the planetary south – centred on the Ecclesiarchy estates around the Cathedral of the Emperor Deified – and the Imperial Palace itself. The former seemed to be the focus of the actual troop landings, whereas the latter had not been touched. Orderlies jogged between cogitator stations and tactical screens the whole time, inserting comms-tubes and binary-slugs before scuttling off again.

			Pereth and Ashariel were both present, but neither acknowledged me. There must have been several hundred adepts jostling around them, so that was not entirely surprising, though it did make me wonder why they had summoned me at all. Perhaps they believed I would come around to their way of thinking once I realised how extensive the transformation was to be, and wished to retain a sense of continuity once full control was established. Or perhaps they merely wanted to demonstrate just how ineffective my short tenure had been. In any case, Derrem kept me under close watch, and I had no opportunity to do anything other than mutely observe.

			 It was there, among all those guards and officials and lumbering servitors, that I watched Haemotalion’s broadcast address from the cathedral. It was there that I saw the other traitors clustered around him before the high altar: Slyst, Drachmar, and – most gut-wrenching of all – Fadix. It was no comfort to have been proved right. I had done nothing effective to hinder him. He must have known I was on to him at Valoris’ summit, but by then he must also have known that it was too late to prevent anything. I wished then that I could somehow reach through the viewscreen and grab him by the throat. I wished then that I had been… better.

			I listened, of course, and heard the arguments. They were specious, the lot of them, though I feared that many on Terra would readily sympathise. As I did so, I tried to calculate what strength there was to oppose them. The other High Lords had power of their own, especially the Inquisition, which had seemingly not been involved in any of this. Sufficient Custodians were garrisoned in the Palace to make an assault on that bastion inconceivable, and Phalanx still hung like a statement of intent within visual range of the Excelsis Cruor. For the time being, there was no prospect of taking on Haemotalion militarily, but by the same token I doubted the Hexarchy had the strength to eliminate all opposition, should it come to open war. It would have to start with negotiation, at least to begin with. Such was always the pattern on Terra – the rush of blood, followed by the slow grind into a mire of trade-offs and compromises. And what then? Civil war? Did they really think they could face down the primarch, however secure they might be on the Throneworld?

			After the long address was over, we entered a period of uncertainty, during which Ashariel remained busy consolidating his fortified positions on Terra and Pereth issued contingency commands in case Phalanx made a move to intercept us. During that time I began to realise that neither of them had direct control over the Minotaurs. If any did, then it must have been Haemotalion himself, whom I guessed had cultivated links with them over his many decades of service. He had been the greatest of the High Lords then, the longest serving and the most steeped in its arcane traditions. Maybe he had even given the recall order before he was deposed, knowing what was coming.

			I remembered raising the possibility of the exiles with Tieron, and how quickly we had discounted them, believing that only a ­serving Council member could marshal the resources needed to oppose Reform. That had been our naivety – thinking that we were hunting for one name only. Drachmar, Fadix, Ashariel and Pereth had given the Hexarchy access to the boundless power of the Adeptus Terra, but Haemotalion had given them the Minotaurs.

			It was a strange time. I observed everything carefully, looking for any small thing that might undermine them or give cause to hope that they had overextended. I edged slightly closer to Pereth, until I could hear a little of what she was saying to her advisers. The tension in the air was palpable. They had made their move, and now needed to see what the response would be. Valoris was by any estimation a formidable opponent, at least by reputation, and yet he had been caught unawares. Would he launch a counter-offensive? Or would he cleave to his ancient doctrine of non-interference? Would he even stand aside now, and let another take on the task of resistance? I did not know. I suspect they did not know, either. Amid all the chatter and murmur of that gathering, I could almost smell the anticipation, the fears, the hopes, the desperate tautness.

			When a response finally came, I was close enough to hear it for myself. Pereth turned to Ashariel, and an expression of quiet satisfaction passed between them, as if something they had banked on had just been confirmed.

			‘Very good,’ she said. ‘He wishes to talk.’

			They moved from the bridge and into a private council chamber. I was asked to go with them. Once again, this was a surprise, but Derrem was insistent that he had his orders.

			‘You are still the chancellor, lord,’ he told me. ‘And this is still the Council.’

			So I went. We were soon sealed within one of the ship’s secure communications rooms, the walls constructed of thick adamantine panels and lined with security sweepers. We stood around a long elliptical table with a surface of polished brass. The emblem of the Imperial Navy was carved into the centre of it. Pereth took her place at the table’s head, joined by Ashariel. I stood some distance along the half-empty right-hand side, flanked by Pereth’s advisers. 

			Many places remained unoccupied on both sides of the table. The doors clanged shut, and I heard locks slide home. The lumens dimmed, and the telltale hiss of ranged hololith projectors started up.

			One by one, the empty slots filled with the spectral outlines of participants from both sides of the divide. Haemotalion emerged first, followed by Drachmar and Slyst. Moloc emerged as a giant outline, scarcely less intimidating than he was in the flesh. I looked Fadix directly in the eye as he materialised. He looked right back at me, then at Derrem, and smiled with satisfaction.

			For a moment, that was all. Then, with some stuttering and flicker, as if the loc-beams were struggling, Valoris and Garadon emerged. Roskavler was next, followed by other loyal members of the Reform Council: Arx, Kerapliades and Mir. We faced one another in that uncanny virtual realm, knowing that all those of us physically present in the chamber would be appearing as holo-ghosts to those on Terra.

			‘Welcome, my lords,’ said Haemotalion. ‘I regret very much that we meet under such circumstances. All of us understand what is at stake. None of us wish to see the Throneworld suffer more than it already has. And so I fervently wish, and expect, that we may come to an accommodation here.’

			Roskavler looked furious. ‘You have no place here,’ she said, flatly. ‘You were once of the Council, but are no longer.’

			Haemotalion turned to her smoothly. ‘I was removed from my position unlawfully, by one who had no mandate, in a process that had no precedent. I have never accepted that I was removed at all. If we are to forget all law, then we are to forget everything. You may rave at me all you wish, but it is no good simply stating that I do not belong here, for that is the very issue in question.’

			‘In what sense, unlawfully?’ she asked, incredulous.

			‘Because the Regent has no power over the Adeptus Terra,’ said Haemotalion. ‘His kind has not done so since the Great Heresy. We were separated by ancient edict, a stricture dating from the dawn of the Imperial Age.’

			Arx, the Inquisitorial Representative, spoke up next. ‘Ludicrous. He is in a category of his own. His authority comes direct from the Emperor. Of course there is no provision for him.’

			‘And you would know all about such claims,’ said Slyst, sourly. ‘It changes nothing. Guilliman had no authority for the reforms.’

			‘He had every possible authority,’ said Mir, the Paternoval Envoy. ‘You merely wish not to see it.’

			‘But is that really the point at issue, my lords?’ Valoris asked. ‘The Lex? If so, we shall be here for a long time, likely with no outcome.’

			Fadix raised an eyebrow. ‘And such rampant carelessness illustrates the point rather nicely, I think.’ He leaned forward. ‘The arrogance of your kind. A crisis comes, one that demands unity, and instead all is uprooted. An Imperium that none of us recognise is foisted on us, and long-serving ministers are cast into oblivion. A crusade is launched that bleeds the Sol System white, while our own people starve within sight of the Senatorum. We did not ask for that. We did not vote on it. It was never agreed.’

			I did not believe that Fadix truly cared much for the starving masses. However, his speech was a clear articulation of the main grievance, and it made me remember Guilliman’s haste to leave.

			We thought of ourselves as masters of our destiny, then, whichever side of the table we occupied, but in truth we were all placed there with reference to him, making the best of that which he had left us. The Regent was the only player of stature not present, fighting far away, and yet it was still his shadow that had been cast across us all, as inescapable as fate.

			‘I do not claim that the law is irrelevant,’ Valoris said. ‘I merely observe that two armies face one another on Terran soil, and two fleets face one another in Terran voidspace. What are we to do about that? That is the most urgent question.’

			‘Agreed,’ Haemotalion said. ‘So then, our demands. Immediate cessation of all political purges of Imperial ministers. Suspension of further legal reforms. The old Council to be reinstated without delay, and the illegally imposed High Lords to be arrested and tried for sedition. Motion of censure passed against the primarch Roboute Guilliman, placing him under our authority and summoning him back for examination. The Indomitus Crusade to be halted, its basis reviewed, and surplus resources diverted to the Sol System where they are needed.’

			Roskavler laughed at that. Mir shook his head wearily. Valoris remained unmoved.

			Only Garadon spoke. ‘Forgive my bluntness,’ he said. ‘You, my lord, are a traitor. None of what you ask for could ever be granted. Nothing shall be conceded. You shall be hunted. You shall feel the force of the justice you claim to uphold. You have set yourself against the sentinels of Terra, who yet man the ramparts of Phalanx. Even now, its gaze falls upon you.’

			Haemotalion bowed to him. ‘Well spoken, captain,’ he said, without obvious irony. ‘Your zeal commends you, even if your intelligence does not. No traitors sit around this table, only those who wish the Imperium to flourish. And do not speak to me of Phalanx as if you expect me to be cowed by it. It is a pretty thing, to be sure, but we know just how much damage it carries from your valiant actions on Cadia. Use it as a token in this game if you must, but do not then be grieved if the guns of Battlegroup Eterna scour it from the void.’

			‘You would not be the first to underestimate it,’ Garadon countered, coolly.

			‘But we would be the last, I think,’ Haemotalion continued, just as equably. ‘And do not believe, for a moment, that I would hesitate to destroy it, if you forced my hand.’

			Garadon was right, of course – the demands were impossible to meet. This was a play for resumption of total control. If concessions were made, even part way towards what Haemotalion wanted, then the Regent’s new regime would be over, strangled at birth. The power struggles would then spread wider – to Mars, to the massive galactic holdings of the Ecclesiarchy, to the immense fleets under Pereth’s nominal command, and the numberless regiments under Ashariel’s, even the Space Marine Chapters that had no natural bond of allegiance to Guilliman. This was the genesis of the civil war I had aimed to snuff out, only now on a scale that defied belief.

			I glanced back towards Valoris’ holo-shade, hoping that he might visibly demonstrate some comprehension of the stakes, now – something, anything, more than calmness.

			‘Tell me again,’ the Captain-General said, his voice as quietly impassive as ever. ‘Just so I am clear. You threaten more bloodshed to achieve the end you wish for, in addition to the destruction of a holy site of Terra, and the unsanctioned extermination, without trial, of wanted heretics.’

			Haemotalion looked taken aback, as if surprised that he was even being asked the question. ‘Of course I wish for no further bloodshed. But we are here, you and I, because blades have now been drawn. Why unsheathe weapons, unless you are prepared to use them?’

			Valoris looked over at Fadix, his gaze accusatory. The Grand Master met the look, serenely content as ever, and did not flinch from it.

			So the Captain-General knew, too. He knew all the sources of treachery, and all the ways it had manifested. I found myself wanting to scream at him, then. I found myself wanting him to damn the Lex and its strictures and launch an assault on those who had defiled the Council and all it had stood for over the millennia. His order was the most powerful fighting force of the entire Imperium. He could do it, if anyone could. The consequences in collateral damage would no doubt be heavy, and there would be risks involved, but he had to act.

			When Valoris next spoke, though, it felt as if he had driven a sliver of ice through my heart. I felt the last dregs of hope drain away, and saw then, for the first time, how inadequate our defenders were, and must have always been.

			‘Give me time to consider your demands,’ Valoris said, softly. ‘We shall see what can be done.’
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			I could not believe that he had said it.

			I watched his lips move, standing just beyond the scope of the holo­lith projection. I could see the images of the other speakers, and had heard what they had said too. Truth be told, I had not seen the value in talking to them at all. My hopes that Valoris had only done so in order to announce their imminent destruction had been swiftly dashed. He was treating with them, as equals.

			As soon as the conference ended, and the lithcasts had rippled into nothing again, Garadon turned to him.

			‘My lord,’ he said, clearly struggling to remain measured, ‘we must strike now. More talk will only allow them to strengthen their position.’

			Valoris listened patiently. ‘Captain, you have fewer than a hundred warriors under your command.’

			‘But you have many more.’

			‘And how is that relevant?’

			At that point, I could no longer contain myself. I had fought alongside the Imperial Fists. This was more than intransigence. This was now an insult to our allies.

			‘Captain-General,’ I said, pushing my way closer. ‘Captain Garadon is correct. We must strike now, while they believe we are in doubt. The numbers are against us, but with the Custodian chambers stationed here, by the Will of the Throne, it can be done. We cannot stand idly by.’

			He looked at me.

			Perhaps my expression of intent seems inoffensive to you. Perhaps you believe it should have come long ago. You may be right, on both counts, but you must remember that we are made in a certain way, and for all the great strength we are given, for all our acumen and our longevity and our skill with blade and bolter, there are costs also.

			We were made to be the most loyal of all. We were built from the molecular level to be His companions, to serve without query or hesitation. This was not merely a lack of imagination – it defined us. It still does. That was why so many of my peers resented the laurel wreath, and only grudgingly saw the advantages of the Dissolution. While the Space Marines might be fractious and bellicose, we were the unbreakable image of the ancient Law, united against all enemies, single-minded in the pursuit of our one, sacred task. All else could be cast into the fire, if only that task were carried out. All friendship, all honour, all obligation, it meant nothing so long as His Throne, and only His Throne, were kept intact.

			I thought then, just for a fraction of a second, that my captaincy might be forfeit. I held my ground, and looked my master in the eye. I would not take it back.

			Eventually, Valoris turned back to Garadon. ‘I am not your master, in this or any other scenario,’ he told him. ‘But I counsel you not to act. Not yet. I did not offer to negotiate idly. There are ways to end this that do not involve a bolter. And, of course, as you know, not all battles are fought at ground level.’

			After that he gave a flurry of further orders. High Lord Roskavler was summoned as a matter of urgency, a whole chamber dispatched to bring her safely to the front. Only then, when all that was done, did he sweep his scarred gaze towards me.

			‘Shield-captain,’ he said. ‘Walk with me, if you please.’

			We moved away from the remainder of the command group. As we went, I looked for any sign of internal conflict or doubt in Valoris’ mannerisms. Of course, I found none, though it was hard to reconcile this passivity with the man who had led the assault from the Lion’s Gate, who had run two successful Blood Games, who had struck fear into our enemies from here to the edge of known space.

			‘This is an internal matter for the Imperium,’ he said. ‘When a power rises or falls, it must never do so claiming our blessing. Had we stepped in whenever a High Council had changed, violently or otherwise, then we would have been polluted by the conflicts we were intended to rise above.’

			I wished to say then that this was different, and that more than personnel alterations were at stake, but was that really true? Had Vandire been so different? Had Vangorich?

			‘I understand why you yearn to act,’ he went on. ‘And I commend you for it. But listen closely. You will not do so. You will stay your blade.’

			I looked up at him. ‘As you command it,’ I said, unable to do other­wise, though the words felt bitter on my lips.

			‘Though you have already broken that order, it seems,’ Valoris said. ‘At least, if the locator in your misericordia is accurate.’

			And so we came to my final small act of insubordination. I have already said that I had no intention of abandoning Aleya to fight alone. The blade I had given her was no idle gift – it allowed me to find her, if necessary, in order to render any necessary assistance. As it was, at that stage, I knew the same as Valoris – she had just penetrated the extreme northern edge of the great cathedral compound, no doubt with the aim of working her way towards the centre. When we had last spoken, neither of us had known that Slyst would end up being a target for both of us, but such were the ways of His providence that a part of me had never doubted that our paths would end up running in parallel.

			Why had I not told her of the blade’s locator capability? Because she would never have accepted it, if I had. She would have seen it as a means of control, an attempt to belittle her independence. Perhaps she would even have been right to do so, though my main purpose was simply to give myself a way to assist a friend.

			A friend. There, I have said it now. What wonders has the galaxy within it, that even such creatures as ourselves can entertain such intimations of lost humanity.

			I looked back at my master. Against all hope, I still wished him to use this as an excuse to launch a full-scale assault. If a squad of null-maidens were now making its way into contact range of the cathedral’s defenders, then battle would be joined soon enough, shattering the prospects for any negotiation. Better we reacted now, before our hand was forced by the rebels.

			Valoris understood all this. I should have known better than to think that anything would change.

			‘Take your chamber,’ he told me. ‘Find the Sisters. Bring them back, if you can. If you cannot, then end them. Do not permit their incursion to break the ceasefire.’

			Thus was I punished for my actions. Valoris could have used any of his warriors to bring Aleya to heel, but I was the one chosen. It was a cruelty, of course, but one entirely justified by my conduct. I might have laughed out loud then, were I made of different material. Already, I could see the expression on Aleya’s face. I could see the anger there, the righteous fury. I wondered, if it came to the test, whether even I would be able to withstand it.

			But it was an order, plainly given and without room for ambiguity. I had been caught in a net of my own making, and all that remained was to see the matter to its conclusion.

			 ‘As you command it,’ I said, a second time.

			I addressed my chamber before we all departed. They were already in full armour, prepared for the assault that had never quite come. I explained the mission, emphasising the need for speed and secrecy. We were to travel swiftly, following the same underground routes as Aleya must have taken in order to avoid detection. When we killed, we would have to do so quietly, for once the blood started flowing it would only be a matter of time before the Hexarchy’s command was alerted to our presence.

			‘We find them,’ I said, ‘we disarm them, we bring them back.’

			Ravathain, of course, felt the need to comment. ‘You have some link to these fighters, then,’ he said.

			‘I know their leader,’ I said. ‘She was, and is, my friend.’

			And so that was more fuel for the accusatory glances, the subdued questioning of every decision I ever made. In his eyes I could already see the condemnation – such friends you have.

			‘But that matters not,’ I told him. ‘We have our orders, and from the Captain-General himself.’

			He could hardly find fault with that.

			So we set off, on foot, descending rapidly through the trunk of the spire until we were able to follow a covered bridge leading out towards the cathedral grounds. After that, we kept on descending, level by level, until we were down in the catacombs. Ravathain located a network of service tunnels just above a set of mainline sewage outlets. Once we were inside that, our pace picked up, and we ran through the darkness in tight formation.

			We went silently. Despite our size and the extravagance of our armour, our training and the design of our battleplate meant that we could ghost along at no more than whisper-volume. We kindled our blades, and the silver-gold flashes reflected from the arched roofs above our heads.

			Every step we took brought more information tumbling into our helm-displays, furnishing us with complete skeleton readings of the tunnels, shafts and chambers above and around us. All the while, I remained conscious of a single rune moving through the tangle of thousands – Aleya’s position. Their progress was slower than ours, most likely because they had already encountered the enemy and were having to either fight or make detours to elude detection. Given that they had not had much of a head start on us, and we were able to use the vexilla’s instruments to plot a more direct route, I anticipated that we would catch them soon. As we ran through the regions directly adjacent to the cathedral’s foundations, I began to calculate our optimal rendezvous point.

			At that stage, we had yet to encounter any resistance ourselves. We had disturbed plenty of the underworld’s usual denizens, who shrank back into the dingy shadows as we raced past them, their filthy faces white and staring. Even they must have been shaken in their lightless realm by the devastation that had been unleashed in the Palace above, and they looked as if they expected the world to end at any moment.

			‘Heat signatures ahead,’ Ravathain announced over the vox.

			We approached the first intersection where we might forge a path up into the cathedral’s cavernous foundations. The tunnels, though ancient and in a crumbling state of repair, began to bear the hallmarks of Ecclesiarchy manufacture. Loc-readings came in – first dozens of them, then many more, spreading out across our false-colour schematics like bacilli on a plate.

			‘Ingress path theta,’ I ordered, zeroing in on one of numerous routes up, after which the plethora of options given by Ravathain’s ranged scans thinned out. My brothers immediately fell into our practised formation for close combat, with myself, Halleon and Anonasta taking the spear tip, Ravathain and Penjad in the centre, and Kleas and Ximander a little further back.

			We reached an old and wide stone stairway, and swept up it. At the summit was a low arch, glistening with algae. A flagstoned chamber followed, stuffed with refuse and threaded with black mould, much of the contents bearing Ministorum seals. Halleon, pushing ahead, shoved aside a brace of storage crates to reveal a locked metal doorway, which was easy to force.

			After that, we were into the cathedral proper – just one of its many sub-chapels – and heading for the regions taken by Ashariel’s troops. It did not take long for the first of them to appear within visual range – a cluster of troops in the livery of the Erthguard, wholly unprepared for our arrival. For all I knew, they may have only arrived at their guard-station a few moments before we did. As I lowered my spear, I thought of the warriors of the same regiment we had assisted at the basilica.

			We did not fire our bolters, but sprinted in close to take them, silently, with our blades. Only one of them managed to get his lasgun into position before we were among them. The entire encounter lasted a few seconds, and then we were leaving the broken bodies behind and driving upwards through now-unguarded portals.

			More such encounters followed, all yielding the same results. We killed quietly, in all cases reaching close combat before any las-fire could be discharged. No pleasure was taken in such kills, nor in the knowledge that these men and women were fighting under orders from a High Lord. We knew that they were as ignorant of the provenance of such orders, and would have been as surprised to see us coming for them – in the fractions of a second they had to compute the situation – as if we were xenos. Of course, we did not hesitate, not even for a heartbeat, as distasteful as the work was.

			Soon we were running through larger functional spaces – storage holds, vestries, laundries, refuse-processing stations, boiler rooms. I saw no sign at all of the Splintered, who must have occupied these chambers for a very short time indeed before being swept aside. We did encounter menials in Ministorum robes, many of them at the lowest end of the spectrum. They ran from us, traumatised by what had already transpired, making the sign of the aquila in spasms of self-protection. We ignored them. A few servitors carried on their tasks in dumb ignorance. Only when we encountered gangs of armed troops from Ashariel’s regiments, and there was no possibility of evading them, did we kill. We did this as sparingly and as stealthily as we could, knowing that we could not risk the alarm being raised. If we were detected, and the signals reached Haemotalion’s command before our extraction could be achieved, this would all be in vain. 

			Throughout, I monitored Aleya’s progress carefully. Our paths were converging rapidly by then, and I could see that we would meet swiftly if we rose by a single level and made for what appeared to be some kind of refectory hall. I gave the order, and Ravathain located a spiral stairwell that led us there directly.

			Even as I closed on the first step, I heard cries from up ahead. Amid the myriad smells of that place – the lichen on the stone, the mustiness of the enclosed cabinets, the stale incense still imprinted on hanging robes – I picked up the metallic tang of spilled blood. We raced up the tight stairway, our shoulder-guards scraping the stone, before emerging into the refectory chamber above. This was a far larger space than those below – twenty metres long, tiled floor, with a high hammerbeam roof and suspensor lumens. Long metal tables and benches lay in heaped confusion, many draped with recent kills, all flashing with reflected las-fire. At our right-hand side as we emerged was another wide flight of stairs, upon which a one-sided fight was taking place. Two dozen soldiers in Erthguard colours were retreating at speed, firing steadily through their haste to escape. Even as we watched, they were cut down by far greater warriors in their midst.

			The rate of slaughter was admirable, the accuracy and precision equally so. I had observed Aleya’s combat prowess twice before. On both of those occasions I had fought closely alongside her, but to witness the display there reinforced to me how lethal the Sisterhood was, not just in their aspect as daemon-slayers and witch-finders, but also in the purely physical art of combat. They all bore greatswords, using them double-handed. Such blades were huge, and might have been cumbersome if they had not been wielded with such accomplishment. As it was, every one of them danced through their terrified prey, candlelight catching on their bronze-silver armour as the metal angled and jabbed. As ever, they fought in silence, making the sounds of their slaying eerily lopsided.

			Not one of the Erthguard made it to the top of the stairs. The Sisters pressed on, charging over the threshold and onwards out of eyesight. We ran after them, vaulting up the stairway three steps at a time, closing fast.

			My heart began to beat faster. I do not think that any of the Sisters had noticed us emerge behind them, so intent had they been on forging ahead. Even if they had done, they would not have turned back now, as their requirement for speed had just become critical.

			They had detected what we had detected. I had not expected to encounter such resistance this far out, but of course the enemy was not stupid – ever since landing they had been hastening to reinforce their perimeter, pushing forces down to garrison the many entry points in the cathedral’s porous underbelly. So even as I sprinted after Aleya and her fellow warriors, the prospect of holding her back vanished into impossibility. Whatever Valoris had hoped for in terms of anonymity was about to disappear. I could have held off then, I suppose, deciding to withdraw lest our involvement become more widely known, but even if I had been inclined to, the variables were too inexact to make such a judgement. We were here, now, by order of the Captain-General, and would have to react as battlefield reality dictated.

			My brothers never missed a beat. They would know what I desired of them from my actions alone, but, for the avoidance of doubt, I voxed the order anyway.

			‘Astartes loc-readings,’ came my command, the only one I could have given. ‘Engage and destroy.’
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			Even in the refectory I had heard it – the telltale hum of servos grinding, the heavy crack of ceramite boots hitting rockcrete. They were moving as fast as we were, only their treads were far heavier, and there were many of them, clustering ahead of us at the crest of the exit stairway.

			We charged up the stairs to meet them, sweeping our greatblades around us, building the momentum to crash into them at full tilt. Unlike the Militarum troops, whose las-volleys we could either evade or parry, we knew what we would be racing into now – a storm of bolter shells, followed up with blades as deadly as our own, and armour that was far thicker. As I picked up my pace, I heard the softer footfalls behind us, and knew instantly whose they must be. 

			I did not hesitate. The Space Marines knew we were there, and would have cut us to pieces if we had slowed even by a fraction. I crested the summit, twisting on my axis and throwing my body into a corkscrew. As I did so, the world erupted into a hurricane of light and sound-fury. Bolts whistled past, vox-emitters thundered, and we smacked into one another in a close-up blaze of fire and anger.

			Of all the fragmentary memories I have of those intense moments, it was the smell of them that stays with me. The Black Legionnaires of the Heartspite had stunk of corruption, oozing out of them like slurry. These had a different aroma – a charred tang, like carbonised meat or scorched metal, not foul in the way a traitor is foul, but acrid and astringent, a bitter sting to the senses.

			Facing them was like having one’s body slammed into a wall, over and over. They were a storm of movement, a blurred mass that seemed to be everywhere at once, roaring, hacking, punching, hammering. Ten of them had come, spread out and charging, most armed with bladed weapons and bolt pistols. Two carried chainswords, and two more had crackling power fists. Their bronze-black armour was so similar in aspect to ours, except for the sheer size of it. We were leaping shadows; they were like the bones of the earth.

			In those first few seconds, our only chance was to use our speed, trusting to the sweep of our greatblades to deal out damage while evading their response. I leapt at the closest one – a brute with a force-wreathed fist – and my blade slammed down. I felt the ceramite shiver, but his fist swung in close. I ducked, writhing away, twisting for another strike, and he came after me. I needed to stay close, lest he get a shot with his bolt pistol, so I thrust back up, my blade spinning. It snagged on something – a cable intake, perhaps – but didn’t bite deep.

			I never saw the blow that hit me. He had shielded it, no doubt, or perhaps the speed of it was just too great.

			I have no words for how it felt, to take the brunt of a Space Marine’s fist, wrapped in disruptor energy and propelled with maximum venom. My senses disappeared into blood-edged blackness, ripped from any notion of gravity or place. I had a vague impression of weightlessness, then whirling speed, before I crunched into a pillar several metres from where I had been fighting.

			Somehow I held on to my weapon. I struggled to get up, to make sense of the swaying environment around me, to defend myself against the inevitable follow-up. My vision was blurred, but I remember freeze-frame impressions of that crowded space – Erynia battering a Minotaur with a dazzling display of swordcraft; Tali-Sha grappling in tight with her combat blade; Lethiel lying on the ground, her armour punctured with bolt-craters – before all was swept away by the tide of gold.

			I will admit it, through my clenched teeth – when they arrived, the Custodians were magnificent. I could mock them, and dislike them, and believe that their minds were locked in infantile stasis, but this one truth remained: they were the best we had. Reduced to physical combat, with no ether to cloud their judgement and require our assistance, they were the pinnacle of anything mankind had ever, or would ever, create as a weapon.

			They fought just as silently as we did, with no battle cry issued or challenge declared. Their blades were alive with flares of silver fire, their arrival coronated with a blistering rain of bolt-shells. It was impossible to tell which of them was which, for their limbs were smeared by speed, such that they were more like swashes of feathered energy than matter-bound creations. They were brutal, they were pitiless, they were immaculate.

			Another enemy might have been swept clean away by such a charge. Another enemy might have attempted to flee, or maybe sue for mercy. But these were Adeptus Astartes, and the thought would never have entered their psycho-scoured, monomaniacal minds. They fought right back, driving themselves to an even higher pitch of frenzy. If they had been brutal before, they were now berserk. The storm of gold broke against a wall of bronze, and the impact of it shook the chamber to its foundations.

			I dragged myself to my feet, willing my mind to clear, and staggered groggily back into combat. The Minotaur who had felled me was now locked in combat with a Custodian. His bull’s-head pauldron was smashed off, exposing bone-white flesh. He landed a blow with his power fist, showering both of them in disruptor-dazzle and checking the Custodian’s advance. A guardian spear whipped around, lacerating through the Minotaur’s chest-plate, but still the Space Marine kept coming, opening up with his pistol at point-blank range and tearing a gouge in the Custodian’s auramite.

			A second Minotaur suddenly loomed up out of the smoke and blown stone-dust, swinging his bolter to fire. I pounced, closing the gap between us in a heartbeat and engaging again. I was still erratic, my limbs like water, but I got a swipe in, unbalancing the Minotaur and causing his strike to falter. He rounded on me, shoving the bolter barrel into my throat. I twisted away as it went off, and felt the rush of the shell howl past me before detonating against the wall beyond. I stabbed back, cutting through an armour-joint at knee level, before his other leg kicked the feet from under me. I sensed his boot rising for the stamp, and rolled away from under it, coiling tight before leaping back to my feet.

			My senses were returning. The entire chamber was being demolished. I saw a Minotaur sailing through the air at waist height before crashing into a column, shattering it in a bloom of debris. I saw a Custodian dragged down by two Minotaurs, his spine contorted into an impossible angle, all three of them webbed with lines of plasma discharge. I saw Govannia fighting hard, her lithe form half-lost in cordite-laced clouds, and Rova taking on a Minotaur in tandem with a spear-thrusting Custodian.

			My opponent came after me, firing a fresh spread of bolts. I ducked out of their path, though one hit my shoulder-guard, hurling me against the wall and cracking the stone. I felt blood spatter against the inside of my helm as my head snapped, but I was already twisting back, my blade held two-handed.

			I had to close fast, or that bolter would end me. I lurched through the rain of shells, keeping low then thrusting upward as I came within sword range. I went for his neck, and he slammed his gun-hand up to parry. The Somnus Blade carved through the bolter, exploding into sparks as the mechanics were exposed.

			I hacked back, throwing his arm wide, then lunging for his chest. He grabbed the blade with his free hand, clamping his fingers around the metal, ready to hurl it from his grasp. 

			Perhaps that would have been a plausible manoeuvre, had the sword been any other. As it was, the ancient monomolecular edge cut straight through his armour-plate, and when I wrenched it back from his grasp I severed his fingers at their base. Blood spattered between us, smearing across his helm-lenses. I whirled around again, building up speed and momentum. He reached out for me, poised to crush the butt of his bolter into my face. I was already committed though, and the Somnus Blade whipped across horizontally, held flat, whistling transverse to slice clean through his helm and into the flesh beneath. I swept the sword clear out the other side, throwing gobbets of bone and flesh into the air and yanking the dome of his helm off. I had a brief glimpse of skin and brain-matter, dark with gluts of blood, before his whole armoured body collapsed, toppling forward to crush me beneath his immense bulk.

			It was all I could do to extract myself, backing up swiftly and leaping to one side as his dead weight crashed to the ground. Panting hard, I scrabbled back to my knees, hoisting my blade once more to face the next enemy.

			But it was already over. For all of its insanity, its unrestrained savagery, the storm had blown out. Perhaps that was the way it had to be – not even the demigods in that room could have sustained that level of aggression for much longer.

			A Custodian limped towards me, his armour torn and battered. As he neared, he removed his helm, and only then did I see that it was Valerian.

			‘You live,’ he said, though I am not sure whether he was talking to me or merely remarking on the fact to himself. He sounded relieved, in either event.

			Despite everything, I was pleased to see him, too.

			So you see, I signed, jerkily. Next time, run faster.

			We had always known that our chances of getting to Slyst were slim. We had seen the forces assembled across the cathedral’s many sites, and knew their calibre. Our best chance had been to go in hard and quiet, tracing the most direct route through the labyrinth of interconnected buildings before the defences could be fully established. We had made good progress, too, hugging the shadows, choosing paths that were seldom trod, overwhelming any resistance we encountered and then racing onwards before our presence could be discovered.

			We had trusted to providence to guide us. If we had died in the attempt, which we knew was likely, at least we would have laid a marker. I also believed that our attempt might have precipitated a crisis between the two armies facing one another, triggering a response from both sides. If we could spark a fire, one that generated a wider confusion, then we might yet use that to get what we truly wished for.

			All of that was taken out of our hands. Valerian caught up with us, and so I never discovered what we might have done, had we gone up against those Minotaurs unaided. We suffered enough even with our allies at our side, and it remains likely that we would all have died in that chamber. And yet, for all of that, the presumption still rankles. We could not be left alone, not for a moment, even by our allies.

			In the aftermath of the fighting, I discovered that Lethiel had been killed. Tali-Sha had been wounded so badly she could not continue. One of the Custodians, named Penjad, was also dead – the one I had seen being borne to the ground by two Minotaurs at once. All those who survived had taken damage, some of it acute. I myself felt the wound in my shoulder hampering me, and was only able to perform the most rudimentary mechanical stitching to keep it from opening again.

			We knew we did not have long. None of the Space Marines had made it out of the chamber, but they would surely have sent a warning before the end. We were some distance still from the central nave-cluster, where we guessed the High Lords had gathered, and our cover was now blown.

			So why did you come? I signed to Valerian.

			I was ordered to, he replied, as truthfully as ever. And I must tell you – you cannot continue.

			And that was it, then. He had not arrived to aid me. He had come to bring me to heel, like a dog on a leash. Even in my weakened state, I was capable of registering my disgust.

			Go to the hells, then, I signed back, adding an expletive function that does not have easy verbal translation.

			He did not react to that, of course. You have stumbled into something greater than you know. The fate of the entire Council is at stake.

			I saw the broadcasts, I signed. It makes no difference.

			It should do. Slyst is protected. You cannot hope to reach him.

			This was contemptuous. If a failed gang of High Lords wished to go against the primarch’s will, then they were damning themselves to death in disgrace. I had spent long enough in Guilliman’s company to know that such insurrection would not be tolerated. What I did not understand is why those loyal to the primarch were staying their hand, when duty called for immediate retribution. Were we the only ones prepared to act? If so, why in the name of the Throne were they trying to haul us back?

			Valerian attempted to justify it to me, but I could tell his heart wasn’t in it.

			The Hexarchy commands forces greater than ours, he told me. They have suborned an entire army that ought to have defended the Council. If we engage them now, we risk devastation at a time when we are already weak.

			You could do it, if you chose to, I signed. I had seen the Adeptus Custodes at war, and knew what they were capable of. Even an entire Chapter of Space Marines, backed up by thousands of allied troops and armour, should not have given them pause.

			Valerian knew it, too. He wanted to act. In those brief moments of combat I had seen him again as he could be, when the laws freed him to stretch his limbs. I wondered just how strong the fetters must be, to keep all that energy chained down.

			I drew my greatblade in and held it up between us. It was still in perfect condition, not so much as notched despite being rammed through solid ceramite plate.

			I will not go back, I told him. Not now. You say devastation is risked? They brought it on themselves. 

			Do not force my hand.

			If you raise it against us, I shall sever it.

			We stared at one another for a long time. It is a curious thing, to conduct such a dance of threats using only gestures. He was scarce less expert than I in conveying nuance through Thoughtmark, and yet there we were, amid the wreckage of the chamber, amid the still-warm corpses, gesticulating in a belligerent silence.

			You may feel that I was taking a risk, standing up to him then. We could hardly have defended ourselves, if they had opted to detain us, or even to end us. In the latter case, we would have been lucky just to take one more of them with us.

			But I had one great hope – that the Captain-General had erred in sending Valerian to me. Any other member of their order might have been immune to suggestion, but we had fought together already, the two of us, and that had given us an unbreakable link. Going to Vorlese had been a risk, taken against orders, and so was this.

			We were deep inside enemy territory by then, far beyond what could have possibly counted as neutral ground. The tripwire had been sprung, and we must surely have been detected by now, rendering his mission to extract us futile. I imagined that the scramble to engage us had already begun, no doubt with greater numbers of Minotaurs all lumbering down the long internal passageways, their psycho-hardened minds gearing up for the slaughter they craved.

			We could not remain where we were. Going backwards was as perilous as going forwards. Every scrap of information we were able to gather here would aid Valoris’ troops on the outside.

			I would not go back. 

			So it comes to this, I signed. I am going in. Are you with me, Valerian, or will you forever refuse to cross the threshold? 
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			We were destined for destruction, for the annihilation of all I had ever believed in, and I could do nothing about it. Derrem never left my side, and his hand never strayed far from his sidearm. For all the protestations of observing rank, I was as much a prisoner as if I had been clamped in irons and thrown in the brig.

			They made me witness it all, every painful moment of legal torture. The discussions in the council room went on for what felt like an age. In truth, the issue between the two sides was simple, though its resolution was not. Haemotalion counted on the Custodians remaining aloof so long as the Palace itself was not threatened, so he was careful not to make any landings close to it. The Ten Thousand were the only force on Terra that could have conceivably taken on the army he had assembled, at least in the short term, but even without them acting, the peril for the Hexarchy was still great. Sooner or later, Guilliman would learn of the rebellion. By the time he did, Haemotalion would have to have secured a legal basis for his new dispensation, one so universal, and so backed up by overwhelming force at arms, that they could dare to face down the primarch himself.

			As for the Reform Council, such as they were, things were no less dangerous. They had lost the members most capable of controlling the sprawling Imperial war machine, and at a time when every sinew was being stretched to supply Indomitus, so all knew there would be no rush of loyal forces back to the Throneworld. The new Council appointees, like Roskavler and Throde, simply did not have the depths of patronage on Terra they needed in order to feel secure. If they were deposed as the price of keeping the peace, then few would rise up to defend them. All it would take to secure victory for Haemotalion was a defection or two, or even a sign from Valoris that the Adeptus Custodes would look the other way while the Council was reconfigured, and that kept the loyalists from striking out by themselves.

			After a period of interminable haggling in which little was achieved, I was dismissed at last. By then, Pereth had also been summoned by alerts from the command bridge. As we left, Haemotalion and Slyst took up the painful business of hammering out a deal with Valoris and Roskavler, hololith-images negotiating with hololith-images.

			We made our way back to the crowded throne-dais. Pereth’s counsellors and ministers were clustered around the main command station. They seemed more agitated than they had been before. Warning lumens flashed across a range of console lenses, and orderlies ran to and fro between the tactical stations with a greater urgency. Derrem seemed keen to position me close to all that, though not, of course, close enough to intervene.

			It did not take me long to see why. Out through the realviewers, we could see Phalanx drawing closer. The nearer it got, the more its immense size became apparent. The Excelsis Cruor was a deadly battleship, one that had the power to subdue entire worlds in ordinary circumstances, but Phalanx was a breed apart. I was no expert on Naval warfare, but even I could see the volume of guns that the station could bring to bear. Some were clearly damaged beyond use, but I doubted that they all were.

			‘It is a bluff,’ Pereth announced calmly, taking her place at the throne and grabbing a control sceptre. ‘Our assessment of its capacity remains accurate – if they engage us, they destroy themselves.’

			I glanced at the tactical augur readings. Pereth’s words were assured, but her orders told another story. Naval assets sent to oversee the landings in the southern hemisphere were now racing back to reinforce our position. Already a flotilla of destroyers had pulled alongside the Excelsis Cruor, weapons run out and plasma drives engaged.

			Derrem gave nothing away. I wondered if he regretted being caught up in all this. His continued presence as my shadow, given what was at stake, made me increasingly irritable.

			‘You have overreached,’ I told him, speaking under my breath so that only he heard me. ‘Guilliman brought the star fort back for a reason.’

			Derrem stared straight ahead. ‘It was always a symbol, but not much more,’ he said, doing a commendable job of sounding convinced. ‘Just like everything else he did.’

			I glanced over at the many other tactical displays. I saw the build-up of warships continue – two more escorts arrived even as I watched, sliding underneath the Excelsis Cruor and taking up defensive stations.

			Other screens showed deployments at the cathedral. I saw the markers for the Imperial Fists move up to forward locations, shadowed by divisions from the Palatine Sentinels. Most significantly of all, the Custodians had moved, too. They were not yet in attack position, but were steadily and unmistakably securing vantages from which a full strike would soon be possible.

			‘Far from symbols,’ I said to Derrem, hoping to goad him. ‘You are already damned. If they have to destroy everything to purge you from that place, they will.’

			‘You could be an ally to this administration, chancellor,’ Derrem countered. ‘When it gains what it wishes for, you could serve it. Other ministers have done the same.’

			I smiled sweetly, knowing that many eyes, both natural and artificial, may well have been fixed on us. ‘I would die first,’ I told him, calmly. ‘And, as long as I live, I shall ensure that justice follows you. I shall see you ended, Captain Derrem, and I shall take the greatest pleasure in recording it.’

			His left eyelid flickered a little. That shut him up, at least for the moment.

			By then, even Pereth was becoming less assured. Phalanx kept on coming, swelling larger and larger. It had no escorts of significance, but then it had never needed them. Its entire upper crown was lit, giving the lie to rumours of its senescence. I could place no interpretation on its movements other than imminent engagement.

			‘Void shields active,’ Pereth ordered. ‘Prepare broadside, warning scatter. Inform the Lord Ashariel of the situation. Send warning hails.’

			It kept on coming. More vessels of Battlegroup Eterna took their places. Soon the majority of Pereth’s fleet hung around us in the void, fully equipped and ready to unleash its firepower. I had to hand it to the Lord High Admiral – she had assembled a formidable gathering. If she had only used it as I had asked her to, then it was hard to think that the insurrection – of any kind – would still be an issue.

			Ashariel came to join her at the command throne, escorted by two of his huge Minotaur guardians. He stood next to Pereth, watching the star fort slide up out of the darkness.

			‘They can achieve nothing by this,’ I heard him tell her. ‘Valoris continues to talk. He has no will to act.’

			‘Valoris does not command that station,’ Pereth replied, warily. ‘Issue warning scatter.’

			The deck rumbled beneath our feet, and more than twenty warships let loose their macrocannons, hurling a storm of ship-killing shells into the void. All were sent well wide of the mark, but the display was nonetheless impressive. 

			Phalanx continued to advance.

			‘It would be madness to engage,’ Ashariel maintained. His confidence sounded undented. ‘They know that. Hold position.’

			Pereth smiled grimly, and I knew what that smile meant. Phalanx was a First Founding installation, one that had served the Imperium for ten thousand years. Even if she could have destroyed it, it would be her name in the annals forever, and the Adeptus Astartes did not forget.

			‘You should look to your deployments also, my lord,’ was all she said.

			By then, the Imperial Fists were advancing on the ground, too. From our tactical lenses, I could see their forward squads moving beyond the line established in the negotiations. The augurs sited on the cathedral turrets even gave us visual feeds – Land Raiders and Rhino transports grinding their way up to the very edges of the claimed territory. They were moving in. Despite the wild disparity in numbers, they were surely intending to attack.

			‘Garadon has slipped his leash,’ Pereth muttered.

			‘A gambit,’ replied Ashariel, unmoved. ‘To apply pressure. They do not have the numbers to assault.’

			The Custodians were still holding back, but only just. It would take mere moments to bring them up alongside the Space Marines. 

			Did they really mean it? Could they possibly take that cathedral without absorbing ruinous losses? I doubted it. Ashariel’s forces were dug in, supported by heavy artillery and armour, backed up by the tanks and gunships of the Adeptus Astartes. Over it all hung the assault carrier Daedelos Krata, itself capable of sending punishing orbital batteries into any force unwary enough to assault in the open.

			Phalanx continued to advance.

			‘How long before we enter lance range?’ Pereth asked the gunnery master.

			‘Seven minutes, lord,’ came the reply.

			‘Hold firm,’ Ashariel warned her.

			‘Inform Haemotalion,’ she ordered, ignoring him. ‘Tell him they’re breaking formation.’

			My palms started to itch. 

			‘Hold firm,’ said Ashariel again.

			‘Prepare firing solution, main strike on Phalanx control crown,’ ordered Pereth, her voice hollow.

			Phalanx continued to advance.

			‘On my command…’ said Pereth.

			So rapt was I by the unfolding drama that I barely noticed Derrem. I felt then as if I were alone among the rest of them, a mere spectator within a court of heretics, destined to be there when the apocalypse was unleashed but powerless to prevent it. So when he spoke to me unbidden, the first time he had done so since our first encounter within the Palace, it made me jolt.

			‘Chancellor,’ he said, softly. ‘You went to great trouble to bring your communicator with you. I am surprised that you have yet to attempt to use it.’

			I stifled the urge to turn my head. A quick sidelong glance revealed that Captain Derrem was looking rather different. As if a switch had been flicked, his expression was now harder, and there was a light in his eyes that could only have been… eagerness.

			‘What do you mean?’ I whispered. No one was paying any attention to us.

			‘Do not be a fool,’ he said, still staring straight ahead at the realviewers. ‘We work for the same cause. You wished to play a part in this. Now you can. I will give you two words. Repeat them to your contact.’

			Every instinct told me to do just what he cautioned against – hesitate. I had been taken unawares, I suddenly had a thousand questions. I wished to ask Captain Derrem who he was, who he answered to, what in the name of the Throne was going on.

			But the timing was acute. He knew of the comm-bead. He must have known who had given it to me. The guns would soon open fire. There was no room for equivocation.

			I opened the link, and did as I was bid. I did not wait for a reply, nor did I embellish the communication with anything other than the two words he gave me. After I had sent the message, speaking as softly as I dared, I closed the link and turned back to Derrem.

			Only, Captain Derrem was no longer there. In truth, Derrem had never been there. Derrem was a fiction, a very good one, but a fiction nonetheless. All that remained, where he had just been standing, was a strand of silk on the deck at my feet, a mere twist of fabric that wavered in the currents from the air-cyclers.

			So I looked back up.

			And that is when it happened.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Valerian

			 
 

			My choice was made. In truth, there had never been an alternative. We were all playing our allotted roles by then – slotting into the positions that greater powers had made inevitable.

			Aleya maintains that it was her powers of persuasion that brought us both to the cathedral’s high altar. Of course I wished to aid her, that is true, and it would have been a test of loyalty to resist her injunctions, though it remains the case that, on balance, her arguments would not have been enough.

			But I was not just speaking to her. As I debated with Aleya in Thoughtmark, so I also spoke to Ravathain via our chamber’s closed vox-link. 

			‘The order remains the same,’ he warned me, as predictably as ever.

			‘The order was to safeguard the ceasefire,’ I replied. ‘We can do that just as well by moving closer.’

			‘Valoris made it clear–’

			‘I saw you fight, once, vexillus. I saw the fire in your soul then, so do not pretend to me that all you live for is the order.’ By then, I had had enough of this little game. Ravathain’s protestations had always been carefully placed within the bounds of courtesy, always pressed just far enough to avoid accusations of disloyalty, but I had seen through them a long time ago. ‘I checked the records. You were on Ferrum Raptoris when Valoris was. Just before his return, just before your assignment to the Argent Chamber, just before I took the honour from the primarch.’

			He gave no reply.

			‘I thought first that he had sent you to keep me in check, to test my resolve at every turn,’ I said. ‘But then, he must have known that resistance would only increase my determination to act. You were my foil, Ravathain. You have played the part well.’

			Still, he said nothing.

			‘He placed me here,’ I said. ‘And now I begin to realise that he has placed a great many others where they need to be, also. The acknowledged master of the Blood Games, and this is the greatest, perhaps, that he has ever devised.’

			It was at that moment that Aleya gave me her ultimatum.

			Are you with me, Valerian, or will you forever refuse to cross the threshold?

			I replied out loud, speaking to both her and Ravathain at the same time. The decision was mine, made without pressure from either of them, but in the final knowledge of what the Captain-General had always intended, not for Terra, but for me.

			‘We remain hidden,’ I said. ‘We evade combat, we do nothing more to force their hand. If we reach the central dome, we observe. That is all. When the moment comes for more, I shall determine it.’

			Aleya at least looked pleased, if surprised. Ravathain merely bowed, though I sense he was no less satisfied, deep down.

			And after that, we ran.

			As we went, I could see clearly from my armour sensors that Valoris’ forces had at last begun to move. Whether that was a genuine advance, or a feint designed to place pressure on the negotiations, it gave us a sliver of opportunity.

			We were already under time-pressure. Ravathain’s advanced sensors offered us an advantage, in that we would be able to track our enemies more effectively than they could track us, but even so evading them would be challenging. 

			We left the dead behind, and struck out for the heart of the complex. One of Aleya’s Sisters did not come with us, her wounds being too great to continue, and we did our best to conceal her. We could do nothing for Penjad – he was left where he had fallen.

			Soon Ravathain told us that additional signals were closing in. They seemed to be coming from all directions – up, down, back, forward. He guided us well, though, in those precious first few moments. We broke out from the inhabited chambers used by the priests and their staff, and entered ancillary corridors and maintenance zones usually only used by servitors. From there, we climbed rapidly, ascending through hidden ways and passages, going as surely as the vexillus’ superlative augur soundings allowed. The sounds of pursuit echoed after us all the time, welling up through the many shafts, though we outpaced them. The cathedral’s defenders did not know their surroundings yet, and went less surely than we were able to.

			For all that, we were never free of danger. We could hear it all around us – the low growl of armoured vehicles prowling the major chambers below, the constant clatter of running feet, the boom of gunships above the many roofs. Despite Ravathain’s best efforts, there were occasions where we were forced to break cover and dart out into the open, streaking across exposed parapets or dropping down into occupied chambers.

			We fought when we had to, though only in order to silence those who could have given our position away. In all cases, these were members of the Astra Militarum, and the fighting was quick and brutal. I had told Aleya that no protracted engagement was possible, but there was nothing for it but to keep going. Even if we had been pinned by multiple squads of Haemotalion’s Minotaurs, we would have had to stand our ground, to hope we could finish them before greater numbers caught up.

			By His grace, we evaded that chance. After a series of rapid ascents into the heights of the main cathedral structure, we soon found ourselves in the hidden voids between those enormous stone walls. The interior of the dust-clogged spaces were riddled with scaffolds and metal clamber-spaces. Much of it had been damaged in the bombardment, but such was the cathedral’s essential solidity that we were still able to drag our way up through the tangle of spars and handholds.

			‘The main altar lies ahead,’ Ravathain voxed, as we climbed steadily towards the inner stone face.

			By then our pursuers were getting close. I detected multiple Astartes loc-readings, hard on our heels and growing in number. They were clumsier than we were, smashing much of the scaffolding on their way up, but they kept coming nonetheless, making up for their lack of subtlety with a brute determination to catch us. If I looked down, peering hard into the gloom, I could even see the faint glimmer of lumen-beams catching on armour.

			The interior walls were curving slightly by then, showing that we had entered the underpinnings of the great dome itself. Night had fallen, and so even though the upper vaults had been ruptured by munitions we were still very much in the dark.

			‘Bring us in,’ I voxed to Ravathain. ‘Any route, now.’

			We located an access capillary, worming its way deeper inside, something that only maintenance crawlers would normally have travelled down. It was barely wide enough to take us, and as it angled steeply downwards I felt the tonnes and tonnes of stonework press down against my compressed shoulder-guards. My breathing became shallower, and I crawled with some difficulty, my auramite catching and scraping.

			We finally emerged into a narrow platform set within the lower circuit of the dome’s supporting drum. The sound of multitudes echoed up from below, making the masonry resonate. Ahead of us was a rusty access portal, large enough to let us through, but only just. The noises of pursuit grew in intensity. Dozens had followed us up, it seemed, and more would surely be following.

			I hesitated. It was impossible to tell just what was on the far side of the portal, given the press of overlapping signals that flooded our sensors. Once through, we would be fully exposed, isolated against the inner sweep of the circular balustrades and set against a force that we knew numbered in the thousands. I considered holding back then, attempting to fight off the first wave of pursuers that had come to reel us in, in the hope of finding a better location for the observation I believed we had been sent to perform.

			My comm-link activated for a second time. This time the ident was less familiar – it took me a moment to even recall to whom I had given it. Anna-Murza Jek’s voice was little more than a whisper, though I made out her message clearly enough.

			Extract Fadix.

			And then, finally, I understood.

			‘Break it,’ I commanded, activating my spear’s bolter.

			We blasted the hatch aside, then piled through the smouldering aperture. As I had suspected, we immediately found ourselves on a service balcony perched high up against the cathedral’s inner dome-supporting drum. Far below, the distant floor swarmed with soldiers. Armoured walkers prowled up the aisles, gun-stations swivelled atop column finials, and squads of Minotaurs occupied what had once been pulpits. Directly under the summit of the immense cupola was the main altar platform, atop which all those we had come for were gathered. They were protected by hundreds of guards, and watched over by hovering gun-skulls, and surrounded by detector-columns, hololith banks and blast-panels.

			As soon as we emerged we were detected, and alarms blared throughout the vast space below. A thousand gun barrels swivelled our way, just as the crunch of boots sounded from the open portal.

			We prepared to leap, to throw ourselves clear of the balcony and crash to the tier below, but we were not the quickest of those gathered there.

			I did not detect it straightaway – they were too good for that – but I did register something. Minute disturbances, an unveiling in eight disparate locations, cloaks being cast back and longer barrels emerging.

			And that is when it happened.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Jek

			 
 

			It was some comfort to know that we had been right about the numbers. 

			There were indeed twelve of them, though only four were on the bridge of the Excelsis Cruor. Naturally enough, I had had no inkling of their presence. They were all of the Callidus Temple, the shape-shifters. I cannot imagine what lengths they had gone to in order to ensure that they were all in the right place, at the right time – it must have been the work of months.

			Perhaps I should have been sceptical from the very beginning. Derrem had always been a strange choice for my escort at the Palace, though one that made perfect sense once I was in custody. He was one of many captains in Ashariel’s security detail – not so conspicuous as the high-ranking officers there, but senior enough to have access to the right codes and chambers. His unimpressiveness had been so complete, so convincing, that I should have asked myself more often how such a man had ever made it so far up the hierarchy.

			Now he was gone, erased as completely as any soul could be erased. In his place was a devil-form, a killer clad in black, a shadow that leapt from pillar to pillar like wildfire. I had no idea whether the thing that had emerged was a man or a woman – perhaps such distinctions made little sense for them. Indeed, I could barely perceive what they did at all, they moved so fast. One moment, Pereth and Ashariel were conversing, their eyes fixed on the realviewers and the oncoming Phalanx. The next they were prone, blasted with multiple neural shredders, their hands clutching at empty air before going rigid.

			Even the Minotaurs were caught unprepared. The human crew were completely flat-footed. For precious seconds, no one seemed to realise just what had happened. They all stared at the two corpses in their midst, watching the blood run from empty eye sockets, stunned into paralysis. I was much the same, if I am honest – it had all unfolded so fast.

			And then came the reaction. The Space Marines tore after the Assassins, peppering the high galleries with bolter fire. Cogitators were smashed, sensor stations upended. Navy troops and Ashariel’s security detail followed suit, aiming at anything they could see, or thought they saw.

			I threw myself to the deck, feeling hard rounds whistle overhead. Screaming broke out, and I felt the vibrations of the Minotaurs’ bootfalls as they charged after the killers. I tried to think, to work out what I should do next.

			Clearly, I had been brought here for a reason. I had initially thought it was Pereth’s doing, in order to keep me in place during the transfer of Councils, but now I felt sure that Derrem had engineered it, at least in part. After all, he had recognised the Custodian comm-bead and let it pass. That could not have been an accident – he had wanted me here as more than a spectator.

			All around me, the bridge dissolved into shouting, hollering confusion. Guns were discharged, not just at the shadows above us, but also to restore order. Pereth had been the commander of the ship, and now a void had opened up at the summit. It would not last – rank would assert itself soon, and in a moment the battleship would be brought back into commission.

			I looked up. Phalanx was now within lance range. Its gunwales were open, its thrusters were burning sun-red, but still it had not opened fire.

			I remembered the way its arrival had been heralded, then – not for its fixed weaponry, but for what it carried.

			I looked down. The silk ribbon had been tied to a deck-panel, one that was already half-unlocked. I seized it, pulling it from its clasps. In the tight space beneath was a needler, a wicked-looking thing, fully loaded. I grabbed it, got up again and raced over to the nearest command station. The officer manning it had only just risen from where he had been sheltering. I jabbed the needler’s muzzle hard into his neck.

			‘Shields down,’ I hissed at him.

			He blanched, clearly panicked. I watched where his eyes flickered, and saw the sequence needed.

			‘I do not wish to kill you,’ I told him, ‘but either you do this alive, or I will do it myself once you are dead.’

			He was not a hero. He punched in the commands, and the void shields dropped.

			Moments later, and the crackle of teleporters fizzed across the command bridge. Ten columns of warpfire slammed down, exploding as they impacted on the decks. Ten warriors in the livery of the Imperial Fists lumbered out of the cold flames, each clad in the heavy Terminator plate. Six of them immediately raced after the Minotaurs, moving surprisingly fast for such behemoths. The rest moved swiftly to seize the command throne dais, something that did not take long given the general confusion that still reigned about us.

			Their commander, once he had control, sought me out. He must have been looking for me, I guess. He stomped in close, his great fists crackling with energy. When he spoke, his voice was echoing and distorted, locked deep within an immense mask of ceramite.

			‘Chancellor?’ he asked.

			I stood up. ‘Cancellarius Senatorum Imperialis,’ I said. ‘Anna-Murza Jek, at your service. Welcome aboard, captain.’

			Garadon bowed. Despite the difficulty of ascertaining anything of the man buried within all that armour, I think he was amused.

			‘I am glad you are preserved,’ he snarled through his vox-guard. ‘Please remain here while we secure the ship. There may be some violence before all is done.’

			I thought of all those who had already been killed. I thought of the lies, and the treachery, and the brazen contempt shown by the Minotaurs.

			‘Throne be praised,’ I told him, genuinely enough. ‘It has been a long time coming.’
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			The Assassins were all of the Vindicare Temple. There were eight of them, each one placed in perfect vantages. No other snipers could have been concealed so perfectly up in the high galleries, nor would they have possessed the specialised weaponry to pierce the void coverage that protected their subjects. I recognised the hard bang of shield-breaker rounds first, followed by the whine of turbo-penetrators. Amid a shower of exploding plasma and electrics, three of the High Lords on the podium were felled, their armour-plate punctured by multiple hits. Haemotalion went down first, followed almost instantly by Slyst and Drachmar, their bodies lost behind thick puffs of blood.

			By then we were falling, dropping like stones from the balcony. The distance was great, but I trusted my armour to protect me. By the time we landed – six Custodians and four Sisters – the entire place was in uproar.

			We still had to get to the altar platform, a high podium crowned with an imposing gilt ceremonial offertory on which the surviving Hexarchy entourage now cowered. It was over two hundred metres distant from where we had come down. Between us stood hundreds of troops, most of whom were trying to draw a bead on the elusive snipers up in the heights. The volume of bolter fire was tremendous – a chorus that brought damaged stonework crashing to earth in heavy clumps. Klaxons wailed, and I heard the revving of motors as vehicles stationed in the aisles hurriedly pulled back towards the altar complex.

			Aleya had thudded to earth beside me, crouching low as her armour absorbed the shock. Now she whipped out her greatblade and leapt back to her feet. Gnosis blazed in my grip, its killing edge crackling with energy.

			Grand Master Fadix was still on that podium, surrounded by the corpses of his peers and a panicking set of officials, and there was nowhere for him to run. I doubted that many of the cathedral’s guardians had even noticed his survival, given how many had turned to hunt down the snipers, but that blindness would not last. Even now, the baleful gaze of the Minotaurs was turning away from the galleries, up to the podium, and over towards us.

			We ran, forming a spear tip that swiftly punched its way through the crowds of soldiers. My blade scythed loosely, sweeping around in wide arcs that accounted for multiple kills every circuit. Gnosis’ bolter-unit sang, pumping out rounds that blasted fixed-gun points and pulverised armoured walkers. If any defenders got through that barrage, the Sisters’ greatswords flickered in close, hacking down through carapace plate. We slew rapidly. Soon each one of us was swathed in the blood of our enemies, burning a straight path towards the high altar.

			Not all opponents were so easily accounted for. As I crunched aside a reeling soldier in Arraigner colours, the drifting cordite ahead revealed a greater foe – one of the many Minotaurs stationed out in the nave, now barging through the throngs to intercept us.

			This was one of the new ones – a Primaris, greater in stature and speed than any of his cousins, the great legacy of the primarch to his new Imperium. Ever since encountering the first of these, back during our campaign against the Splintered, I had speculated on what it might be like to fight one of them. Even amid all that was taking place, despite the necessity for speed, and the clamour, and the storm of flying shells, I felt a spike of anticipation run through my body.

			He carried a bolt pistol, though it was of a larger marque than I had witnessed before, as well as a power sword. He fired a brace of shots at me, all perfectly aimed on the run, and I used my whirling blade to cut them from the air in a welter of mass-reactive explosions.

			The distance between us vanished, and we smashed in close, my spear slamming down against his parried blade. For a split second we both thrust against one another, pouring on power, and I detected the morsel of greater strength there – an edge of resilience that his older counterparts did not quite possess.

			Then we split apart, hacking at one another, our blades clashing and ringing like hammers on an anvil. He punched out with his bolter-fist, ramming the weapon-butt into my throat. I fell back, hauling Gnosis’ heel into his knee-guard, making him stagger. He thrust forward with his snarling power sword, going for my chest. I clattered the edge away, adjusting for the feint, then swung my spear straight down at his helm.

			He was fast. He was powerful. On another day I might have savoured the contest a little more, aiming to discover more of this new breed of warrior, teasing out every scrap of knowledge in order to bring my own capability closer to perfection.

			But there was no time. My brothers were grappling with their own opponents, and we were still not where we needed to be. I shifted my centre of gravity, kicking his bolter aside and following through and down from the momentum. Before he could slice down at my shoulder I had swivelled Gnosis around and thrust it upwards, two-handed, into his oncoming stomach. I wrenched the blade clear, spraying flecks of bloody armour with it, then rammed the bolter-unit into his vox-grille. I depressed the trigger and watched his helm explode into a cloud of burning fragments.

			Not so very different, I concluded, leaping clear of the toppling corpse and ploughing onwards.

			Even in the absence of the daemonkind against which they excelled, Aleya’s fighters complemented us well. Our power melded with their speed, creating a gestalt formation of blade and bolt that bludgeoned and sliced its way up to the podium’s edge. We vaulted up the stairs and I finally glimpsed Fadix through the smoke and flying debris, kneeling hard up against the golden pillars, his head covered by his hands. We raced towards him, fanning out, forming a living barrier against the rain of hard-round projectiles that filled the air. Ravathain activated the vexilla’s aegis shield, and the swarm of incoming ­ballistics smacked against it.

			I dropped to one knee, grabbed the High Lord by the shoulder and pulled him down against the podium’s marble floor. He was shaken, but not greatly. Indeed, he looked almost exhilarated.

			‘Stay down,’ I told him.

			‘My thanks,’ Fadix said, sheltering under the shadow of my armour. ‘Your master is as good as his word, I see.’

			I had nothing to say to him in return. The broad shape of the situation was now clear to me – those had been Fadix’s assassins, used to eliminate the renegade High Lords on his signal. Such an outcome could not have arisen without careful preparation, so Valoris must have been aware of his allegiance from the very start. I had been put in place to ensure that he did not die, just a small piece of a very large machine.

			I looked up sharply, assessing what to do next. Aleya was at my side, her armour caked in blood, her greatblade greasy with it. My brothers continued to fire into the crowd, thinning any who got close, picking their targets with impeccable precision, but the las-beams were now flying at us, scorching the stone and burning against the vexilla’s shield.

			Now to get out, she signed to me, with what I interpreted to be a grim kind of amusement.

			That would be easier said than done. We had made it to the centre point under the high ruined dome, a position with precious little cover and far from any exits. We were now surrounded by the entirety of the Hexarchy’s army, which had recovered from its shock and was now fully alert to our incursion. Already hundreds were coming for us, racing down the aisles to take aim, and I knew that thousands would follow them. 

			We formed a semicircle around Fadix, knowing that even auramite would only last so long once the volume of hits picked up and Ravathain’s shield failed. Valoris’ forces were, as far as I could tell, still a long way off. To fight our way clear, and somehow keep the High Lord alive, looked impossible, though we would have to find a way. I calculated the odds, assessed distances, and prepared to give the order to move out.

			But then, just then, the multitudes suddenly fell back. The lasguns and bolters fell silent. The foremost ranks of Erthguard and Arraigners stowed their weapons and retreated from the podium’s approaches, dragging their wounded with them. The last echoes of the combat slowly clanged out, resounding down the long naves like the dying peals of a bell.

			We ceased fire in return, our backs pressed to the bullet-blown altar. Around us, those officials who had survived the firestorm whimpered or tried to crawl away. The curtains of dust gradually drifted clear, revealing the gouged stonework and dented gilding.

			Here they come, signed Aleya, knowing full well that this was no lasting respite. 

			The ranks of Militarum troops parted, and the Minotaurs made their way to the forefront. There were thirty of them, with no doubt more making their way from positions further down the long aisles. They carried themselves like executioners, stalking deliberately, bolters trained on us, power weapons crackling.

			Once they were in position, just a few metres from the first steps up to the podium, they, too, halted. They formed up in two lines, spread out before us, leaving a gap between to allow their master to emerge.

			Moloc wore his Tartaros armour, as ever, the bronze of it near-black, its ornate surface engraved with runes and esoteric patterns. His footfalls were purposively heavy, sending spiderwebs of cracks across the damaged stone. He carried a power spear of a similar pattern to ours, though it was darker and older than any I had borne. His red cloak hung like molten lead across his angular shoulders, and he carried a circular shield with symbols engraved on it that I could not decipher.

			I watched him approach, trying to ascertain some weakness, some flaw that I could use against him. I detected nothing. He may as well have been an automaton, a battle-creation forged in some dark and forgotten laboratory and sent into the world of the living. Who could have halted such a monster? Valoris, in all probability. Guilliman, without a doubt. Beyond that, and as for myself, I felt no certainty. I had no idea who he answered to, now that Haemotalion was dead. Was he acting on some standing command? For himself?

			I took a step forward, moving between Moloc and Fadix, angling the tip of my spear towards the oncoming Chapter Master.

			‘No further,’ I commanded, gripping the stave tight with both hands.

			Moloc always wore his mask. I had never seen him without it. I picked up nothing behind that metallic visage, nothing at all, except maybe that furnace-aura of aggression he always projected, smouldering deep within the rune-guarded heart of ceramite and sinew.

			He kept coming. He carried his spear formally, as if it were some kind of sacrificial totem, a curse-warded instrument for the ritual killing of beasts. The lenses in his archaic helm were black, and to look into them felt like looking into the void itself. There was a swagger in his every movement, a rolling, baleful demonstration of pure contempt.

			‘No further,’ I warned again, tensing to strike. The moment he took a step on to the podium stairs, I would move.

			To this day, I do not know what would have happened if he had done so. I suffer neither from doubt nor from pride, and so can only speculate from the evidence I had before me. Perhaps I would have found a way. I had felled some of the greatest warriors of the enemy in my time, including many who most certainly had possessed the power to best me.

			But, with Moloc, I cannot be sure.

			We were only prevented from coming together in combat by the sudden spit and crackle of a single teleport column streaking down from the cathedral’s ruined heights. The ether-vortex locked on to Ravathain’s loc-signal, crashing into the nave’s tortured floor, splashing against the flags of the podium and boiling away. As I felt the rush of sudden cold, and saw the white-silver energy reflect in Moloc’s burnished plate, I thought for a moment that Valoris had come, or perhaps Garadon, bringing with them the reinforcements we needed to fight our way out.

			I was to be disappointed. Instead, a single figure emerged from the guttering warp-flame to stand by my side. It was a woman, clad in protective gear for the ether-translation but otherwise unarmed. I knew her only by sight – Violeta Roskavler, one of the two who had claimed ownership of the title Master of the Administratum. Except that her rival was now dead, extinguished by an assassin’s bullet, removing all possible doubt as to her legitimacy.

			She said nothing to me. She said nothing to anyone else. In front of all those thousands of fighters, in front of all the assembled Space Marines, any one of which could have ended her with a single shot, she walked steadily down the steps. She came up to Moloc, looking less than a child before his colossal frame. I saw her hold up the icon of her office – the sigil of beaten iron borne by its holders since the dawn of the Imperial Age – but otherwise make no gesture.

			Moloc let her approach. He waited for her, as if suddenly subject to some hex or enchantment, his mighty limbs bound by unseen forces. When she lifted herself to speak into his ear, he bent down to allow her, so that the words passed between them unheard by any other soul in that place.

			Having spoken, Roskavler then withdrew from him, walking back up the steps to join us again. Moloc straightened. He looked at me, and then at Fadix. Silence reigned across the entire cavernous space, unbroken and complete.

			Then, slowly, he turned away. He trudged back the way he had come, his cloak flicking around his ankles, and his warriors followed him.

			I watched them all go. The whole time, I never loosened the grip on my spear.

			Roskavler regarded Fadix. Her expression was cold.

			‘Alive, then,’ she said.

			Fadix clambered to his feet, and smiled at her. ‘Evidently. Be welcome, Master.’

			She didn’t reply, but turned instead to me. All stood around her then – Aleya, my brothers, the Sisters of Silence, every one towering over her baseline human form.

			‘This is over now, Custodian,’ she said. ‘A shameful episode, best forgotten, though you have my thanks for your part in it.’

			For a moment, I was at a loss. It is an uncomfortable feeling, to be shown up as having had so little purchase on events, and to have been outmanoeuvred at the moment of crisis, and by mortals at that.

			So in the end, I did the only thing I could have done.

			‘By your command,’ I said, bowing. ‘High Lord.’
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			They had to have shown themselves. That had been the objective, the purpose of all the delays and negotiations – they had to have gathered in one place, to have made their public declarations, to have exposed themselves as traitors, and then the move could be made.

			As I reflected on that, on the journey back to the Palace, I found myself admiring the patience shown to achieve it. It would not have been enough to quietly extinguish them, even if that had been possible. Their demise had to be put on a pedestal, shouted from the spire-tops, couched in the prosecution of the law, a warning to any who might be tempted to follow in their footsteps.

			It had also been commendably ruthless. This may have been the new Imperium, but it had inherited all the pathologies of the old. As a side benefit, the heretics had been most visibly and completely destroyed, something that had a value all of its own to the new Council, freshly shorn of its traitorous members.

			All very neat. All very cynical.

			I had been deprived of my own vengeance, of course. In the immediate aftermath, when it became clear just what had taken place, I was angry about that. Slyst had died without ever knowing who had pulled the trigger. My dreams of standing over him, seeing him writhe in the full glare of my abominable existence before I ended his life, would never be fulfilled.

			It had always been a slim hope. Given all that had taken place, we may never have even reached the altar. If we had done, I doubt that we would have been able to get to him before being overwhelmed by its defenders. The Assassins, who must have been infiltrated within the enemy’s forces in their cameleo-gear for many days or weeks, were far better placed. I do not know if any of them made it out alive. I suspect at least some of them did, taken back to their secret facilities before being prepped for their next assignment.

			So we never achieved full certainty over the attack on the Citadel. We never understood precisely why they had done it, given the risks and the attention it drew towards them. I remain convinced that the old Ecclesiarch was behind it, and that it had formed part of the great pattern of destruction they had unleashed, intended to demonstrate that the Reform Council could not keep the peace. More than that, though, I suspect that Slyst acted precipitously, unable to contain his hatred for an institution that he loathed more than any other. Perhaps it had never even been sanctioned by Haemotalion. If so, and by giving in to that irrational hate, Slyst had hastened his own downfall, then that was revenge of a sort, and the best, I suppose, that we were ever going to get.

			Once the fractured Council was made whole again, the impetus behind the rebellion fell apart. Moloc’s withdrawal took away their most potent weapons, and the commanders of the Militarum regiments had only ever been following orders. Ashariel’s death robbed them of those, and so it did not take long for the general surrender of arms to be arranged. I imagined that there would be executions for those at the top – an insurrection against authority could never go unpunished – but there was little appetite for more thoroughgoing retribution. New commissars would be assigned, new generals appointed, and then the troopers, still no doubt largely ignorant of the true reason they had been fighting, would be dispatched off to a more conventional warzone to fulfil their debt of service to the Throne.

			Valoris never entered the cathedral. Aside from Valerian’s chamber, none of his kind did. The surrender was overseen by Imperial Fists, with support from the Palatine Sentinels. Garadon’s usurpation of the fleet in orbit was also extensively trailed in the propaganda reels that came out soon afterwards. Anyone who had not been there would have assumed that the sons of Dorn had been more or less single-handedly behind the entire operation.

			I do not know what happened to the Minotaurs. Reports of the Daedelos Krata ceased abruptly soon after our return to the Palace, though whether that means the Chapter had been ordered elsewhere, or had simply reverted to their secretive type, remains unclear.

			I intended to return to the Citadel as soon as I could. I was not so foolish as to think that the danger to us was over with Slyst’s death, and wished to inculcate a new culture of vigilance among our kind. The Revenant Blades would remain intact, and I intended to petition Asurma for the formation of similar cadres, tasked with the preservation of the Sisterhood against threats both internal and external to the Imperium. That would be my purpose now, Throne willing.

			Before leaving, though, I spoke to Valerian again. His motives for accompanying me had been, I knew well enough, entangled with his own orders, but he had been with us, nevertheless. Fighting alongside one another had become a habit I had learned not to find disagreeable. He spoke less when occupied with that great spear of his, which improved matters.

			So we met again on the eve of my departure for Luna. We stood at one of his tower’s many summits, exposed to the elements, the hot winds pulling at our cloaks. It was night, and the growing scatter of lights spread out across the eternal city. More of them had been lit than before. As the days passed, power would be restored to even greater areas, and the vice of unrivalled control would creep once more across the entire globe.

			And what, now, for you? I asked him.

			I do not know, yet, he replied. I have been summoned by Valoris. Perhaps I will find out then.

			Censure? Or accolade?

			Unclear.

			He still wore his laurel wreath, though it looked more incongruous than ever. The Regent was far away. In time, the last marks of Ultramar would be erased from this most enduringly corrupt of worlds. Valerian would be left, perhaps, as the only record of that short-lived time, when the primarch had walked among us again, showing us a glimpse of how things might have been ordered if we had been citizens of Macragge or Iax.

			By then, I had discovered how Valerian had been able to locate me. I still carried his misericordia with me, and I sensed that, now all was done, he would quite like it back.

			I took it out, and turned its golden blade in the light of the city’s glittering lumens.

			I wished to use this to slit a man’s throat, I signed. I failed, and so it thirsts still. I shall keep it, I think, until I find a subject worthy of its attention.

			Valerian smiled at that. Perhaps he felt some residual sense of guilt for having used it to track me. Or perhaps he liked the idea of a weapon having its own destiny.

			That means, of course, that our paths will cross again, he said. 

			I nodded.

			I think you may be right, I signed.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Jek

			 
 

			There were no traces, after the event. I looked for them, scouring records, analysing transcripts, interrogating menials. I could discover nothing linking Valoris to Fadix. If they had ever spoken in person, it had been done in perfect secrecy.

			And so, as far as the rest of the Imperium was concerned, the Hexarchy had been an aberration spawned within the Council, and it had been ended by others within the Council. No one would ever know any different, and those few who understood that the Captain-General had orchestrated the entire solution would never speak of it. The reputation of the Adeptus Custodes would remain intact, unsullied by association with temporal politics, but they had got what they wanted, just as they always did.

			I would have wished, more than anything, to have spoken to Valoris about that. I would have wished to ask him everything – when they knew Haemotalion would move against them, when they made the decision to place the Grand Master at the heart of the operation, how much Roskavler had known. I knew I would never gain answers to those questions. No doubt my duties would lead me to call on the Captain-General at some stage, for as long as he remained on Terra fulfilling his duties as a High Lord, but he would never divulge anything of that to me. From Valerian’s conduct during the crisis, I guessed that even fellow members of the Ten Thousand had been largely in the dark.

			The Minotaurs remained an enigma. I was more sure than I had ever been that Haemotalion had ordered their recall while still Master of the Administratum, and clearly they had answered his command. Perhaps he had some unique hold over them, or perhaps they were bound to respond to the will of any member of the Council who dared to summon them. Roskavler, as his replacement, had clearly had some purchase on them too, though of what precise nature, and where it came from, I remained uncertain. Perhaps I would discover the relationship, in time. Or perhaps this was a secret the High Lords would keep to themselves.

			By the time I returned to my chambers and saw Mordecai again, I felt more exhausted than I had ever been. I could not remember the last time I had slept.

			‘So, things are resolved,’ he said, not looking overly pleased about it.

			I could take little pleasure in it myself. To the extent I had contributed anything, I had been a dupe. I had worked with Pereth when I should have worked with Roskavler. I had discovered Fadix’s betrayal ahead of time, just as I had been intended to do, but had not uncovered its true nature.

			Then again, Tieron had been no better. Neither had anyone else. We had all been played, and by one who we had never suspected as having a stake in the outcome.

			I had to hope that things would be better, now. The promise of a new dawn, the one given us by the primarch, had not been snuffed out. If it took lies and violence to sustain it, then that was the galaxy we lived in.

			A little while after that, when the dust had settled over the ruins of the Minotaurs’ predations, I started to work again in earnest, to pick up the threads that I had been forced to let slip. We had evaded one disaster, but knew that others would come swiftly. We were still at war, still bleeding for a crusade against an unimaginable enemy, and so it remained imperative that the Council began to act, now – to do as it should have done from the start, and speak with a single voice. I had already received reports of a major battle taking place at a space port located in the planetary east, one that told me our troubles with insurrection were likely to continue for some time yet.

			I hadn’t taken much down with me from the Excelsis Cruor, but I did retain the scrap of silk Derrem had given me. Once in the Palace again, I sent it, with my compliments, to Fadix’s offices. I heard nothing back for some time, but in the end, as I had half hoped for, half dreaded, he came to find me.

			I was walking, alone, in the statue-garden of my apartments. Those rooms were where I went from time to time to enjoy some quiet contemplation. They were dark chambers, with no outside windows, softly lit to display the ranks of ouslite sculptures collected from mill­ennia of human history. The place was quite, quite secure, guarded by layers of intruder-detection devices and automated electro-spikes.

			I walked out of the shadow of a life-size image of Alicia Dominica and saw him there, leaning against another statue, dressed in his familiar black fitted suit. He was playing with the silk ribbon, pulling it between his fingers.

			I could not help but start, finding him there. I remembered how he had been at those conferences, and what his reputation said of him. I froze, and wondered if I had time to summon the guards.

			‘You need not worry, chancellor,’ he said, speaking in that smooth-toned voice that both repelled and attracted. ‘I believe you wished to see me.’

			‘Out of interest, rather than duty,’ I said.

			He smiled mirthlessly. ‘Very good.’

			I forced myself to relax. This was my place. Fadix had a gift for theatrics, but one could not let oneself be daunted by it.

			‘I believed you were a traitor,’ I told him, wishing to have things plainly understood between us.

			‘People believe many things of me. I do not take it personally.’

			‘It was an easy thing to think. You were of the Static Tendency. You hated everything the primarch stands for.’

			‘All true.’

			‘Is it still?’

			He shrugged. ‘The Imperium is the expression of His will. The expression of His will is perfection. No reform of perfection is possible. Therefore, no reform of the Imperium is possible.’

			Those were the principles of the Static philosophy, the crystallisation of all they believed.

			‘Then,’ I ventured, cautiously now, ‘why?’

			Fadix held the silk up in front of his face, and watched it twist. ‘Because I believe in the law. Because Irthu was old, and had had his time. And because, for all its faults, Indomitus is necessary.’

			‘But that is not all, is it?’

			He smiled at me again from the darkness– a chilling gesture. ‘Listen to me, chancellor. Right now, shaken by all that has taken place, we speak of the primarch as if he were some new Emperor, come to sweep all our history away and replace it with his bright new species of enlightenment. We think of him as the great redeemer, the restorer of lost greatness. And so the conflict begins, the weary fights between those who think any of that matters.’ His smile faded away. ‘But Guilliman, let me assure you, is unimportant. He can make as many speeches as he likes. He can make as many reforms as he wishes to. It will all be absorbed. It will all be smothered. He has stamina, more than most, but even he will tire. The Imperium is the only enemy he can never hope to best, for it is older and vaster than any of us. I give him ten years. Ten years, before he forgets that he was ever part of another world, and chains his future to this one.’

			I listened warily. I didn’t like it, but I listened.

			‘And when he next comes to Terra, if he ever does again, you will see the change. You will hear no more about what he believed during his first lifetime, and plenty of what he has learned in this one. If he lives, if he dies, it makes no difference. Stasis will be the case, whether or not it ought to be. The Imperium will endure. That is the only truth, and the only outcome.’ He shot me a wry look. ‘Imperium Eterna.’

			‘You have a jaundiced soul, my lord,’ I said.

			‘Undoubtedly.’

			‘I met him myself. You are wrong about him.’

			‘We shall see.’

			‘So it all means nothing to you?’ I asked, part-intrigued, part-irritated. ‘All of this struggle to improve, to better the structures we find ourselves in?’

			‘It means everything. If we ever cease, we die. The fact that we cannot succeed is irrelevant.’

			As I looked at him then, at his pale skin, his hollow eyes, I felt that I was staring right into a part of all our souls, a mirror image of what ten thousand years of war had made us. I could not decide then whether Fadix represented some immortal failure, or whether he was simply honest about that which the rest of us could never admit.

			‘The reforms will continue,’ I said. ‘I shall see to that.’

			Fadix did not reply.

			‘The corruption of the Council will be ended,’ I said. ‘Our institutions will be made strong again.’

			The room seemed to have become darker as we had spoken, or perhaps cloudier. I blinked, trying to clear my vision.

			‘He can restore us.’

			I blinked again, and realised that I was speaking to nobody. The statue Fadix had been leaning on glared back at me, its stone eyes as empty as his had been.

			I looked around. The chamber was empty.

			He had left the silk ribbon, wrapped around a stone finger. I stared at it for a moment, then pulled it free. I screwed it up in my palm, let it drop, then trod it into the floor under my boot.

			‘He will restore us.’

			Then I turned and left the chamber, leaving the shadows, the silence and the stone faces behind me.
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			I did not feel that I was owed an explanation. My task had been to follow the orders I had been given. I did not expect to be given more information than was necessary, and understood that many things were, by necessity, concealed even amongst ourselves.

			So I went to see Valoris. By the time I found him, he was back in the same chamber where I had met him before, surrounded by the same stacks of parchment and the same flickering candles. At no time in any of this had I seen him fight. The most powerful warrior on the entire planet had never lifted his hand in anger, not once. Given his reputation, what we all knew he could do if he willed it, that was quite remarkable.

			‘Shield-captain,’ he said, as I entered.

			I bowed. ‘Captain-General.’

			He turned in his seat, placed his hands together, and regarded me for a moment. ‘Do you feel ill-used, Valerian?’ he asked.

			‘Not at all.’

			‘But you have questions.’

			I hesitated before replying. ‘I believe I understand the necessity of it.’

			Valoris nodded. ‘Deniability. At every stage. The fewer souls that knew, the better.’

			‘But you could not have been sure of everything. The attack on the Somnus Citadel was unforeseen. I might not have acted in the way you predicted, inside the cathedral.’

			‘Credit me with some understanding of your nature,’ he said. ‘And, of course, you understand that there were contingencies, should you have failed to meet expectations. The outcome was never placed in significant doubt.’

			Having seen the denouement unfold at close quarters, I could believe that. It had been a lesson, certainly – one of the eternal series of such castigations we might expect to face over a lifetime of service – and a reminder that Valoris was no longer exclusively our master, but also a High Lord himself.

			I could have asked him, I suppose, whether I had always been intended to safeguard the Grand Master, or whether the chance had only arisen after I had been sent in to hold Aleya back. I could have asked him how much Ravathain had known of our intended role. I could have asked whether Phalanx would ever truly have opened fire, and if he would have dared an assault on the cathedral had the Assassins missed their aim.

			I asked none of those things. They were inessential now, and I doubted that Valoris would feel obliged to tell me the truth of them in any case. Instead, I took the chance for honesty, knowing that I had little left to lose.

			‘You told me of our necessary purity,’ I told him, looking him in the eye as I spoke. ‘You told me our mark could never be on any political change. I understand that. But it may not always be enough. When the enemy comes, when our walls are besieged again, we will not be able to work through others. We will be asked – what can you do? – and we must have answers. I believe that is what the primarch intended us to consider. He knew us of old. He may yet know us in the current age – better than we know ourselves.’

			Valoris looked at me carefully. ‘Then you remain restless,’ he said.

			It was true. It had been true since the Heartspite. ‘I have not demonstrated my worth on Terra,’ I said. ‘Perhaps I would do better with Indomitus.’

			‘I am afraid that ship has sailed,’ said Valoris, reaching for one of his many parchment battle reports. ‘But your acumen during this crisis was not quite at fault, as you suppose. I read all your reports carefully. You were far-sighted about at least one element – the Lachrymosa.’

			I took the parchment, and scanned its contents. 

			‘She was the greater threat, of all of them,’ Valoris said. ‘Hiding her strength, letting the other cults absorb our punishment. The Convolute understood the truth of it, only too late. By the time the Minotaurs were unleashed on them all, she was not under the Master of Dreams’ command. She had gathered her forces, and struck east.’

			I read the accounts – a space port attacked, even while our attention had been focused on the cathedral. They had seized ships, and broken into orbit. After that, under the noses of the distracted Naval blockade, they had run for the void.

			‘Just one seed, from the bad fruit that we inherited here,’ Valoris said. ‘But left alone, it will germinate again. The galaxy is a more dangerous place than it has ever been. She cannot be left alone.’

			I gave back the parchment.

			‘Then I am to hunt her.’

			‘You have been hunting her since this began, I think.’

			I could already see the attraction of it. I would be away from here, tracking across the void that I had always imagined fighting in. She could grow powerful, that one. Perhaps she already had.

			‘And when she is ended?’ I asked.

			Valoris turned back to his papers.

			‘Who knows? You may be far away by then,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you will even encounter the primarch again. If your paths cross, be sure to give him my regards.’

			He did not look up again.

			‘You may tell him, in that case, that all is well on Terra,’ he said. ‘You may tell him that all unfolds according to his designs.’
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			Niir Khazad was alive.

			It had been borderline, for a while. Erunion, Courvain’s chirurgeon-philosophical, had worked patient hours over her, adjusting the vials and the sutures, snagging and twisting the flesh, until she was finally stabilised and her heart was beating and her lungs were pulling in air. When she awoke at last, it was his skinny face that she saw first, peering over half-moon spectacles as if scrutinising a disappointing lab specimen.

			‘You’re tough,’ he admitted.

			She knew that. Being born and raised on a death world had given her no alternative. During her long career, she’d suffered frequent and significant physical trauma and had always pulled through. On the mag-anchor platforms in low orbit over Dramde XI she’d taken a bolt-round through her shoulder that had pulled a fist-sized chunk of flesh with it. That should have killed her, as should the poison-laced spike in her stomach under the hive-slums of Hydra Demetrius. Back then, though, she had been able to draw on the services of Inquisitor Hovash Phaelias. Her old master had been a thorough man, with a well-supplied armoury and well-maintained apothecarion, and so her medical care, when needed, had been exemplary. Now, through a fog of pain suppressors, she barely knew where she was, let alone how reliable her treatment had been. Looking at Erunion, with his ghost-pale skin and flickering gaze, it was hard to be confident.

			‘Yes,’ was all she croaked, proudly.

			She gained strength after that. The chirurgeon shuffled away, coming back every few hours with more tinctures and needles. Servitors clunked and drooled around her cot, attending to the antiquated machines with their dumb, clumsy movements.

			Her sense of self, of place, of memory, began to return. She remembered the long hunt, when it seemed like the world itself had turned against them all and her master’s retinue was picked off, one by one. During that time she had never tried to persuade him to leave, to flee off-world from a Terra that had become their enemy. An inquisitor did not flee, not when there was quarry to hunt. Right until the end, she had assumed that he would discover who their hidden enemies were and then find a way to counter them, but in that she had miscalculated. Phaelias was dead now, as were all the others. Only she remained, a fugitive plucked from the shadows of the great hive-spires and absorbed into another coterie of killers and misfits. Even then, death had still come for her in the deep catacombs under the Palace itself, where xenos and myth-pulled gods had fought amid the swirling shadows.

			But she had cheated it again, one more time. Now she breathed, painfully. She blinked, painfully. She swallowed, and felt the rawness of her throat where the tubes had been. By the time she came fully back to her senses, the lumens in the chamber were dialled low. In the hazy murk, it took her some time to realise she was not alone.

			‘Welcome back, assassin,’ said Erasmus Crowl.

			She had never spoken to him before. She had only ever heard the name ‘Crowl’ when Spinoza had mentioned it, and such references had been fleeting and in haste. By the time the two of them had ended up in the same chamber at last, the las-bolts were already flying and the greatest of Rassilo’s hunters was coming for her with murder in their eyes.

			Still, it was hard to mistake him. He wore black robes trimmed with silver. His hair was slicked back to his skull, pulled away from a gaunt face of scars and sickness. He sat calmly, hands on his lap, still as the shadows around him. Only his voice, which had a soft, dry surface timbre, gave away a little more humanity.

			She tried to lift her head from the pallet, and failed. ‘Inquisitor,’ she croaked.

			Crowl got up, tipped away the metal can of water by her cot and replaced it with a fresh one. She took a cautious sip.

			‘I wished to give you longer to recover,’ Crowl said. ‘They’re serious wounds. Spinoza thought you might die from them.’

			Spinoza. Luce Spinoza. The woman – Crowl’s interrogator – who had tracked her down and in all likelihood saved her life. She was cut from exceptional cloth, that one – rougher, harder, more ebulliently physical. Khazad and she were similar in many ways – warriors schooled in the Imperium’s imaginative arts of combat – but the man before her was a breed apart. Frailer in body, it seemed, but with an evident mental strength that even now, even here, was capable of chilling with a word.

			‘Does she live?’ Khazad asked. It was hard to remember precisely how things had ended, down there in the deeps under those immense walls.

			‘She lives, Emperor be praised. I think it would be very hard to end her, and I am grateful for that.’

			Khazad swallowed again. It was slowly getting easier. ‘Then, can I–’

			‘Peace,’ said Crowl, quietly. ‘You are not under edict of interrogation. Questions will have to come when you are stronger. For the time being, I wish you to know you are safe.’

			Khazad smiled weakly. ‘Nowhere safe.’

			‘Ha. Maybe not. But there are degrees of danger. Do you know where you are?’

			Khazad nodded.

			‘Most who come here never leave,’ Crowl said. ‘You, of course, may leave whenever you wish. I know a little of the Shoba doctrine. You will need to locate those who wronged you.’

			‘Yes,’ she said vehemently. ‘I know names. If any still live–’

			‘Indeed, and I approve of the sentiment.’ He leaned forward, into the pool of murky light, and Khazad saw the deep rings of black under his eyes. ‘You must take whatever path seems right to you,’ he said. ‘Either alone, or, if you choose, with us. Spinoza might have told you I habitually worked alone. That was partially true, for a long time, but things are becoming perilous here. An assassin of the Shoba school would be of use to me. It wouldn’t be the safest option, given how things are, but think on it, when you’re recovered.’

			Khazad looked at him directly. ‘No time needed. I stay here.’

			Crowl raised an eyebrow. ‘Really? You don’t wish to consider it?’

			‘Spinoza trust me. I trust her. Have no other master – you will do.’

			Crowl chuckled. ‘I see.’ He got up, and Khazad saw for the first time how lean he was out of the armour she’d witnessed him wearing before. In his long robes he looked like a coiled whip, frayed and flaking from overzealous use. ‘Get better then,’ he said, seriously. ‘Get stronger.’

			Khazad began to feel her awareness slipping away again. Erunion must have piped something down the tubes that still ran into her arteries, something that would knock her out and accelerate the healing that still needed to be done.

			‘Will be ready,’ she said fiercely, keeping her eyes open as long as she could.

			‘Good,’ said Crowl. ‘They’ll come for you again, now. They’ll come for me, too.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Just so you know. It isn’t over.’

			Sleep rose up to smother her again, hot and cloying.

			‘Never is,’ she murmured, thinking back over all those injuries. ‘Always start again.’

			Maldo Revus, too, was recovering. 

			His body, too, was a thing of consummate toughness, honed and shriven over decades until every muscle was like boiled leather, held together by its scars and bearing the marks of its armour pieces. He had limped out of the catacombs with Spinoza, his carapace plate riddled with dents and his helm visor blurred with his own blood. That was the way such things usually ended, of course, so he had no complaints about it.

			Perhaps, though, as he aged, the recovery times were lengthening a little. It had been eight years now, with Crowl. Before that he had served as a sergeant with another Inquisitorial detachment, and before that he had been a private soldier in a storm trooper division on permanent void duty. His memories beyond that were blurred, perhaps due to the strain of near-constant combat, perhaps due to the after-effects of the mind-wipes he had undergone multiple times during preliminary training. There was no true beginning for him, no commencement, just a growing set of impressions, steadily becoming firmer, solidifying into his current state as Crowl’s loyal killer.

			At times, he would dream of another time and another world – empty skies of pale green, a dusty plain stretching away towards gauzy horizons, a child running in terror from the iron ships hanging in the grit-blown air. Even now, after a routine action, while recuperating in Courvain’s medical bays, he might remember the nights he had endured in the schola, stinging from the welts left by the instructors’ electro-whips, his lips bloody from constant recitation of battle-doctrine. He could revisit himself as an adolescent sometimes, crying angrily into the thin sheets of his cot, fists balled against the bolsters, exhausted, broken. All that psycho-training had left its mark, bludgeoning out the weaker elements, leaving only what was necessary for his vocation. Like so many others in the service of the Throne, he had been forged, hard-tempered, then re-made.

			Courvain, for one of Revus’ experience, might have been considered a less than optimal posting. Another man in his position might have agitated hard for promotion, for transfer to a personal detachment in a more prestigious location, or even command of an active-duty regiment in some branch of the mainstream Militarum. Revus, though, knew what Crowl offered. Some inquisitors were sadists, treating their troops as expendable resources. Others were flamboyant mavericks, swaggering around the Imperium’s possessions like temporal lords and holding sway over fiefs in the name of none but themselves. Crowl was simpler to understand. He cared little for the outward ostentation of his office, but maintained an orderly, active programme of investigation. He had high expectations of those in his service, but was solicitous over their wellbeing. That engendered loyalty in excess of that guaranteed by standard indoctrination alone. For those who served long enough, it inculcated something close to devotion.

			And yet, it was still possible to have one’s faith shaken; to be exposed, even briefly, to a wider world. For a very short time, down in those lightless pits, Revus had fought alongside Custodians. They had barely noticed him, in all likelihood, and his own contribution to the encounter under the walls had been little better than nominal, and yet, still, he had served alongside them. A man might live for a hundred years and never see such a sight. He might tell stories of it with every detail perfectly represented, and none would believe him.

			Now, in the shadows of the citadel’s interior, Revus stood on the edge of the training square, his linen jerkin soaked with sweat. He tried to recall how they had moved, how they had handled those crackling staves. Perhaps there was something to learn from it, however imperfectly or clumsily. There was always room for improvement, to become a better servant of the Throne, and it was hard to imagine more exalted role models.

			But in truth, there was no emulating such paragons, not even by degree. They were as far above him as he was above the wretched and disease-blighted masses of the underhives. Already the experience had begun to seem like a dream, a too-vivid vision provoked by fever. Back in Courvain, all was dark again, all was stained and old. They had been like shards of gold in an imagined sunrise, fleeting, seen from a distance, a reminder of another possible world of myth and forgetfulness.

			He pushed himself from the wall, flexing his aching arms. The baton was greasy in his grip. In the centre of the training square was a padded column two metres high, a static opponent of limited use for honing his skills. It would make him stronger though.

			The overhead lumens flickered as he padded on to the mat, rehearsing the litanies of manual combat, the same ones he had been taught in the schola and had used ever since. The sodium tubes above him shook as he thudded the baton home, swinging heavily, panting and throwing sweat from his forehead. As he worked, as he pummelled and struck, he had the golden giants in his mind’s eye the whole time, those titans of combat whose movements had been so fast as to be nearly impossible to follow.

			There was so much to do still. So far to go before he reached the limit of his potential and the absolute satisfaction of what the Throne could demand. Once they had been seen, they could never be forgotten, and could only remain there, visions, goading him towards greater accomplishment.

			There would never be fighting like it again. If he had never lived to see another day, it would still have all been worth it, just for that.

			‘Again, now,’ he murmured to himself, getting ready for another bout. ‘Faster this time. More accurate.’

			The lumens pulsed, as if in readiness. Sweat ran in thin trails down his flushed skin.

			He hefted the baton, and started again.

			Now Terra was her home.

			Spinoza’s time on the Throneworld had been so short. She had seen many planets in her time and each had left their mark, though none had claimed her so completely as this one. She had ingested its poisons and breathed its soot-heavy atmosphere. She had observed the blush fade from her skin, to be replaced by the grey pallor that all wore here. She had already been swallowed up, enveloped and weighted down, until there was nothing left but this place, this endless city, this press of thousands upon thousands of souls, all of them clamouring for something, anything.

			Now she stared at herself in her small mirror above her personal hygiene station, lit on all sides by unforgiving lumen strips. She saw the harder edge to her jaw, the deeper lines around her eyes. Her hair, which had always been a pale blonde, was now bleached almost entirely white. Terra’s mark had been made, and the process could only continue. 

			She had a choice now. She could either do what Rassilo had done and indulge in augmetics and rejuvenat to hide the damage, or adopt her master’s policy of letting the world do its worst. The latter was the more honest course and appealed to her innate sense of conventional piety, but the temptation to fight against the grime was still strong. There were things she could do, techniques she could adopt, all of which required coin, which she had enough of, and time, which she didn’t. It was most likely, then, that she would let it slide and gradually become one with this place, just another grey-skinned, dark-eyed cadaver stalking the labyrinths.

			She splashed cold water over her face, rubbed the skin dry, and turned away from the mirror.

			Her private chambers were set on the northern wall of the citadel, near the summit and only overhung by the topmost gun emplacements. Her sole view of the city outside was through a single set of narrow, reinforced windows. She could see towers crowding the night beyond, rank upon rank of them, each one surmounted by glowing marker lights and glittering from their thousands of tiny viewports. Palls of smoke from the incinerators and cathedral-furnaces rolled lazily across the darkness, snagging on the gothic turrets and spilling back down into the narrow canyons between.

			The Palace itself was far to the north, a long way out of sight. Its grandeur might have been a world away from the crumbling mazes before her, and yet it never left her mind. She had come closer to it than she had ever dared to hope, albeit via buried ways that gave her little sight of the immense structures above. Since returning to Courvain, she had pondered little else – the ranks of statues forgotten in the deep dark, the foundations buried under centuries of accumulation, the smell of ancient dust in her nostrils, deposited in another age and only stirred again by their brief intrusion.

			Crowl had gone further in, she knew. He had said nothing of what he’d seen, and she had learned better than to ask, but something had changed in him. He’d been brought out unconscious. When he’d finally stirred again, his first expression had been almost rapturous, as if he were still in the presence of something phenomenal, before he’d blinked, winced, and realised that it had gone. After that, there had been a change, some faint mark left on him. She could never quite put her finger on what it was – he remained dry, soft-spoken, occasionally sardonic – but an alteration had taken place.

			Perhaps that was inevitable. You did not come so close to such powers without being changed by them. Even as Terra was moulding her, so the Palace, or what had taken place within it, had changed Crowl, and only time would tell where those changes would lead. 

			And then there was the heresy of it – the xenos, the monster, dredged up from the profane reaches of the void and delivered into the very precincts of holiness. The thought of it disgusted her beyond endurance, just as the memory of its many depravities still polluted her mind. She had seen foulness before, but never so close to the heart of what she had been charged to protect. It should never have got so far in. Now, whenever she closed her eyes to begin her devotions, she would see its hollowed-out face. Crowl said it was dead now, killed by the Custodian Navradaran, its body destroyed. She had to believe that. And yet, in the dark hours of the night, when she awoke, she would still catch it staring at her through the window, or back at her in the mirror, or from behind her altar, licking its dark tongue around its bone-pale lips.

			Just visions. It was weakness to entertain them at all. To combat them, she read the catechisms aloud. She returned to the Pradjia rhythms again, clutching to their solidity and simplicity, trusting that, in time, faith would dispel such phantoms from her unconscious mind.

			She donned her robes, pinning the rosette to her breast and adjusting the heavy fabric of her cassock. In the far corner of the chamber, hoisted on a metal rack and surrounded by ritual candles, was Argent, the modified crozius arcanum gifted her by the Space Marine Chaplain Erastus. Simply laying eyes on it made her fingers itch to grasp it, to take it out into the darkness and use it to tear the shadows apart. Physical violence was easy – it was pure, and it was sanctioned. Other forms of service, particularly those practised here, were harder.

			A chime sounded, and a corresponding lumen-bead spread a soft blush of red across her wax-stamped purity seals.

			‘Interrogator,’ came a thin voice over her private comm – ­Aneela’s, by the sound of it.

			‘I am aware of the hour,’ Spinoza replied, pulling a cloak over her shoulders. ‘I shall be there presently.’

			The link cut out. The candle flames fluttered in the hot air, sending their warm light flickering over Argent’s sacred outlines.

			It had never been over. The short time for respite – a mere breath, a single heartbeat – had passed. Now it would all start again.
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