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			For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has sat immobile on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the Master of Mankind. By the might of His inexhaustible armies a million worlds stand against the dark.

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

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

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

			There is no peace amongst the stars, for in the grim darkness of the far future, there is only war.

		

	
		
			 

			PART I

			IMPERIUM NIHILUS

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			MONSTER

			‘We must be getting closer,’ Lord Inquisitor Otto Dagover said to the dead man. ‘I think we are getting closer.’

			‘Why do you think we are getting closer?’ the dead man asked. He spoke without inflection or understanding. His eyes were blank, unfocused. He was upright, his spine held vertical by the iron armature connected to the clumsy wheeled chassis that enclosed his legs. His arms hung limp, and a gnarled mass of networked electrodes covered his shaven skull like a nest of spiders. 

			‘The stories are multiplying,’ Dagover said. ‘We heard so many on the last two worlds. And they were more detailed than the myths we have become accustomed to.’

			‘Why do you think they were more detailed than the myths?’ the dead man asked. The corpse’s name had been Kayon Velthaus. He had been an inquisitor, younger and less influential than Dagover, but an intelligent operative, and Dagover had enjoyed speaking with him. He missed their conversations. Sadly, Velthaus had not survived the century and more since the Astronomican had vanished. He had succumbed, despair for the future overwhelming his ability to withstand the wounds he had suffered after yet another skirmish with the abomi­nations of the Ruinous Powers. How long ago had that been? Twenty years now? Perhaps thirty? Dagover could not remember, and had no desire to check. It was not a point of pride to have been conducting ersatz conversations with a servitor.

			He needed someone to talk to, though. There was no one in the crew he could confide in. Velthaus had been his sole confidant. And so, when the other inquisitor had been on the point of breathing his last, Dagover had commanded that he be made into a servitor. The mindless being’s task was a simple one. Whenever Dagover paused, the servitor’s voice box repeated his last words in the form of a question. Velthaus was mobile, and Dagover sometimes had the servitor follow him through his rounds on the battle cruiser Iudex Ferox. Such processions attracted the fearful gaze of the crew. Dagover knew what the two of them looked like. Velthaus was dead by almost every measure except for the machinic impulses that forced blood through his veins and movement in his body, and yet he seemed closer to life than Dagover. Velthaus’ torso was still human. His face was slack, but held traces of youth. Dagover was a monstrous scarab in power armour. He had lost his real arms hundreds of years ago. In their place, he had long, adamantine prosthetics with multiple joints. They were more arachnid than human. The body contained by his power armour was a vestigial thing, barely impinging on his awareness any longer. It lived, and that was enough. His face was a horror of crevasses, hanging flaps of skin and sharpened teeth, framed by a few strands of lank, grey hair. Hooks held the ends of his lips up, minute galvanic shocks giving him the means to move his mouth. His eyes were lenses now, and he was glad of this, because they were less prone to illusion than organs of the flesh. The only flesh he had pride in was the patchwork of leathered xenos hide that formed his cloak.

			To the observer, he was a thing that refused to die, controlling a puppet that could not die. Dagover was not displeased by the impression he created. Fear was useful, especially in these dark times. He did not know if the Imperium still existed. He had only the faith that it must. He could not rely on the faith of the crew being strong enough. Not when even Velthaus had despaired. Fear, though, was much easier to renew than faith. So he used the grotesque display of this particular servitor when it suited him.

			Most of the time, though, he kept Velthaus here, in his study. Xenos skulls hung on the walls between shelves that groaned with texts forbidden to all but a select few inquisitors. His desk was a black mono­lith, large enough to be a funereal monument. Most of the volumes stacked on it were analyses of the worlds and the systems that marked out the course of the Iudex Ferox’s journeys. They formed a map for Dagover. Less a physical one, more a historical record. They were one of the means by which he tracked his quarry. And he was growing close. He had to believe that he was. 

			He was not on the verge of despair. But he would welcome tangible hope.

			‘The stories are more detailed than myths because they are told by eye-witnesses,’ he said to the servitor. ‘Even though it was from a great distance, they saw something important. Something that changed them. They beheld the proof that the Emperor still protects. The Imperium exists. It has not fallen. Because someone is still fighting for it.’

			‘Why do you think–’

			‘Silence.’ The servitor’s robotic question was going to feel too much like an actual interrogation. 

			Velthaus was quiet, yet the unfinished sentence lingered in the air.

			Dagover believed because he must. And because he knew he was not pursuing a phantom. The damage visited upon the Ruinous ­Powers was real. Dagover was seeing more and more of it, and the battles in which it had been inflicted were becoming increasingly recent.

			Recent enough that the Iudex Ferox had something close to a full crew complement again. During the worst days after the coming of the darkness, his encounters with the abominations had brought the battle cruiser to the brink. The damage could no longer be repaired, and a few more losses would have robbed it of the ability to travel at all. It had come close to becoming a hulk, Dagover’s giant tomb in the void. And then he had come across the first world that the sacred ­terror had visited. The daemons had been purged from Evensong. Hope, tentative though it was, had returned to the planet. And with it the will to fight. Dagover discovered that his recruits were of finer quality if, instead of ordering a forced harvest of bodies, he called for volunteers and told them the truth – that he was looking for the being who had brought terrifying salvation to Evensong.

			‘My lord inquisitor.’

			The words brought him out of his reverie. The Iudex Ferox’s auspex officer, Bathia Granz, was in the doorway to Dagover’s study. Her stance was diffident, cautious, as was the case with every officer that addressed Dagover, especially when they had to do so alone. But there was also an aura around her of barely suppressed excitement.

			‘We are entering orbit over Parastas,’ Granz continued.

			Dagover nodded and rose. He and Granz walked down the great corridor towards the bridge. The vaulted ceiling was sixty feet high, and a row of columns to the left and right sectioned off each side into cloisters. Before the darkness came to the Imperium, there would have been hooded figures at prayer in the shadows of the cloisters. They were gone now, more casualties of the Iudex Ferox’s long night. The renewal of its crew was still partial, and fairly recent. 

			On the capital of each column was what, to a stranger’s eye, might at first appear to be a coat of arms. They were Dagover’s trophies, gathered over his centuries of service in the Ordo Xenos. Mounted on shields were the preserved heads of the Imperium’s alien foes. They were frozen in the moment of their deaths, images of hatred and pain amber-locked in time. There were orks, tyranids, kroot, vespid, barghesi and more. Beneath each head were crossed swords, guns or bladed limbs – the weapons of the fallen foe. There was something of both the respect for a valiant warrior and the relish of desecration about the exhibits. It reflected Dagover’s feelings. He had not added many trophies of late. The abominations he had had to fight during the last century should have been the province of a different ordo. But where were the forces of the Ordo Malleus, now that they were needed more than ever? Vanished, gone. Swallowed by the night along with the rest of the Imperium.

			At first, Dagover said nothing in response to Granz’s news. He felt just enough of the same excitement that he had to be certain his voice was its usual dead calm before he spoke again. He had hope for Para­stas. Expressing it prematurely, though, would be a mistake.

			‘Our search will end here, lord inquisitor,’ said Granz. For an officer to voluntarily speak to Dagover, their excitement had to be intense.

			‘You are very confident, Granz.’

			‘The preliminary scans have shown signs of battle.’

			‘Recent, you think?’

			‘Very, my lord. Possibly ongoing.’

			‘Those are good signs. But even if there is combat occurring, that is not conclusive. What we seek is not the only explanation for a war.’

			‘But the pattern is correct, my lord,’ said Granz.

			‘That is true.’ The trail the Iudex Ferox had been following did not appear random. The battle cruiser had moved from one world to another where the Ruinous Powers had been dealt a heavy blow, the battle a little more recent each time, and the systems formed a rough line close to the edges of the monstrous warp storm that had opened more than a century ago – the storm whose coming had marked the disappearance of the Astronomican and with it, as far as Dagover could tell, the collapse of the Imperium. He refused to believe the collapse was total. If it were, he did not know how long he could hold off the despair that had doomed Velthaus. For Dagover, the end of the Imperium would be the end of all hope, but it would also be a cruel, mocking fulfilment of his life’s work. The line of worlds where salvation was not a forlorn hope gave him strength. They had found the first few such planets too late for Velthaus, but not for him. The pattern was too pronounced to ignore. It was almost as if someone were seeking to create a barrier that might contain the warp storm.

			‘Parastas is part of the pattern,’ Granz insisted. ‘We have found her, my lord. She is here.’ Granz’s voice trembled with joyful awe. She was one of the most recent additions to the crew, and one of the few aboard who was a first-hand witness. She had seen the sacred terror from a great distance, but she had seen her, and been marked forever by her witnessing.

			‘Be confident we will find her, but be wary of the certainty we have,’ Dagover cautioned.

			‘Yes, lord inquisitor.’

			‘You acquiesce, yet something tells me you aren’t really listening.’

			‘Forgive me, my lord,’ Granz said quickly, turning pale. ‘I hear and obey. I do not mean…’

			‘I understand,’ said Dagover. They reached the doors to the bridge. ‘I understand that Parastas looks promising. Show me, then, what has you so convinced.’

			The massive bronze doors parted before them and they entered the bridge. Dagover nodded to Shipmaster Reya Avaxan’s greeting. The servo-motors of his armour humming at the edge of hearing, he mounted the steps to the raised strategium in the centre of the bridge. Granz ­activated the holo­lith table. It lit up with the latest results from the auspex array. Granz’s smile when she saw them was radiant. ‘Look!’ she cried. ‘This is the area we thought was most promising during our approach. We were right! We were right! Praise to the Emperor! His dread-servant walks upon Parastas!’ In her religious ecstasy, she seemed to have completely forgotten her fear of Dagover.

			The inquisitor leaned over the hololiths, studying the region. Granz amplified the magnification, and the results that had her so excited became clearer.

			‘Here,’ she pointed. ‘Heat blooms from recent combat.’

			Dagover nodded. ‘The intensity of the battle must have been high.’

			‘And there is distortion in the feed. There is a lot of residual warp energy.’

			‘So it would seem. This is promising, Granz, but not definitive. This is also a wide area.’

			‘It is, lord inquisitor. It looks like there have been, and are, numerous battle fronts.’

			‘And not along a coherent line.’

			‘Not a line, my lord. A ring. See? The damage we are seeing on the scans appears to have taken place at various times, but if we consider the locations of the front lines…’

			‘Yes,’ said Dagover. ‘I see.’ He stretched out a limb. His iron-clawed finger traced the lines of combat. Less than two thousand miles across, Parastas was a shrine world, its entire rocky surface covered by necropo­leis, monuments, vaults and chapels. It was easy to see patterns of battle from orbit. The shrines had afforded its geography a blocky artifici­ality, and now it looked as if huge claws had been dragged through the architecture. And the lines had a centre. 

			There was extensive damage on the other side of the fronts. Fires raged in regions that Dagover took to be occupied by the enemy, and chains of volcanoes were in constant eruption. But Granz was right to be excited. There was a concentration of activity around the front lines, with signs of counter-attacks radiating out from a single location.

			‘What do we have at the centre?’ Dagover asked.

			‘The latest scans are just coming through, my lord.’ Below the strategium, cogitators chattered and mono-tasked servitors moved back and forth between them, carrying strips of data-scrolls to feed back into the machines. The hololiths became progressively more detailed, and Granz was able to increase the magnification still further. ‘There is some kind of structure there,’ she said. ‘A tower, I believe.’

			‘Then we will begin there,’ said Dagover.

			His voice was still calm. He felt the hope, though. Despite himself, despite the fear that it might prove to be false yet again, he felt the hope.

		

	
		
			I

			WOUNDS

			Ephrael Stern soared over a breaking landscape. Tremors shattered the crust, gathering strength as if in anger at her arrival. The abomi­nations knew she was coming for them, and at their command the volcanic chain had erupted. Crevasses opened, swallowing vaults and mausoleums; a wall of lava raced outward, transforming the surface of Parastas, creating a plateau miles high, burying all trace of the monu­ments that had been there. It pained her to think of the destruction this struggle was bringing to the sacred ­memorials of the Imperium. It was only small consolation that they had been tainted by the worldwide sweep of corruption she had found on her arrival. 

			Even amongst this destruction, she had faith the shrine of Saint Aphrania would still be standing. It was deep behind the enemy lines, deep within the heart of the Parastas incursion. But it was on the highest peak. It was the holiest site on the desecrated shrine world. It would have resisted.

			She had faith. 

			She had faith.

			The heat from below grew, spiking until the auto-senses of her armour strobed with warning runes. Stern shaped psychic lightning into a protective shell around her, and she flew on, closer and closer to the blinding fire and the colossal roaring where once there had been mountains. She passed into the heart of the destruction. The land beneath her screamed. It was a roiling cauldron of eruptions. Enormous columns split away from the mountainsides and tumbled, turning molten, into the magma. The roar of the destruction was a fury that came in waves, yet never seemed to subside. The blood of the world boiled.

			As she reached the furnace, the daemons came for her. Through burning air, they streaked her way, screaming their fury, their material forms torn and ragged. The abominations of different aspects of the Dark Gods charged together. The injuries to the materium had been so large on Parastas that daemons of every description had poured over the world like disparate swarms of insects. A plague united in their hatred of a single enemy.

			A cloud of crimson-hued furies, barely sentient embodiments of wrath, came at her left, a storm within a storm. Attacking her right was a herald of Tzeentch, riding a chariot pulled by winged, howling screamers. The daemon of change, its flesh the deep pink of exposed muscle, held the reins of the chariot with one hand, while with two more arms it conjured the power of the warp, preparing to cast Stern into a sorcerous abyss.

			She clenched her fists tight, the power building around her. She called on the fury of the warp, shaping it with the purity of faith. Then she turned, diving directly at the ­herald, unleashing her fury.

			‘Die, abomination,’ she roared. ‘In the God-Emperor’s name, die.’

			A torrent of light, blistering to the soul, blasted into the daemon. It howled in pain, and its spell exploded. Uncontrolled sorcery enveloped it and its abhorrent steeds. The chariot began to tumble, speed bleeding away, and then a geyser of lava fountained up, swallowing the abominations. They vanished in a conflagration of molten rock and blinding warp explosions.

			The furies were caught by the edge of Stern’s firestorm. Wings sheared away and daemons spiralled down into the eruptions below. The others swung around, the swarm trying to get at her from behind. She turned, her righteous anger far from sated. Stretching out her arms, holy light leapt from her fists and lightning crackled from her eyes as a nimbus of shattering force surrounded her, and then launched itself forward. The furies screamed, their wrath turning to uncomprehending pain, until they fell as ash, and the ash disintegrated into scarlet sparks of warp-stuff. 

			Stern flew on, faster now, rushing with the momentum of combat. She weaved around the largest eruptions. Her shell preserved her when she passed through the magmatic blasts she could not avoid. She streaked through a world wracked with convulsions. Nothing was solid. Mountains were sinking. This portion of Parastas had returned to the moments of the planet’s shrieking birth.

			This is your doing, an insidious voice whispered within her head. You called this destruction upon this world. This is what the abominations will do to stop you. 

			‘This is judgement,’ Stern replied out loud, her voice vibrating with power. ‘Parastas has fallen. Its people turned from the Emperor. Now it pays for its apostasy.’

			While all else succumbed, the Shrine of Saint Aphrania would not. That would still be standing. It had to be.

			And it was.

			The Mountain of Faith Eternal loomed ahead. Deep in the volcanic chain, it rumbled with tremors, but had not yet erupted. As she drew closer, she saw rockslides cascading down its flanks. The ocean of lava had risen to almost a third of its height. Wreathed in smoke and ash, it still towered over every other landmark. 

			On its rounded peak, the Shrine of Saint Aphrania weathered the cataclysm. It was a squat, brooding structure, its massive walls surrounding the dome that concealed the tomb and reli­quary. The saint who slept within had been a visionary and a conqueror, and her monument was even more single-minded in its fortification than the Sepulchre of Iron Sleep. That monu­ment, to the west of the volcanoes, was where Stern had been forced to establish her base, and where she had gathered the relics she had rescued from destruction. The Shrine of Saint Aphrania was ten times stronger. It was designed to hold off a siege that would never come, and protected no one but the dead. 

			Only the siege had come. The invaders clustered along its ramparts, their obscene forms seeming to dance in the hurricane winds of fire and cinder. The abominations had taken the fortress. The holy relic she sought was their hostage. And squatting astride the dome was the worst of the monsters to have come to Parastas. It was a bloated, suppurating, corpulent mass. Internal organs bulged outward from the huge lesions in its gut. It carried a gigantic, rotten, rusting bell in one hand, and a blackened axe, the blade pitted and oozing, in the other. It greeted Stern’s arrival by rearing up, flames sliding off its viscous flesh, and spreading its arms in welcome.

			‘Come to me, thrice-born! Let the rulers of two fortresses meet! Come, and receive the gifts of a present, generous god.’

			The daemon had a name, and Stern knew it. She knew it because of the seven hundred within her, the seven hundred Sisters and their knowledge. Because they had fought so long and learned so much of the Ruinous Powers before they had fallen, she knew the daemon too. This was a Great Unclean One, and his name was Thylissix, the One Who Gnaws. He was the spreader of cancers, the sower of tumours. At his presence, flesh and bone devoured themselves. But Thylissix attacked much more than the body.

			‘Accept the embrace of the Grandfather. He will never abandon you!’

			Thylissix found special delight in the canker of the soul. He harvested the blisters of doubt, and the oozing pustules of despair. But while Stern knew this daemon, he knew her too. He attacked while there was still a distance between them, seeking to prise open her faith and set the rot loose inside. He offered her an obscene mirror, drawing connections between them, and then presenting a contrast. His god was always with him. His was the god of perpetual giving.

			‘You will always be worthy. You will always be rewarded.’

			Thylissix shouted with welcome and joy, but Stern heard something quite different behind the daemon’s words. She heard pain. She heard anger. 

			‘You are desperate, filth!’ Stern shouted back, closing in. ‘You should be!’

			The tremors on the Mountain of Faith Eternal intensified. It was stirring to life in order to die. Steam blasted up from opening craters. The walls of the shrine shook and split, hurling daemons down the mountainside and into the cauldron. 

			Thylissix raised his great bell and swung it. A muffled yet deafening toll resounded over the volcanic chain. Each peal was louder than the eruptions, and sounded like a corpse striking lead. The bell swung, and the ash in the air turned to flies. They battered upon Stern’s shield, buzzing and biting. Each insect was a fragment of doubt, and millions surrounded her. The shield blackened. The light became dirty. Heat and corrosion reached for Stern.

			‘Hear the call of the Grandfather! Hear the wonder of his ­promise!’ the daemon shouted. 

			His bell tolled and tolled and tolled.

			Stern saw nothing but the night of flies. She sensed the arc of her flight altering. Her stomach dropped. She was falling. Tumbling into the waiting, lethal embrace of the Great Unclean One.

			‘No,’ she hissed. ‘You will fall to me, abomination. I am the invader now. I am the threat, and you, Thylissix, cannot hide your fear.’

			The flies could not touch her. The doubt could not touch her. She had lost the favour of the God-Emperor, but she served Him yet. She always would. He was the Father of Mankind. There could never be a capitulation to the Grandfather of Disease.

			Stern summoned the light again. She felt the power of the warp surge through her body, her mind, her spirit. She moulded it with the outrage of faith, then sent it out to burn the One Who Gnaws.

			The bell tolled, but the flies vanished, incinerated by the psychic blast. The bell tolled, and the ash-that-was-flies swirled around her, ­becoming the vortex of a storm. The buzzing horrors could not approach her. They burned when they drew near.

			Thylissix raised his terrible axe. 

			Stern’s excoriating beam hit him in the thorax. The daemon staggered, roaring in pain. The bell dropped from his hand. It bounced against the dome. Where it hit, the rockcrete rotted and turned soft as sponge. A portion of the roof disintegrated. The bell rolled down, struck the wall, rotting it too, and then rolled over the edge of the mountain. It plummeted into the eruptions. When it vanished, its final peal was a shriek. 

			Thylissix swung the axe. His blow was weakened, his aim off as his other hand clutched the open wound. The side of the blade smashed through Stern’s protective shell. It struck her like a wall and hurled her down the base of the dome. She hit with the force of an artillery shell, punching a crater into the dome and the breath from her lungs. Masonry exploded around her, and her armour thrummed. 

			Stern screamed in agony, her body now a single mass of pain. Worms crawled over her armour, probing for cracks, probing for weakness, their movements a sinuous questioning. Now? Now? Are you weak here? Do you doubt here?

			She gave them her answer. ‘No!’ She took hold of the pain, made it hers and answerable to her alone, and she rose to her feet.

			Thylissix howled. The wound in his chest was a huge one, and it was spreading. The daemon’s flesh was black. Instead of putrefaction, it was the black of incineration. There was no joy to be found in the festering of an injury. There was only the pain of dissolution, the agony of a form losing its hold on the materium.

			‘You will beg Grandfather Nurgle for the balm of his gifts!’ Thylissix roared. He readied the axe once more.

			The mountain shook and the shrine canted suddenly, staggering the One Who Gnaws.

			Stern flew upward, away from the rising lava. She was the lightning of faith, and she concentrated the power into the blade of her sword, Sanctity. Thylissix swung his weapon. The attack was weak, foredoomed. Stern struck. Blazing with light, she dragged Sanctity upward, into the wound. Flesh parted. Tumours rolled, burning, down the torso. She flew upward still, slicing into the neck, and into the obscenely soft jaws and skull.

			Thylissix screamed, his agony becoming slobbering, broken syllables as the sword cut his tongue in two.

			Stern flew higher, faster. She was a meteor now, shooting skyward instead of down, a rising angel. 

			The daemon fell silent. His head parted. The two halves lolled on opposite sides. The great, hideous body fell. Stern flew above it, then paused, hovering, to see the purging complete. Already disintegrating, Thylissix slumped away from the dome and collapsed on the walls, crushing more daemons beneath him. His mass became a semi-coagulated liquid, his skin its too-weak crust. He flowed over the walls, bringing them down. Stone and abomination became a gelid wave. Lesser daemons struggled, drowning in the eldritch putrefaction. More crevasses opened in the mountain, and the first streams of lava emerged on the peak, omens of the eruption to come. The flow burned the corpse and the abominations trapped within it. Very quickly, the enormous foulness shrank, its essence returning to the dark corners of the warp that had spawned it.

			The mountain shook again. Cracks spread over the dome.

			Hurry, Stern thought. The shrine had already well rewarded her faith. If she tarried and lost the relic within, the sin would be hers.

			She shot down through the gap opened by Thylissix’s bell, the psychic power crackling off her armour bringing light to the interior of the vault. Lesser daemons surrounded the ­marble tomb in the centre of the floor, and she fell upon them in fury. She hit the ground with an impact of thunder, and a shock wave of incandescent psychic energy exploded from her, flash-burning the horrors where they stood. For a few moments, their carbonised bodies were motionless, echoes of the statues erected by the penitents around the Sepulchre of Iron Sleep. Then they collapsed into blackened dust.

			The eerie silence was broken as huge, jagged wedges of stone thrust up through the floor, steam hissing between them. Chunks of the dome and the upper walls fell, smashing to splinters.

			Hurry. 

			The centre of the chamber was still intact, the tomb and its reliquary untouched. But they would not be for long if she did not hurry.

			Stern ran towards the tomb, leaping over the chasms opening up in the floor. The dome shook again, and the heat was rising. Angry red light shone from the depths of the mountain. Another tremor was almost strong enough to knock Stern off her feet.

			She reached the tomb. Its sanctity was so strong that the ­upheavals in the chamber faded into the background of Stern’s awareness. She knelt before the memorial of the great saint. The marble tomb depicted Aphrania lying with her hands clasped around her sword, her eyes open as if commanding those who looked upon her to take up her cause for the God-Emperor. Though this was a tomb, no actual remains were here apart from the relic itself. Aphrania had died in combat. That her skull had survived was the first of the miracles. 

			The reliquary case was fixed to the sarcophagus, just past the head of the statue. It was a cage of gold and armourglass. Inside, the skull of Saint Aphrania rested on a cushion of violet silk. 

			‘Holy Aphrania,’ Stern prayed, ‘I have come to take you from this place. You have been vigilant over Parastas. Now it is I who needs your sight. You, who are worthy of the Emperor’s grace, grant me your intercession. Allow me to see by the God-Emperor’s light. Let me perceive the path I must take to redeem myself and prove myself worthy of His guidance once more.’

			The tremors eased suddenly, as if the saint had commanded a moment of calm. 

			Stern removed her helm and her gauntlets. The front of the reliquary was hinged, and she opened it reverently. She paused, her hands a few inches from the skull. It was dark grey. The centuries lay on it, invisi­ble yet weighty. In the dimness of the chamber, where the only light was the pulsing red of the rising lava, the eye sockets of the skull were dark and deep beyond fathoming. 

			‘You can see,’ Stern whispered. ‘Even now, you can see. Grant me this boon, that I may serve the Emperor as I should. Forgive me, now, as I presume upon your sanctity.’

			Stern reached for the skull and picked it up.

			She held it with both hands. She stared into its black gaze.

			Nothing. No visions came to her. She saw nothing except old bone. She felt nothing except the slight weight of the skull in her hands.

			‘Please…’ she begged. ‘Emperor. Father of Mankind! Will you not speak to me at last?’

			The skull, aged to parchment fragility, crumbled to dust.

			Stern howled. She sank to her knees, the fragments of bone spilling between her fingers. The chamber lurched again, but she didn’t care. She closed her eyes, burying her head in her hands. She keened, her cry utterly inarticulate because there were no words for this grief, this guilt, this despair. She was beyond redemption. Somehow, she had sinned so profoundly, departed in so irredeemable a way from the Emperor’s design for her, that there was no returning to His grace. There was only darkness, now. No visions would ever come again. No blessing of purpose. No guidance to show her how to fight for an Imperium that believed she was a monster and worse. 

			She cried out with all her soul. Her psychic identity reached out for the dream currents of the warp. Abandoned, she accepted her punish­ment and embraced the nothingness that awaited. She would not seek to see past it any longer. She would not delude herself into thinking forgiveness would come. She had been arrogant without knowing it, prideful to believe that her path had been so clearly and irrevocably delineated.

			Then a great nothing came for her.

			Her breath froze, silencing her cry.

			The nothing moved. 

			The nothing advanced on her.

			The blankness was something more than an absence. It was a monstrous presence. It was suffocating, smothering, a total blank, yet a blank that had something close to a substance. It was active.

			This was not about her penance or her sin. This thing, this nothing, was not aimed at her. It was terrible, all-encompassing. The totality of the nothing showed her a truth so awful that she had never contemplated its possibility. Perhaps she should have seen it, in this long century and more that she had fought on world after world, despe­rate for any sign from the Emperor. Everywhere she went, the Ruinous Powers revelled in triumph. Everywhere she went, she faced civilisations plunging into darkness. Nowhere had she found any other active forces of the Imperium, beyond the desperate, lost remnants on those worlds. Every provisional victory had been one that she and Kyganil had had to forge on their own.

			All that evidence, and she had not seen. She had not seen, because she had faith. Who, with faith, could conceive of this truth?

			Who could believe the Imperium was gone?

			Who could believe the God-Emperor was no more?

			That was the truth of the nothing.

			There could be no other explanation for a void so complete.

			Stern rose. The tremors were shaking the chamber again, more and more violently. Steam filled the space, and the heat was unbearable. The floor trembled and split. The tomb of Saint Aphrania tilted to one side as its dais slumped. Stern looked at the ancient reliquary. 

			‘What must I do now?’

			There was no saint to hear her. There was no miracle to be granted. Not any more.

			It was time to leave.

			Stern donned her helm and gauntlets once more. She formed the psychic shield again, blocking the worst of the heat. Wreathed in spirals of warp lightning, she rose from the buckling floor. Gathering speed, she flew up through the hole in the dome. The entire shrine shook, the tremor so huge that the walls seemed thin as parchment, brittle as glass. Stern looked down briefly as she climbed higher. The peak of the Mountain of Faith Eternal fell in on itself. The largest volcano on Parastas, and the longest to slumber, was finally awake. The crater opened, swallowing the shrine and the daemons that remained on its walls.

			The memorial to Saint Aphrania disappeared. It had lived only a few moments longer than the relic it had held.

			Stern turned away. There was nothing more to see here. She had to go higher. She sensed the need for one more confrontation to complete the growing truth in her soul.

			She climbed higher and higher, leaving behind the raging land. She flew through incandescent clouds of ash and burning gases, into the dark storms over the volcanoes. Driven to fury by the concentrations of ash, lightning struck in every direction. Violent thunder merged with the deeper cracks and roars of the eruptions below. Winds buffeted her. Cyclones sought to pull her into their spirals of destruction.

			She kept climbing. 

			For a long time, she suffered a different sort of blindness. She could see nothing in the darkness of the storms except for the flashes of lightning and the glow of the burns. She was surrounded by a ­maelstrom of destruction, one without direction and without features. She had no sense of where she was going, or how far remained until she arrived. Her path was concealed from her. It was a fit punishment, and she accepted it without complaint. She withstood the attacks of the storms and climbed, always higher.

			Finally, she broke through the top of the clouds. Below her was the billowing black and red of the ash storms. Above, she looked into clear night. Below was the wound that the erupting volcanoes had cut into the flesh of Parastas. Above, cutting across the firmament, was the greatest of wounds. 

			She had thought the Emperor had forsaken her, that she was being punished for her failures, or perhaps, at last, for being the unclean, warp-tainted thing that she was. 

			He had not abandoned her. He had not fallen silent. He was gone.

			What was the rift? Had it done more than conceal? Was it truly a wound, the mark left by that which had destroyed the Imperium and its father? 

			She looked at the atrocity in the void. Her soul recoiled to gaze upon it. 

			‘This is substance,’ Stern said to herself. ‘That is not nothing.’

			The rift had made things vanish. Half the galaxy was on the other side of it, invisible to her. But it blotted out what she wished to see through its overwhelming presence. It was Chaos. It was the immaterium spilling over all boundaries into reality. It was destruction.

			It was far more than nothing.

			And it had been present for more than a century.

			Suspended between the sight of two horrors, Stern turned her inner eye back to a third. To the smothering nothing. 

			Darkness. Void. Annihilation. 

			Approaching.

			The nothing had swallowed the Emperor and His Imperium. And it was not done. It was still hungry. It was closing in. It would not be done until the galaxy entire was devoured. Perhaps it would not be sated even then. Nothing was coming, and it brought a final, endless, empty night.

			It was too vast for her to see its contours. That was why it had been so easy to think it all a blankness directed at her. She sensed the movement now, though. She sensed the cold.

			‘Emperor, I will fight on in your name until my last breath.’

			She would confront the nothing. She did not know what it was, much less how to fight it. But she would struggle for this small, unconsumed part of the galaxy. She would struggle, with all the fury of her faith, to avenge the God-Emperor.

			In the darkness between maelstroms, she had found her path.

		

	
		
			II

			THE FIELDS OF THE PENITENT

			The Valkyrie Xenos Bane dropped Dagover and his squad a mile from the base of the tower. There had been no response to vox hails as the assault carrier had made its descent through the atmosphere, and Dagover had decided not to risk even the appearance of making an attack run. The troops who disembarked with him were veterans of the defence forces of four different worlds. They did not have the skills of Dagover’s initial crew. They had, though, fought and survived on worlds overrun by daemons. What they lacked in training, they made up for in resilience. And they were all from worlds that had been visited by the sacred terror. Their combat readiness and stoic determination could not conceal the soul-deep eagerness in their eyes. They were all converts to Dagover’s quest. Like Granz, they believed the goal was within sight.

			Xenos Bane left them on a patch of level ground. It had not always been so. The low, shattered walls surrounding the area showed that a towering mausoleum had once stood here. The surface under Dagover’s boots was smooth, blackened glass. The ground vibrated with the distant rumble of volcanoes in the east. Their wrath turned the horizon into a pulsating sunset. There was no combat here, though. Nor was there any detectable within miles of the landing site.

			‘Peace reigns here,’ said Irvo Werhig, looking around. He was the sergeant of the squad. His face was a mass of burn tissue, and his single eye stared with a fanatic’s commitment. 

			‘I’m not sure peace is precisely the right word,’ Dagover said. He had heard wails coming from nearby when they had landed. They were growing louder. ‘It is true, though, that the fighting here has stopped.’

			‘This is her work,’ said Werhig, and there was a murmur of agreement from his troopers. ‘She has been here. This is her work.’

			‘We’ll know soon enough.’ Dagover began the march towards the tower.

			The structure loomed over the landscape, much higher than any of the monuments surrounding it. Many of them had been destroyed in the battles that must have raged over the area. Their rubble had been hammered flat. Some had been sheared away, as if they had been stalks of wheat before the passing of a monstrous scythe. Not everything had been destroyed, though. Some smaller tombs and statuary were still standing. And as he made his way through the ruins, he saw that there was new construction happening. 

			The wailing filled the air with a thick miasma of repentance and despair. The people of Parastas came into sight. Some crawled in the direction of the tower, raising pleading arms as they cut their flesh to bloody rags over the shards of rockcrete. Others cowered, facing the same way, abasing themselves and gabbling incomprehensible prayers. Their fear and their shame were clear, though. Many, many more were at work on the new statues, whose details came into focus as Dagover approached.

			‘Who are these people?’ one of the troopers asked. 

			‘Heretics,’ said another, raising her plasma rifle.

			‘Hold your fire,’ said Dagover. There were hundreds, possibly thousands, of the desperate, howling people. They were ignoring the squad, though. ‘Do not let them distract us from our purpose.’ He also needed to study them more closely. There were things to be learned here.

			The trooper was right. The people were heretics. They were covered in blasphemous tattoos and scarification. Unholy runes defaced their flesh. Their bodies bore the marks of fealty to the Ruinous Powers. Yet there was no rage here, no dark celebration, no worship, as he would have expected it. The reverse was true, he saw, as they passed the first of the statues. It had been carved from a broken column. The work was as crude as it was unmistakeable. It was a depiction of a daemon at the moment of its destruction. The horned abomination’s maw was wide in fear, its arms outstretched in agony. Its lower limbs looked as if they were melting into stone. The heretics had created the graven image of defeat. The same was true of the next statue, and the next. The figures multiplied the closer the squad came to the tower. It was as if an army of daemons had been petrified, and all their doomed faces were turned towards the tower.

			‘This is not worship,’ Dagover said. ‘This is repentance.’

			The crowd grew thicker as the squad advanced. The wailing was deafening. The people tore at their flesh with their nails and with jagged stones. They whipped themselves. They laboured on statues, they wept, they begged and they howled. The night shook with their desperation. They sought forgiveness.

			They had not received it.

			The tower was a colossal fortress-sepulchre. A high, forbidding wall of rockcrete and iron surrounded a structure that rose as a step pyramid, from whose peak a tall, rounded spire emerged. The top of the spire was encircled by a parapet, which seemed to look down at the land with brooding judgement. The structure was black, its sculptures a brutal, remorseless symphony of mourning, remembrance and calls to penitence and duty. Martyrs and heroes, rendered in immense proportions and wrapped in death shrouds, had their gazes turned to the horizons. There was no mercy to be found in them.

			The penitent cultists held back from the wall. Fearful, they left a wide space between themselves and the sepulchre’s gate. Those at the forward edge of the line stretched their arms out, begging for that which would never be given, but they did not take another step forward. None of them even glanced at the inquisitor and his troops.

			Dagover paused at the edge of the open ground and smiled grimly. ‘Look,’ he said to the squad. ‘See this boundary that the heretics cannot cross? That is the demarcation line where need finally encounters a level of fear that it cannot surmount.’

			‘Perhaps some tried, and their fates have taught the others that fear,’ said Werhig.

			‘Perhaps,’ Dagover said. The ground between the penitent and the wall was wide open. The shrines that had been here had been utterly destroyed in the battles that had surrounded the tower. The ruins were powder and loose stone. Dust eddied in the mournful wind. ‘But I think the repentance we see is a result of the destruction that occurred here and elsewhere. I do not see any bodies before us. It is not the fear of retribution that holds these people back. It is awe. At its most fearful.’

			‘Then we who have been saved by her have nothing to fear,’ Werhig said. He took a step forward.

			Dagover reached out, the articulations of his long arm grinding softly. He touched Werhig’s shoulder and the sergeant froze. ‘Wait here,’ he said. ‘We do not wish to risk our approach being misinterpreted.’

			Werhig blanched and stepped back. ‘No, my lord.’

			‘I will go alone,’ said Dagover.

			He started across the shattered plain. The cries grew even louder. The penitent saw him now. They saw him doing what they dared not. Did they envy him? he wondered. Or did they fear the retribution that would now come? 

			He walked slowly, boots crunching slivered rubble. The gate loomed before him, its relief work depicting a single kneeling, shrouded figure. Its hands were clasped and raised, offering the Emperor the force of its grief, compelling the onlooker to take up the torch of duty.

			The gate was closed but did not appear to be barred. Dagover took hold of one half and pulled. His armour’s servo-motors strained, and with a slow grind, the gate opened. He entered the gloom of the passage running through the wall. The other side opened into a narrow courtyard. The sepulchre loomed over Dagover, its walls marked by the maws of hundreds of vaults. Carved into the massive entrance doors was the same figure that had been emblazoned on the gate. Its features concealed by the hood, it faced outward now, as if demanding to know if the viewer had followed its example. 

			Dagover tried the doors. They, too, were unlocked, and he passed into the sepulchre. There was illumination here, albeit dim. Lumen torches, mounted every twenty feet along the walls, cast a funereal glow over the interior. The shadows at the edges of the light were deep and still as grief. Vaulted corridors branched off the main one, each holding rows of crypts ten storeys high. Dagover advanced towards the centre of the monument, the sound of his footsteps echoing back at him.

			At length, the corridor ended at an immense chamber, its shadowed roof hundreds of feet up. Narrow stone staircases cut down to each landing of the stepped walls. The crypts were beyond counting, a vast hive of the dead. Dagover looked up, and saw the shaft of a column extending skyward from the centre of the chamber’s ceiling. The effect was dizzying, the spiral of lumen torches in the spire a distant thread of cold stars. 

			On the floor of the chamber were the tombs of cardinals, vying to outdo each other with the complexity of their bronze and gold ornamentation. In between the tombs were piles of books and reliquaries. These were objects that had been rescued, over time, from the rubble of destroyed monuments, he realised. The struggle for Parastas had not been a short one, and it was not over yet.

			This was why they had been able to catch up with her.

			A shadow moved. It was silent. It was just enough of a disturbance in the stillness of the sepulchre to draw Dagover’s attention. That was, he was sure, precisely the intent. He turned to his right. An aeldari warrior crouched on a tomb a short distance away, power sword in one hand, pistol aimed steadily at Dagover. 

			The inquisitor recognised the type of armour worn by the alien. It was sleek, engineered for maximum agility. The coat the aeldari wore was flowing, its collar high. The effect was theatrical, a performance. This was a Harlequin. Dagover had killed more than one over the years. But he had not come to do that here. And the colouring of the Harlequin’s gear was unusual. It was dark, devoid of the markings that would have identified the aeldari’s troupe. It was battle-scarred too, its elegance eroded by long years of combat.

			Dagover stretched his arms and opened his hands. The gesture was symbolic of his purpose, not his ability. Though he was not holding a weapon, he could easily punch through stone. ‘I must speak with her,’ he said.

			‘Do you, human? You declare this role for yourself upon this stage?’ the aeldari said. ‘But what of our leading lady? Are you so certain that you perform together? Must she speak with you?’

			‘I hope she will.’

			‘Many have regretted that hope.’

			‘I do not think I will.’

			The aeldari’s blank expression was as eloquent as a shrug.

			Light descended from above, silver-white light that cut as sharp as a blade. Dagover winced and looked up, squinting. There was a figure in the centre of the light. Psychic energy crackled around the silhouette, lightning emerging from the dark centre of the storm. The figure dropped slowly from the shaft of the spire, and pulled the shimmering, pulsing, dangerous light inside itself, gradually containing an energy whose purity was lethal.

			Boots touched the marble floor a few feet from Dagover. A woman in dark, battered power armour stood before him. Her hair was white as death, and for a few moments her eyes were even more so. An awful white, the blank white that was the overflowing of power. Tendrils of lightning flickered in their corners.

			Her very gaze can destroy, Dagover thought.

			The Sister of Battle looked at him. She had less of an expression than the Harlequin. She might have been a statue. She might have been the cold of the void.

			‘You should not have come here,’ said Ephrael Stern.

		

	
		
			III

			THE DESTROYER 
AND THE PREDATOR

			The man was a reptile. 

			She must be wary.

			Stern eyed the inquisitor. It had been a long time since one had found her. She supposed she should not be surprised one was still looking for her. She had grown used to their obsessive pursuits, and with all other meaning in their lives gone, their obsessions might be all they had. Still, she was bored with these witch-hunters. The Inquisition was not a threat to her any longer, not after her second death. Not after she had embraced the full flowering of her power. 

			She had given the inquisitor his warning. Now, with tedious inevitability, he would ignore it. He would attack, and she would have to deal with him. Once, she and Kyganil would simply have stepped into the webway, leaving another officious, blinkered fool behind. But she felt held on Parastas, as if her task here was not finished. She did not know where to go. She did not know how to fight the nothing that had come for the Emperor, and soon would come for everything else.

			So she would not run from this man. Nor would she kill him. She would not kill a loyal servant of the Emperor. She would have to remove him from her path, though.

			If he was corrupt, then the task became easier – and it would be easy to believe the worst of this man, with that death’s head of a face emerging from the power armour, and those inhuman optics instead of eyes, concealing whatever remained of his soul. Stern knew the flaws in quick judgements, though. She had been on the receiving end of many.

			‘You are wrong,’ the inquisitor said. What remained of his natural voice was a serpentine rasp. The vox-amp in his gorget magnified it into a phantom, echoing growl. ‘I am exactly where I should be. I am where I have been destined to stand. Hail, Chosen of the Emperor. Hail, Thrice-Born.’

			That was unexpected. Stern had never imagined those words being spoken by a servant of the Inquisition. Still wary, she said nothing.

			‘I have been seeking you for a hundred years and more,’ the inquisi­tor continued. ‘It must be with the Emperor’s grace that I see you at last.’

			‘The Emperor’s grace,’ she repeated softly. Hearing those words from another’s lips wounded her anew with fresh grief. At the same time, she resented the inquisitor’s manipulations. He was choosing his words well, telling her what he thought she wanted to hear.

			She sensed Kyganil tensing, as alert to a trap as she was. The inquisi­tor’s words of welcome made her far more suspicious than the usual anathema. ‘Why have you been looking for me?’ she asked.

			‘Because the Imperium needs you.’

			‘The Imperium.’

			‘Of course.’

			She grunted. ‘I see. You come with offers of absolution, do you? Promises of reconciliation with the Adepta Sororitas?’ A promise she would not believe. She was a psyker, tainted by the warp, and a heretic in the eyes of all Sisters of Battle. They would not welcome back an unclean, twice-resurrected being.

			The man’s smile was an awful thing. Hooks pulled his lips back, revealing teeth filed to points. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I make no such promises. Who would even believe I had the power to make them a reality? You would not. Anybody who did believe that would be of no use to me. No. I am here because I know what is needed. You are needed.’

			She shook her head. ‘Do not lie to me. I know that the Imperium is gone.’

			The smile vanished. ‘It is wounded. It is not gone.’

			The man’s sincerity gave her pause. His faith was unbroken. A needle of shame pierced the wall of her grief.

			‘How do you know?’

			‘The alternative is unthinkable.’

			She sighed. ‘You do not know what I know.’

			‘I have seen worlds where you have passed, and the faith in the Imperial creed is renewed. Worlds that stand against the darkness that has swept across the galaxy with the coming of that rift. They have new hope, and new light. Some of their citizens have travelled with me in my search for you.’

			‘And who are you?’

			‘I am Lord Inquisitor Otto Dagover of the Ordo Xenos.’

			‘Xenos,’ Stern repeated. She turned to Kyganil. ‘Stand with me, old friend,’ she said. If Dagover believed the ordos still existed, then he was an enemy.

			The aeldari moved to her side. Though he did not sheathe his weapons, he lowered them, showing how little the threat of the inquisitor mattered.

			‘Ordo Xenos,’ Stern said again. ‘Then, Inquisitor Dagover, the friendship you see before you is blasphemous in your eyes, and we must be destroyed.’ She took in the nature of Dagover’s cloak. Her lip curled in disgust and azure sparks snapped from the ends of her fingers. ‘Have Kyganil’s kin become part of your war attire? Are you seeking to provoke his attack?’

			The reptile smiled again. ‘I come before you as I am so that there can be no secrets between us.’

			Kyganil’s expression did not change, but Stern sensed his sour amusement. She shared it. If an inquisitor promised to be open, the secrets he was hiding must be immense. ‘Go on,’ she said, her voice neutral.

			Still that awful smile. ‘I see that you do not believe me. I am not offended. I would not believe me either, were our positions reversed. Nevertheless, I maintain that I have no quarrel with your companion.’

			‘You appear to be a poor servant of your ordo then, inquisitor.’

			‘To the contrary. I am a clear-eyed one. I understand the difference between means and ends. It is the ends that matter.’

			‘That is a dangerously radical position. It is an invitation to corruption.’

			‘That is true. When I said I was clear-eyed, it is because I must be.’

			He had no eyes at all, Stern thought. Dagover looked at reality through Mechanicus constructs. He must despise his flesh and seek to conceal his soul. She wondered what, exactly, his conception of clarity was. 

			‘You said you have been searching for me for over a century. That surprises me.’

			‘You are used to being pursued by the agents of the Ordo Malleus.’

			‘I am.’

			‘I have friends of that calling. It is through them that I first heard of you. Their records were useful, if misguided. That is the problem with so many of the Ordo Malleus. When you are consumed with being a hammer, everyone begins to look like a witch.’

			‘You saw something else.’

			‘I did. I saw a great weapon.’

			She wondered how strategic his candour was. ‘I am not a tool for you to use.’

			‘Of course you aren’t.’ And again, Dagover smiled. ‘I was looking for you before the darkness came. I have seen what you have done since. You have pushed the darkness back. I know you can do even more. The Imperium needs you more than it ever has before.’

			Dagover’s confidence in the existence of the Imperium continued to give her pause. She knew what she knew. She had seen the nothing. Yet Dagover’s belief gave him a surety of purpose she envied, even with her commitment to avenge the Emperor. No doubt, that was what he wanted. ‘In other words,’ she said, ‘you plan to wield this great weapon you say I am.’

			Dagover shook his head. The effect was uncanny, a grub squirming on metal. It was difficult to believe his skull was still connected to anything of the flesh. ‘That was my first intention, yes. Doing so is second nature to me. It is what I do with the Deathwatch squads under my authority.’

			He paused, as if gauging Stern’s reaction. She gave him none. She would not let her guard down. If anything, his openness about his work as an inquisitor made her even more wary.

			‘You said you would know if I lied,’ Dagover said. ‘Do I?’

			Stern did not know if he believed she could tell. She wasn’t sure she believed him at all. She had no doubt that at least some of what he said was true. The question was whether he was being honest in the service of a greater lie. ‘Go on,’ she said. 

			‘I still think you are a powerful weapon, but your purpose is greater than I supposed. You are the Chosen of the Emperor, and your hour has come.’

			‘You are deluded,’ she said, and she did not hide her sorrow. Fervent belief or manipulative flattery, Dagover’s words meant nothing. ‘The God-Emperor is…’ She trailed off. She could not bring herself to speak the supreme blasphemy, even if it was true.

			Dagover misunderstood her. ‘None of us can see His will. The Astronomican is gone. The Imperium lies in darkness. Surely you realised this in your travels?’

			‘I have spoken to no one but Kyganil for more than a hundred years,’ said Stern. On world after world, she had struck, purging the daemons until the local defence forces were able to take up the campaign anew themselves. All of this she did at a distance from the citizens. She and Kyganil were pariahs. They had been for a long time. She had not realised until the Shrine of Saint Aphrania how truly alone she was. How truly alone they all were.

			‘My ship has not been able to travel in the warp for over a century,’ said Dagover. ‘My journey has been long, though the distances involved have not. I am fortunate that the worlds you have saved have been near-neighbours. But I should not say fortunate. I should say that my journey has been destined.’

			‘I would expect you to say that.’

			‘Justifiably.’ Dagover was unperturbed. ‘Yet consider the odds against our meeting. And here I am. Will you tell me why you are here? It is because your stay has been prolonged that we are speaking now.’

			Stern exchanged a glance with Kyganil. The Harlequin remained reso­lutely silent. This was her decision to make. He would not interfere in her interactions with other humans. Stern hesitated. She had little reason to confide anything at all to an inquisitor. Yet this one had come in peace, and was speaking as no other ever had. Except one. Silas Hand, long-dead, whose spirit had also vanished from her visions. 

			She could not trust Dagover. She also could not ignore the possible importance of his presence here. 

			And the reptile spoke of hope.

			‘Come with me,’ she said.

			Dagover followed Stern up the stairs along the chamber walls, and then the great spiral of the spire. Kyganil disappeared into the shadows. Dagover suspected he was not far away, and would reappear suddenly if Stern decided the inquisitor was a threat after all. He had known, from the records he had seen, that Stern had an aeldari ally. He had been prepared for the xenos’ presence. He would be happier if he could put a plasma shot through Kyganil’s brain and be done with him. But that would ruin what he was trying to accomplish here, so he kept his hands carefully away from his weapons.

			Though the climb was a long one, it was effortless for Dagover. He kept up a steady, mechanical pace. His power armour moved at his will. He was barely conscious of the vestigial flesh within any more. At the same time, watching Stern, he felt the chains of gravity as never before. He knew that Stern deigned to rise through the tower by the mundane intermediary of stairs out of a form of courtesy to him. Gravity had no sway over her. The grace of flight and the fury of annihilation were hers to command. The power was barely contained inside her. Now and then, minute ripples of psychic lightning flowed down her cloak and armour. The sight of her chilled his blood. He had forgotten what it was to experience terror. He savoured the sensation with wonder.

			Stern was silent as they climbed. Dagover did not try to lure her into conversation. She would speak when she was ready. Prodding her would lead to resentment, and resentment would not lead to trust. 

			They climbed past hundreds of vaults. The honoured dead of the Imperium rested here, their final sleep undisturbed as yet by the wars that shook Parastas. The tremors of the volcanic eruptions thrummed through the stone of the great sepulchre. It did not threaten the structure. It underscored its eternal strength. 

			Midway up, Stern broke the silence. ‘You said you had no quarrel with Kyganil,’ she said. ‘Yet you wear that cloak.’

			‘True on both counts.’

			‘That position is too fraught to be simple pragmatism.’

			‘Pragmatism is never simple,’ Dagover said. ‘Too often, those who lay claim to it are lying about the matters of faith that have determined their position from the start.’

			‘I am glad to hear you say that. What is the truth of your position? I can see, perhaps, why not being in the Ordo Malleus means that you do not automatically seek my extermination. That distinction is not enough, however. Be clear, inquisitor. Where do you stand?’

			Dagover had hoped they would not reach this point so soon. Given how Stern had been branded a heretic and a witch, and been condemned to death by the Inquisition, he doubted her views were in line with the most conservative currents of the ordos. Even so, he could take nothing for granted, except, perhaps, the strength of her faith itself. Where faith took her, he could not know. What stances she agreed with, and which she condemned to fire, he could not know. The best he could do was guess, and hope that he did not guess wrong.

			She had asked him a direct question. There was no point in lying, since he did not know what answer would please her, if any. In the past, he had sometimes taken a perverse pleasure in stating outright what many who shared his convictions kept secret. He felt no pleasure now. His convictions had not altered, but the galaxy had, and the new realities held up a painful mirror to his beliefs.

			Well then. If he still believed what he had believed all his life, he must hold fast to his convictions and speak them now.

			‘I believe the old order of the Imperium cannot stand,’ Dagover said. ‘I believe that too much is stagnant, ossified, and rotting. I believe that gangrenous limbs must be amputated if the body is to be saved.’

			His use of the present tense had a marked effect on Stern. She gave him a sharp look. He had struck home, though he did not know how.

			‘You are a Recongregator,’ Stern said quietly.

			‘You have dealt with others of my faction, then.’

			‘No. Not directly. I know of you, notwithstanding.’ Then even more quietly, as if speaking to herself, she said, ‘I know so very, very much.’ She raised her voice again. ‘You are a destroyer.’

			‘Of what needs to be destroyed, for the good of the Imperium.’

			‘This warp storm that seems to have consumed everything. The extinguishing of the Astronomican. Does that give you satisfaction?’

			‘Throne, no!’ The denial was torn out of him. His voice box struggled to convey the rare expression of emotion, and the sound was a dismal braying. ‘I seek the renewal of the Imperium, not its destruction. We have strayed so far from what the Emperor wished for us. Finding our way back to His dream will mean great sacrifice. But this, Sister Superior… this is not the destruction that leads to renewal. My fear is that this is the darkness we Recongregators foresaw as inevitable if the Imperium were not renewed. My fear is that everything I have done has been for nothing, and that everything is too late. My hope is that you are proof that this is not so.’

			‘Your hope may be forlorn, Inquisitor Dagover.’

			‘I don’t think so. You are the Chosen–’

			She cut him off. ‘Do not call me that again. It is not true. If I have been chosen, it is for damnation, because I was not worthy.’

			When they reached the top, Stern approached the eastern parapet with Dagover a step behind her. ‘What makes you think you are not worthy?’ he asked.

			‘The Emperor has turned away from me.’

			‘As He has from us all.’

			‘Our plight is far worse than that.’

			The howls of the heretics rose from far below. The cries circled the peak of the spire. The miserable choir had begun shortly after Stern had made the sepulchre her stronghold. It had not ceased since then.

			‘They call out to you,’ Dagover said. He sounded impressed. ‘By your actions, you have created an army of the penitent. They have erred, and now they see their crimes against the Emperor for what they are.’

			‘Do they? Or do they simply fear me?’

			‘Can you parse the difference between fear and repentance? I cannot.’

			‘The distinction is irrelevant. They can receive no forgiveness from me.’

			‘They do not deserve it, of course,’ said Dagover.

			‘They do not. And I am not worthy to give it. But there is also none to be had.’

			‘What is your purpose here?’ Dagover asked. ‘You have one, I assume, beyond warring against abominations. You have no lack of choice for worlds afflicted by daemonic incursions.’

			‘When I came here, I was seeking to regain the Emperor’s favour. No matter the means or the lengths I had to go to.’ Stern spoke quietly. The words were difficult to say. She had told Kyganil everything, but this would be the first time she revealed the terrible truth to another human. She had chosen to do so with the spectacle of the penitent lost before them, a mirror of their own hopeless state. Yet there was something about Dagover that made her want to find hope, even though she knew there was none to be had. As she began to open up, to someone who would fully understand the loss and need she felt, she experienced a shameful relief.

			‘You think there is something on Parastas that will help?’

			‘I thought there was. I came here to save the relic of Saint Aphrania. Her skull was in a shrine to the east, there, where the mountains erupt. I came for Saint Aphrania in the hope of salvation. The Emperor came to her in visions, and because of those visions, she led a crusade that reclaimed a score of systems for the Imperium. I sought a miracle from her, Inquisitor Dagover. I hoped, through her, to see the light of the Emperor once more. I sought a renewal of my greater purpose.’

			‘Which is what?’

			Again, she thought about how much she trusted him. She did not. At all. Did that matter? No. It did not. She had never hidden her calling. Many had not listened, when she had tried to tell them the truth, but that was their failing. ‘I hold within me the collective knowledge of seven hundred Sisters of the Orders Pronatus. Their knowledge and their faith. What they learned of the Ruinous Powers must be preserved. To that end, Kyganil has been guiding me to the Black Library.’

			‘A xenos construct. You would hide the knowledge you carry from human eyes?’

			‘There is no safer place for it.’

			‘You have been a long time in getting to your destination.’

			Stern gave Dagover a sharp look. ‘Do you mock me?’

			He showed his pointed teeth. ‘Only with the intention of helping you see clearly.’

			She refused to be baited, if that was what he was trying to do. ‘The journey has been long because I have lost my way, and so has Kyganil. Too many of the routes he would have taken are closed. And I…’ She hesitated. Dagover gave every impression of being the last person in the galaxy to inspire confidences. Yet somehow, that was what he had coaxed from her. Perhaps it was the fact that he seemed to have no illusions about himself that made her want to share in that certainty. ‘Where I once had visions, I saw nothing. I thought that was because of my unworthiness.’ She raised her arms, letting lightning dance along her fingertips. ‘Because I am touched by the warp. I am unworthy. I am tainted. But I have had a vision once more, and seen the true nature of nothing. The Emperor is no more. The Imperium is gone. Emptiness and cold, consuming and purposeful, comes to devour everything.’

			Dagover was silent. Stern watched him. He looked out over the broken memorials and the desperate penitent below. His withered face was unreadable. 

			Stern read it all the same. ‘You are about to try to convince me that I am wrong.’

			‘I believe you are. I must believe you are. I do not think the darkness that has engulfed the Imperium is a result of the  Emperor finding all of us unworthy. I believe the Imperium has been unworthy of Him for a long time. Isn’t it possible that you are cut off from Him not by your failure, but by the warp storm that covers half the sky? Or by this nothing of which you speak?’

			‘I have encountered warp storms before. They have never cut me off from my visions.’

			‘You never encountered one on this scale, though. No one has. Every­thing has changed, Sister Superior, but it is not destroyed. I have seen too many planets, planets that you saved, rejoicing in their faith in the Emperor despite the darkness, to believe that. And I believe your goal must change too.’

			Stern favoured his remark with a short, bitter laugh. ‘It has. I have no purpose but to fight, for as long as I can, to avenge the God-Emperor. Only I do not know where and how to begin.’

			‘Then think on this. Is my presence here not a sign from the Emperor, a sign that He still has a path for you to walk? I, too, have lost much of my certainty. My path narrowed until all that remained of it was finding you. Having done so, I am at a crossroads. I must find my way forward. I think that, perhaps, I begin to see what it might be. My task may be to help you find your way again.’

			‘That is a very convenient epiphany, inquisitor,’ said Stern. 

			‘It is,’ Dagover admitted. ‘I do not expect you to take it on faith.’

			If he was joking, she was not amused. ‘Do not trifle with me about matters of faith,’ she warned.

			‘That was not my intent. Quite the opposite. But come with me. We will fight for the Imperium, and the Emperor. For its renewal, and in His name, and by His will, not in their memory. Again I say that I have caught up to you at this juncture for a reason.’

			It was Stern’s turn to be silent now. She thought over Dagover’s argument. He was being insistent that their meeting was fated, that there was still something to fight for. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe there was another way of interpreting her vision of the nothing. Dagover was here, now, offering hope at the precise moment she needed it most.

			Would she be a fool to accept? Would she be playing into his grasp?

			What grasp? What could he force upon her?

			It was not what he could force upon her. It was what he could manipu­late her into doing.

			But she was wary. She knew what he was. The more foolish choice would be to reject the possibility of hope he offered.

			‘I will travel with you,’ she said at last.

			‘I am glad.’

			She looked out over the wailing damned below, towards the thunder of the volcanoes. She had destroyed many abominations, but she had not ended the incursion on Parastas. There was nothing that could be saved here. But there was desecration that could be prevented. ‘What is the nature of your vessel?’ she asked.

			‘The Iudex Ferox is a battle cruiser.’

			‘Is it still combat worthy?’

			‘It depends on the nature of the combat. It still has some of its capabilities.’

			‘Can it still carry out Exterminatus?’ Stern asked.

			Dagover regarded her for several seconds, absolutely still. When he laughed, it was the sound of vocal cords scraped over a saw blade. 

			Stern walked through the great hall of the sepulchre with Kyganil. She stopped before each of the relics she had saved during the months of the struggle on Parastas. She kneeled, murmuring her thanks to the Emperor and His saints. ‘I am unworthy of your blessing, Father of Mankind,’ she whispered. ‘I do not ask that you hear or answer. I ask only that I be proven wrong about what I have seen. I ask only for a true purpose in your name.’

			One of the relics was another skull. It was the head of Cardinal Fehervald, whose preaching enflamed the faith of a hundred worlds. After his death, the touch of his skull had been seen to heal wounds. The head was a relic of inestimable worth. She lingered before the reliquary chest after praying, hoping that she was making the right choices.

			‘Are you reconciled to these objects’ destruction?’ Kyganil asked. ‘They are the markers of the acts of your culture.’

			‘Reconciled? No. I acknowledge that inevitability, though.’

			‘I wonder about the value of this temporary salvage.’

			‘There are no venerated objects in aeldari culture? No relics whose destruction would cause you pain?’

			Kyganil bowed his head, accepting the point. ‘I am thinking of our circumstances, and those of this world. One way or another, the preser­vation of these relics was always going to be a passing thing, a small collection of moments. A brief turn against the tides of fate, and no more.’

			‘Measured by eternity, is that not true of any salvation?’

			‘It is.’

			‘Then why fight to preserve anything at all?’

			Kyganil looked sorrowful. ‘True. That is the question we perpetually confront.’

			‘We cannot act with the view of our impact upon eternity, old friend. There is already too much that seeks to make us despair.’

			Stern turned back to the remains of Cardinal Fehervald. ‘I saved this when I could, because to leave it to ruin would have been a sin. A tomb of oblivion will now come for all these relics, and I will give them the respect of a proper farewell.’

			Kyganil nodded again, and they walked on through the rows of salvage.

			Despite her words, Stern’s prayers felt like too little. Nothing she did felt like enough. The emptiness where the sense of the God-Emperor had been was too vast, too complete. Even if the Emperor still reigned, that did not change the fact that she had fallen from grace. What act by any mortal could possibly be an atonement? And if the nothing was not what she had believed, what was it?

			What terrified her was the prospect that she had been right all along, and that it was Dagover whose hope was deluded.

			When she had kneeled before every relic, Stern went with Kyganil to the top of the spire to look at the repentant masses for a final time.

			‘Better a holy cremation than a corrupted existence,’ she said. The small population of the shrine world had, as far as she had seen, completely turned its back on the Emperor. To claim renewed faith because of their terror of her was not sufficient. There was no one on the planet worth saving.

			The sky in the distance glowed black and red. Though it was twilight over the Sepulchre of Iron Sleep, the region of the volcanic chain was trapped in an endless, blazing night. No light from Parastas’ weak sun could cut through the thick, warring clouds of ash. The rage of the mountains set the darkness on fire. The horizon pulsed an angry red. The peaks were jagged silhouettes, the fangs of a wrathful land. Stern imagined she could almost see the swarms of abominations cavorting on the slopes, revelling in the torment of Parastas. In her soul, she could hear the chanting of the cultists at the base of the mountains, wretches still singing their praise to foul gods, praying to be spared incineration by lava and burning clouds. ­Praying too, to be saved from the being of light and slaughter that had pushed them back and back and back until they had to seek shelter in the land of fire. 

			On this day, she would show them how little their heretical prayers were worth. 

			‘The bombardment is almost upon us,’ she said to Kyganil. She had chosen to remain on the planet until it came. The cyclonic torpedo would hit the mountains, and there would be time to leave the ­Sepulchre for the Iudex Ferox before the destruction reached her.

			‘Do you believe the words of Inquisitor Dagover?’ Kyganil asked.

			‘I do not know yet if I believe anything he says. I trust him only as far as his most recent action. Set aside what I believe, though. What if he is right in what he believes? And what if it is no longer my duty and my fate to reach the Black Library? What then? If my destiny has changed, perhaps yours has too.’

			‘To what?’ Kyganil murmured. The words were so soft. Behind their whispered calm lurked a terrible weight. Kyganil had needed Stern as much as she had needed him. They were both outcasts. Their callings had taken them on journeys that had them shunned and worse by those they fought to save. They had both found meaning in their lives by giving the other meaning.

			‘My hope is that soon, I will know my path once again. And I hope that clarity for one of us will be clarity for both.’

			Kyganil glanced up at the sky. There was a break in the clouds over Iron Sleep, and the foul, discordant light of the  enormous warp storm was visible at the zenith, slicing across the void like a festering wound. ‘I would welcome a return of clarity,’ he said. ‘We have been long without it.’

			Stern followed his gaze. A few stars shone faintly in the darkening evening, their light dimmed and tainted by the warp storm. One of them moved. It was the Iudex Ferox, approaching its firing coordinates.

			‘One way or another,’ Stern said, ‘a form of clarity is about to break upon us.’

			She and Kyganil donned their helms.

			Stern did not see the moment that the battle cruiser fired the cyclonic torpedo. She saw the weapon, though, as it tore through the atmosphere. A spear of light rent the clouds. The diagonal streak burned through the air, the flash so quick and searing there was barely time to register what it was. Yet Stern felt a dizzying rush, a sense of tipping deliberately over the edge of an abyss. 

			Surely, this fall would have meaning.

			The torpedo hit in the midst of the volcanic chain. Day – lethal, destroying, consuming day – broke over the landscape. The world flashed white. Stern winced, even with the shutters of her eye-lenses shielding her sight from the full burn of the flash. As the initial burst began to fade, and details of the land returned like the broken lines of an unfinished tableau, the sound came, and with it the wind. The roar of the explosion was the crack of a great ending. The eruptions of the volcanoes were mere sighs in comparison. The wind, furious and burning, slammed into the sepulchre’s spire. The tower wavered in the gale. It rocked back and forth, cracks running up its entire length. Stern leaned forward into the wind, her feet planted firmly. Kyganil was at her side, bearing full witness with her of the cataclysm she had called down on Parastas. 

			The land heaved. Monuments danced and fell. The volcanic chain became a single eruption. Fireballs as big as cities built upon each other in a crescendo of destruction. A red wave rose, climbing twenty miles high, cresting, and then rushing forward. It was lava, surging from beneath the crust like blood from the burst heart of the shrine world. The wave swept over the land, a flood of annihilation. The shrines that still stood in its path vanished, drowned and melted beneath its advance. 

			‘Where are your prayers now?’ Stern raged at the heretics. She could not even hear herself. The cultist army at the base of the mountains was gone. The greatest height and strength of the wave would have faded before it reached the region around the Sepulchre of Iron Sleep, but it was high enough that the penitent would see what was coming, and know it for judgement.

			‘This is all the forgiveness you deserve.’

			Where the torpedo had hit, the land writhed. Billions of tonnes of rock evaporated, melted, and twisted in the grip of monstrous tides. Mountains fell. Peaks gaped open, parting like a leviathan’s jaws. Where daemons had held their revels and gathered their armies, there was only the furnace of a dying planet.

			Soon the lava would reach the Sepulchre of Iron Sleep, and the ­sanctity of the relics would be preserved by purging fire.

			She hoped her despair would die here too. 

		

	
		
			IV

			THE PATHS

			Stern wondered if she was looking at a reptile triumphant.

			In Otto Dagover’s study aboard the Iudex Ferox, she and Kyganil stood before the seated inquisitor. She wished the lizard had eyes of flesh. The lenses that looked back at her disguised his soul. The hook-assisted smile was there, and it could, perhaps, have been read as complacent, or merely grotesque. Dagover’s flesh was so ancient, so much a skin about to be sloughed off, that all but the most pronounced emotions were impossible to read.

			No doubt, Dagover liked things that way.

			He presumably liked having the silent, repulsive servitor present. It was in one corner of the study, motionless. It served no purpose that Stern could guess. Neither she nor Kyganil had commented on it. Dagover could do as he willed on his ship, as long as she did not sense that he was working against her.

			Stern wondered what victory she might have handed to Dagover by coming aboard his ship. Would she have reread her destiny if he had not urged her to? Likely not. She could not see any alternatives. Whatever the truth about the coming nothing, she had to fight it. And travelling with Dagover felt like forging a link to the hope that the Imperium still existed. 

			Dagover seemed willing enough to assume a victory regardless of her hesitations. ‘So,’ he said, ‘you have chosen the new path of your destiny.’

			She did not answer him directly. ‘The darkness that approaches is a threat to us all. It will consume everything. It must be stopped. That is my task. I will not presume to claim that I know my destiny.’

			‘Very wise of you,’ Dagover said with his dry croak. The hooks on his face twitched his lips. ‘Very humble and pious.’

			Was he mocking her? That would be unwise. Power ­crackled at her fingertips in warning.

			‘What, then, of the Black Library?’ Kyganil asked.

			‘Do you see a way forward to it?’ said Stern.

			‘I do not,’ Kyganil confessed. ‘It seems farther away than ever before. Every webway route I think should bring us closer is blocked.’

			‘Then we cannot go, for now.’ The words sounded like forever in her head. 

			‘More signs,’ said Dagover. ‘More and more signs that you should not go at all.’

			‘I would expect that to be your interpretation,’ said Stern.

			‘Of course it is. Because I am right. What value would there be in bringing that knowledge to this place, so inaccessible to the very peoples that need the knowledge most?’

			‘There, the wisdom of the seven hundred would not be lost, should anything happen to me.’

			‘Have you given any thought to how the knowledge held within you is to be extracted?’

			Stern and Kyganil exchanged a glance. ‘I have,’ said Stern. ‘We have discussed it. We do not know, though I am prepared to make whatever sacrifice might be required.’

			The grunt that emerged from Dagover’s voice box was clearly contemptuous for all that it was an electronic noise. ‘How pointless. Can you not see how pointless this is? Why do you resist what is so clear?’

			‘Clear to you.’ Though she knew where he was going with his logic.

			‘It should be clear to all. You are what can be done with that knowledge. You are what comes of that wisdom and power. Do you wish me to believe that you carry such power against daemons, and that you have been born three times, only so that you can make this potential vanish? The potential is realised in you.’

			‘You insult me if you think I have not thought of this,’ Stern said coldly. ‘And of where following this path might lead.’ Dagover did not understand the corruption of power, or else he did not fear it. Either possibility made him dangerous.

			‘Yet you have used your power. For centuries. And you must use it again, against the threat that you have foreseen.’

			‘On that, at least, we must agree,’ said Kyganil.

			‘I do not know what this danger is,’ said Stern. ‘All I can see is the all-consuming nothing. It is immense.’ She paused, and looked signifi­cantly at the aeldari and at the Ordo Xenos inquisitor. ‘It will devour the galaxy if it is not stopped. So great a threat is beyond what any one species can fight.’

			Kyganil’s face remained impassive. His eyes sparked with bitter amusement. ‘This is not an auspicious place to be discussing allian­ces,’ he said. He gestured, taking in the skulls mounted on the walls of the study.

			Dagover made a sound that might have been a laugh. ‘Do not let me stop you,’ he said.

			‘You would in other situations,’ said Stern.

			‘No doubt. But not this one. I believe in the danger you have seen, Sister Superior. We have seen too much that has happened to the Imperium in this past century not to imagine another great cataclysm.’

			Stern turned back to Kyganil. ‘I know this is a lot to ask.’

			‘You ask only what is necessary, as you ever have.’

			‘Is there still someone among the aeldari to whom you can speak?’ Kyganil was as isolated as she was. Dagover, though, was proof that the isolation was not total.

			Kyganil nodded slowly. ‘Yvraine,’ he said. ‘I believe I can find Yvraine. We have had dealings in the past. My ties with her are not broken. She understands the role of the outsider.’

			‘Excellent,’ said Dagover. Stern would have sworn that his eye-lenses gleamed eagerly. ‘Let us go at once.’

			In all their years together, Stern had never seen Kyganil laugh. He came very close just then, his eyes widening in utter disbelief. ‘You are not coming,’ he said. It was as close to sputtering as the aeldari had ever come.

			‘I think I am.’

			‘You are not,’ said Stern. ‘Consider who you are. Your presence would kill any possibility of an alliance before the first word had been uttered. You will wait here for my return.’

			‘Is that a command?’ Dagover’s rasp sounded dangerous.

			‘It is a statement of fact. Unless you have another destination you plan to travel to in my absence.’

			Dagover was silent for a moment. ‘You do not trust me, Sister Superior.’

			‘I most certainly do not, inquisitor.’

			Stern and the aeldari left his study. At some point in the minutes that followed, they vanished from the Iudex Ferox. Dagover had given orders that they be kept under con­stant, but discreet, surveillance. Officers, distressed at their failure, contacted Dagover over the ship’s vox as soon as they had lost sight of the pair and could not find them again.

			‘They’ll be back,’ Dagover instructed them. ‘Watch for their return.’

			He drummed a set of metal fingers on his desk. ‘They’ve entered the webway,’ he said to the corpse of Velthaus. ‘They did it from inside a voidship. That aeldari is both promising and a threat.’

			‘Why do you think the aeldari is both promising and a threat?’ came the toneless question.

			‘He appears to have determined his destiny as being shaped by hers. Which means, by my reckoning, he has subordinated himself to her will. That means his abilities are, for now, at the service of a warrior of the Imperium. Stern has a great deal of influence on him. That makes him useful, xenos or not. The question is how much influence he has on her. That was not an issue before I found her. It is, now. I grieve not to be travelling with them.’

			‘Why do you grieve not to be travelling with them?’ 

			‘This is a missed opportunity, despite the risks involved. Think about how much I might have learned, going so deeply into the aeldari realm. It is also a setback.’

			‘Why is it also a setback?’ the corpse asked.

			‘Because now Stern is completely away from my influ­ence, and completely in aeldari territory, and she is obviously ready to listen to them. If she is right about the scale of the coming threat, then it is good that, through her, we can have a line of communication with that xenos race. Good, with reservations. It would be better if I were there.’

			‘Why–’

			‘Silence.’ He’d had enough of Velthaus’ questions. He continued to address the servitor, though. Doing so helped him clarify his thoughts. ‘She does credit me with pointing the way to a new understanding of her destiny. That is important. I am associated with a transformative point in her life. No one shakes that off easily.’

			‘No one?’ said Velthaus.

			Dagover stared at the servitor. He had told it to be quiet, hadn’t he? Maybe he had thought the words without saying them. But the echo was wrong. It didn’t follow the pattern of phrasing, the only pattern the servitor was capable of. 

			Dagover rose and approached Velthaus. He peered into the dead man’s eyes, looking for something he knew could not be there, a sign of the inquisitor’s living self.

			The servitor returned his gaze with its blank, unblinking absence. There was no one there.

			‘Did you speak?’ said Dagover.

			‘Why did you speak?’ said Velthaus.

			Dagover took a step back, uneasy. The pattern was correct. Yet the question felt too pointed. 

			‘Silence.’ Dagover spoke clearly, deliberately, marking the fact that he did, leaving no room for ambiguity. And then again, for good measure. ‘Silence.’

			The servitor said nothing.

			What had just happened? Had anything happened?

			No. Nothing could have. He had made a mistake. That was all.

			But the servitor’s unprompted question whirled through his mind. No one? No one? No one?

			No one could shake off the transformative moment. Not Stern. Not him, either.

			Dagover thought again of his first sight of Stern in the Sepulchre of Iron Sleep. He remembered how he had felt, to see a being of such overwhelming power. He had tried to shove aside the soul-deep vertigo that had assailed him. He had acted as he had planned to do.

			But the vertigo was still there, deep inside.

			Who was changing whom?

			The servitor was still, yet the voice in his head belonged to Velthaus.

			Who was exerting what influence?

			He would have to make sure he knew, he thought. He must be watchful.

			It seemed to him there was another voice, very close and terribly far, that urged him to do the opposite – to give in to the vertigo and let himself be carried towards the great flame of Stern.

			‘Where are we?’ Stern asked quietly.

			‘From one world of holy memory to another. Indeed. I think that Yvraine being here is the reason I was able to find her with relative ease. The art of the dance we now perform is strong, for us to see it so clearly.’ The aeldari paused. ‘Tread carefully, Thrice-Born. You are a human treading on sacred ground.’

			‘I will.’

			They were in a long wraithbone hall. The walls curved outward from the floor, and then came back together to form an elegant, pointed vault. The lines of the hall gave Stern a sense of flow. No matter which direction they walked, she would feel as if they were being carried along, as if the hall were the embodied essence of a river’s current. Kyganil looked around reverently. A sense of the sacred radiated from the walls. In a manner that Stern could not define precisely, she sensed a kinship between the nature of the wraithbone and herself as a vessel for seven hundred souls.

			Two guards were walking towards them from one end of the hall. They had left their posts before two large doors. They wore the crimson armour of the Guardians of the Ynnari. Kyganil bowed slightly as they approached, palms open and arms apart, his blades sheathed on his back. Stern followed his example. As he had said she should, she had left her weapons back on the Iudex Ferox. 

			‘The Visarch has told the Herald of Ynnead of your coming,’ one of the guards said before Kyganil could address them. She was looking at Kyganil, but speaking Low Gothic, implying that Stern was the one actually being addressed.

			‘Will she receive us?’ Kyganil asked.

			‘She awaits you now.’

			The guards turned around. Stern and Kyganil followed. As the guards approached the doors, they opened silently. The guards stopped at the threshold. Stern and Kyganil passed into the throne room beyond. Its ceiling was much higher than in the hall. It rose to the same pointed vault, the room lifting the eyes involuntarily to its peak. Stern found her impressions of the room shifting from one moment to the next, depending on which point she happened to be looking at. At first, the wraithbone designs conveyed a sense of clarity and light, and the thought that, if Stern could just find the right viewing position, she would see to infinity, in time as well as space. But some of the other lines were darker, more jagged, and she conjured her memories of Commorragh and its games of sensual violence and night.

			The aeldari seated on the throne united these contradictory feelings. She was swathed in crimson and black, her face sternly forbidding. Her eyes glinted with hard judgement and the hint of coal-dark perversity. She looked first at Kyganil, and then at Stern as they approached. Her eyes narrowed slightly, as if in pain, as Stern drew near. The evaluating gaze with which she favoured Stern was a long one, and carried on for several seconds after Stern and Kyganil stopped a few paces from the throne’s dais.

			‘Your power announces your arrival,’ Yvraine said to Stern. ‘It is a psychic nova. I have rarely seen its like.’

			Stern bowed her head. She said nothing. Yvraine was clearly musing, not in the mood for conversation just yet.

			‘I wonder if you know the danger you represent,’ Yvraine said.

			‘To the enemies of what I fight for, I think I do,’ said Stern, sensing an opening now.

			‘Perhaps. And perhaps neither you nor they fully understand that either. Perhaps no being does, not even the gods. What would you say to that?’

			‘That I must be watchful not to let such words lead to hubris on my part.’

			Yvraine smiled coldly. ‘Quite so. Quite so.’ She turned a palm up, and the gesture wordlessly changed the subject. ‘I had thought I had heard the last of a need for an alliance with the humans for some time. It seems I was wrong. Must another be sought so soon after the last?’

			‘The last?’ Stern asked, puzzled. She glanced at Kyganil, who looked just as confused. At least, she noted, Yvraine had not referred to humans as mon-keigh. That had to be a good omen.

			‘I would have thought I had done more than enough to help your race, Thrice-Born.’

			‘I’m afraid I do not understand.’

			Yvraine cocked her head, amused. ‘No, you don’t, do you? Then I will be more direct. Was it not enough for me to assist in the return of Roboute Guilliman?’

			The floor seemed to heave beneath Stern. Her balance was suddenly more precarious than it had been in the Shrine of Saint Aphrania. She grappled with what Yvraine had said. The words were fragile. Their meaning was too great. ‘Guilliman,’ she said. ‘Guilliman has returned.’ She almost wept with gratitude. Dagover was right. The Emperor still watched over the rest of the Imperium. Nothing else could explain the return of the Avenging Son.

			Yvraine leaned forward slightly. ‘Then you know nothing of what has transpired on the other side of the Great Rift?’

			‘We do not, Herald of Ynnead,’ said Kyganil.

			‘Then the reason for your presence here becomes much more interesting.’

			‘Does the Imperium still exist?’ Stern asked, torn between hope and dread.

			‘It does. Its state was desperate. I believe it still is.’

			Stern nodded. The Imperium’s extremity must have been terrible for Guilliman to awake.

			‘But it endures,’ said Yvraine. ‘When I last took my leave, it endured.’

			‘You have my thanks for this news.’

			Here, Yvraine turned to Kyganil. ‘Now tell me why you have sought me out.’ 

			‘For the reason you spoke of when we entered, Herald of Ynnead. Once again, the aeldari and the humans must stand together.’

			‘Against what?’

			Kyganil looked at Stern.

			‘There is something approaching,’ said Stern. ‘A nothingness of terri­ble vastness. I do not know much more than that, but I am sure that, if we do not stop it, it will consume the galaxy.’

			Yvraine said nothing for a long moment. Finally, she asked, ‘This is a vision you have had?’

			‘It is. For a long time, I did not know it was a vision. The absence is so huge, so suffocating, that I believed I no longer had any visions at all. When I perceived the absence truly, even then I did not understand what it was.’

			‘I see.’

			Yvraine rose. At the same moment, a wraithbone column emerged from the floor in front of the throne, its base an unbroken part of the whole. It took the form of a braided stand. At its crown was an orb that shone a pure white. ‘Come closer,’ Yvraine said. She stepped off the throne’s dais and stood in front of the column.

			Stern walked forward until they were facing each other across the orb. This close, Stern felt as if just beyond the edge of her hearing, there was a great choir of souls.

			‘Give me your hands,’ said Yvraine. Stern obeyed. ‘Now seek your vision.’

			Stern closed her eyes. She barely had to open herself up psychically. The nothingness rushed to seize her. Her breath stopped. All was black and cold and numb. The blackness was eternal, swallowing stars and souls forever. She could not see its boundaries. It seemed infinite, and to be growing at the same time, stronger and stronger, finality upon finality, the last of all curtains to fall.

			She jerked out of the vision and saw that Yvraine had released her and taken a step back.

			‘Enough,’ said Yvraine. ‘I have seen what I need.’

			‘Do you know what it is?’ Stern asked.

			‘I do not. I shared your vision. That is all. The danger is as great as you say.’

			‘Then you understand the need for an alliance,’ said Kyganil.

			Yvraine looked at them both steadily. ‘How do you imagine this will come about? Do either of you have the standing of an ambassador?’ The question was not really a question.

			‘No,’ said Stern. ‘Until you told me, I did not even know that something of the Imperium endures.’

			Yvraine was silent again, her eyes shadowed, as she thought. ‘Know this, exile of Cegorach,’ she said at last. ‘When the time comes, you will have my aid.’

			Kyganil bowed to the Herald. ‘You have my thanks.’

			‘And mine,’ said Stern, bowing too.

			‘Yours, if not that of the rest of your race,’ Yvraine observed.

			Stern could say nothing in answer to that justified remark. 

			‘Where will you go now?’ Yvraine asked her.

			‘I do not know. I must seek the point from which the nothing­ness will spread, but I do not know where to begin looking for it.’

			‘On that point, I cannot assist you.’ Yvraine turned once more to Kyganil. ‘And the help I give rests upon a condition. The condition is the task I give you now. You will seek out your former Harlequin kin. Find a Solitaire. You will do this as your part of this bargain. Then I will fulfil mine.’

			Kyganil bowed again in obedience.

			‘Then we are done,’ said Yvraine. ‘Go now. We have paths that await us all.’

			Kyganil brought them back to the Iudex Ferox. They stepped out of his portal and into an empty cargo bay in the ­bowels of the ship. It would be a few minutes at least before Dagover knew of their presence. The bay was deep in shadow. It had been damaged in battle, and fallen into disuse. There was no light except for a single emergency lumen strip, still emitting a bruised red glow from the base of the walls. The deck above had collapsed diagonally across the space. The bay was a chamber of wreckage and shadows. It was a poor place for a farewell. At least they had their solitude.

			‘We have walked far together, Thrice-Born,’ said Kyganil.

			‘A journey I could not have made without you,’ said Stern. ‘I shall miss your wisdom and your blades.’ She smiled. ‘It will be a challenge to grow used to travelling exclusively by human means again.’ The words were banal. Anything she said would be after so many years of companionship.

			They clasped forearms. ‘I will hope our paths cross again,’ said Kyganil.

			‘I have faith they will,’ Stern said. Everything about their friendship, from its beginning to its duration, was so unlikely that meeting again seemed the least of improbabilities. ‘But we move as fate demands.’

			‘We do,’ Kyganil agreed.

			‘Do you think we have performed well?’ Stern asked, shifting to the Harlequin’s idiom, paying tribute and respect to what he had taught her of his ways and faiths.

			Kyganil smiled. ‘Magnificently,’ he said. ‘Especially for so small a troupe, so often deprived of any audience, perpetually without the proper one.’

			‘By your side, the art was its own reward.’

			Kyganil placed a hand over his heart and bowed his head. ‘Well said, Thrice-Born. It has been the great honour of my path to perform beside you.’

			‘As it was mine to dance beside you.’

			‘Then I bow to you, until the curtains rise to reveal us to one another once more.’

			‘I bow to you in the same hope.’

			Stern stepped back, giving Kyganil space to summon his portal to the webway. He gestured, and a frame of air around him shimmered. They looked at each other one last time, holding on to the link of soli­darity. Kyganil stepped into the portal. His image shimmered too. Then the air cleared, and he and the portal were gone.

			Stern did not move right away, contemplating the loss of the fellowship of the xenos she trusted with her life. She was left with the company of the human she did not trust at all.

			Then she left the cargo bay. She walked towards the bridge, sure that one of the inquisitor’s officers would meet her momentarily. It had already been several minutes since she and Kyganil had returned. Dagover knew she was back. If he claimed otherwise, she would not believe him.

			‘Will this suit your needs?’ Dagover asked. 

			Stern walked across the threshold of the chamber the inquisitor was offering as her quarters. It was on the same deck as his study, a short distance from the bridge. It was one of the chambers attached to the cloisters. It was sparsely furnished. There was an iron cot, a shrine taking up most of the forward wall, and little else. It was a religious cell.

			‘You had Ministorum priests aboard?’ Stern asked.

			‘You sound surprised.’

			‘Given your radicalism, I am.’

			‘My faith in the God-Emperor is not open to question.’

			‘I did not say that it was. But the Ecclesiarchy is suspicious of the unorthodox. As I happen to know.’

			Dagover gave an electronic grunt. ‘Priests and a prayer conclave have not always been part of this vessel’s complement. They have been sometimes, though.’

			‘When it suited you politically.’

			The hooks spread Dagover’s lips into a smile. ‘I leave the exegesis of my decisions to you. They were with me when last we departed a world before the great warp storm tore the sky. They did not survive the century. I think, for many of them, a crisis of faith weakened them in combat.’ He walked slowly around the room. ‘That is the past. Will this chamber do?’

			‘It will.’ Its proximity to the bridge was useful. Its proximity to Dagover’s quarters was, she guessed, useful for him. That made no difference to her. She presumed she would be under perpetual observation.

			‘Very well,’ said Dagover. ‘Now we have the question of our destination. I am disappointed the exalted figure you consulted had no helpful suggestions.’

			‘I believe in the Emperor and His guidance.’

			‘As do I, Sister Superior Stern, as do I.’

			She did not think he was mocking her. She was willing to believe his protestations of faith. What she wished she could discern was his underlying purpose. But the reptile was as unreadable as ever.

			And then he said, ‘Guilliman,’ and his face changed. He seemed to be looking past Stern, at an object of wonder. 

			Was he acting? she wondered. Was he genuine? Or was his genuine display a strategy in itself, its purpose to win her trust?

			There was no way to know.

			‘Yes,’ Stern said. ‘Guilliman.’

			‘You believe this to be true?’

			‘I think it would be a strangely pointless lie, coming from an Ynnari.’

			‘It is an event that gives one hope,’ said Dagover.

			‘It does.’

			‘Yet I think, too, of how close to the brink we must be for him to return.’

			‘As a Recongregator, do you not feel vindicated?’

			‘Perhaps.’ The rasp was barely louder than a whisper. ‘I have fears, though, Sister Superior. I have fears that my vindication will come to feel like the mockery of fate. Or that I will discover that my faction did not act fast enough, or forcefully enough. I need to know.’

			‘So do I,’ Stern told him. ‘But the darkness is what I must fight. If the struggle takes me farther away from what remains of the Imperium, then so be it. If that is a condition that is unacceptable to you, tell me now.’

			‘It is not,’ said Dagover. ‘We will go where we must.’

			She was relieved, and she was disturbed that she was relieved. With Kyganil gone, she was dependent on Dagover and his ship for transport. She did not like the idea of needing the inquisitor. She felt uneasy and wary in a constant, gnawing way that was foreign to her after so long in the trusted company of the aeldari.

			‘Where, though, must we go?’ Dagover asked.

			‘I will seek the guidance of the Emperor.’

			‘You sound confident that you will receive it.’

			‘I am.’

			‘Much has changed in a short time.’

			‘It has.’

			The smile crept over his face. It looked like victory. ‘Then we have cause to rejoice. I will leave you to it.’

			The lizard in power armour walked out of the cell.

			Stern closed the door behind him, sealing herself in gloom. Candles flickered on the shrine, casting moving shadows over the bronze sculpture of the holy winged skull. Stern kneeled before the shrine. She fixed her gaze on the sockets of the skull. This was not a relic that would crumble at her touch. It was a symbol. It could be destroyed, but what it represented could not.

			‘Father of Mankind,’ she said. ‘Forgive me for my weakness. Forgive me for not seeing what I should, and for believing you no longer protected your children. Though I am not worthy of your blessing, I am your servant eternally. Show me what you would have me do. Grant me the wisdom to know how best I must serve you.’

			She closed her eyes and bent her head to her clasped hands. The darkness that came to devour the stars enveloped her once more. She could barely breathe. The nothingness sought to consume everything. If she did not fight it, she would vanish in the suffocating black.

			‘You are not everything,’ she growled at the nothingness. ‘You will be defeated.’

			She did not have the strength to see past it. The black future swallowed all the times to come, and it crushed the present. She strained against it, but it was like trying to hold back the tidal wave of a terrible ocean. She started to drown.

			‘I will not despair!’ she cried in prayer. ‘My greatest strength is not my own. It is the strength of the God-Emperor that will stand against this evil.’

			It was not for her to see the way. It was for her to believe that she would be shown the way. 

			Her duty was to have faith.

			And she did. Her belief in the God-Emperor sang in her heart. The shrine before her gave her a way to concentrate her thoughts, and powerful as symbols were, it was still just a symbol. Monuments and rituals served their purpose, but they fell away to insignificance before the essence of faith itself. That was what she offered the God-Emperor now.

			She gave herself to the totality of belief. Without reservation. 

			She believed. She became belief.

			Her identity vanished, yet the darkness could not absorb her, for Another had claim over her.

			And in this state, for a tiny, blessed fragment of eternity, the domi­nion of the nothingness receded. It had not yet arrived, it had not yet consumed all, and so something came through to Stern.

			A name.

			A place.

			A beginning.

			Severitas.

			Stern found Dagover on the bridge. ‘Severitas,’ she told him. ‘That is where we must go.’

			‘What is there?’

			‘Our destination.’

			Dagover cocked his head. ‘Are you bandying words with me?’

			‘No. I am telling you what I know, and nothing more.’

			‘Very well.’ Dagover leaned over the tacticarium table. ‘Severitas,’ he muttered, and called up a hololithic map of the galaxy. A rune pulsed yellow over a planet in the sector. ‘Interesting. In close parallel to our current position, but on the other side of the rift, as far as I can tell.’

			‘Your map is incomplete,’ Stern commented. It only showed a rough approximation of the huge warp storm’s location.

			‘We do not know the full extent of the rift,’ said Dagover. ‘We have mapped what we have been able to determine, but there is too much we don’t know.’ He extended an arm and tapped Severitas. ‘I should have said that I think this planet is on the other side of the rift. But there is a fair bit of guesswork involved.’

			‘It is not in the storm. Of that I am sure.’

			‘Good. I am trusting your visions not to send us to a world consumed by the warp. We are still faced with a problem. Somehow, we have to cross that rift without the benefit of the Astronomican.’

			‘True. So we will.’

			‘I’m eager to know how you think we will do so.’

			‘With the guidance of the God-Emperor,’ Stern said. She turned away from the tacticarium table and looked at the viewports. The Iudex Ferox was still in orbit around Parastas, and the planet’s arc dominated the perspective. The atmosphere was dark with volcanic ash, hiding the death throes of the world. ‘We should turn to confront the rift,’ she said. ‘There is nothing more to confront with Parastas. The justice of the Emperor overtakes the abomination and the heretic.’ Let the penitent strive for forgiveness in their final moments. It was still not hers to grant.

			Dagover gave the orders, and the battle cruiser pulled out of its orbit, slowly turning its bow towards the wound in the void. The warp storm was a barrier that stretched to the infinite. The only way to defeat it was to go through it. 

			Even at this distance, the storm’s roiling unreality was corrosive to mind and soul. The crew of the Iudex Ferox instinctively turned away from its sight. Stern made herself look at it. 

			The Emperor protects, she thought. 

			That belief gave her the strength to study the monster.

			‘This ship is warp-worthy?’ she asked Dagover.

			Shipmaster Avaxan looked at her in horror, then at the inquisitor. ‘My lord…’ she began.

			Dagover cut her off. ‘It is,’ he said. ‘Though entering the warp without a guide would be suicidal.’

			‘We will have a guide,’ Stern said simply.

			She stared at the horror. Convulsions of nightmare colours flowed into vortices of madness. Tendrils as large as worlds reached out from the rift with the uncanny hint of intention. The rift was Chaos given form. Avaxan was right to fear it. Even a close approach was to gamble with insanity.

			‘We must go,’ Stern intoned quietly. ‘We must cross. I know you will guide us. I know you will guide me now. My faith is absolute and unswerving. Show us the way, Emperor. Show us how to be true to our duty to you.’

			Her eye kept being drawn to the same point in the warp storm. It was centred in the viewport and was the nearest point in the rift to Parastas.

			The position began to seem significant to her. She focused on that point, and on the cyclone of warp matter she saw there. The stuff of unreality swirled in a vicious spiral, drawing her mind in. Her sense of the bridge and of her body diminished. Her awareness centred on the spiral, on the rush of non-matter going around and around and around with hideous force, luring, seeing, summoning. She was about to plunge into a maelstrom tunnel. 

			The cyclone called. And she knew, as her heart swelled with certainty, that they must answer.

			‘That is where we enter the rift,’ she said, pointing.

			‘There?’ Dagover had few inflections, but his delay in answering showed his astonishment.

			‘There.’

			‘The ship will be torn apart, or worse,’ said Avaxan. ‘We do not even have our Geller field operating at full capacity.’

			‘The Emperor protects,’ Stern told her.

			‘He does. He does. But…’

			‘Then have faith in Him, shipmaster.’ Energy crackled angrily down her cloak. It ran along the deck, sparking against workstations. The lumen strips on the bridge flickered briefly.

			Avaxan paled and looked helplessly at Dagover.

			‘You are certain?’ the inquisitor said to Stern.

			‘I am. Our path to Severitas takes us through that point.’

			Dagover hesitated. ‘You understand our caution,’ he said. ‘There is nothing to suggest we should take such a dangerous step.’

			‘Nothing except faith. The Emperor protects, inquisitor. The Emperor also commands. We have a duty. It is on the other side of that rift.’

			Dagover said nothing. He looked back and forth between Stern and the viewport.

			‘Is this not what you expected or planned, inquisitor?’ Stern said ­quietly, so only Dagover could hear. ‘Did you expect you were ­simply taking on board a new weapon?’ He started to answer, but she did not give him the chance. ‘No, I should not underestimate your machin­ations. But you did not expect to have the direction of your ship commanded in this way.’ Again he opened his mouth to speak, and again she cut him off. ‘I have no sympathy for you. Your hopes and needs are not relevant. Nor are mine. We are the agents of the Emperor. Nothing more, and that is more than enough. We must seek to do His will, and that is all.’

			They stared at each other in silence. Then Dagover said, just as quietly as Stern had been speaking, ‘I wonder which of us will seem the bigger fool when the immaterium tears our ship in half.’

			‘The days of my folly have passed,’ Stern snapped. ‘Is that not what you wanted? Or is that what you fear?’

			Dagover broke away from her stare. He raised his voice. ‘Shipmaster, set course for the position indicated by Sister Superior Stern. Prepare the warp drive. May the Emperor protect us.’

			Stern stayed on the bridge, on the strategium’s platform, during the entire journey from Parastas to the rift. She lost track of time. It might have been days of travel with the plasma drive. The abomination of the warp storm grew larger in the viewport, and then the cyclone of ­madness expanded, becoming a terrible eye, and a call to immeasurable depths. Dagover ordered the shutters closed to safeguard the sanity of the crew. Pict screens struggled to present hololithic approximations of the horror that the ship approached. Stern ignored them, staring straight ahead, as if she could see through the shutters. In her mind’s eye, she perceived the churning spiral.

			Dagover came and went from the bridge. She was barely aware of his movements until he approached her and said, ‘We are ready to make the jump.’

			‘Good.’

			‘We are risking much.’

			‘No. We are doing what is commanded.’

			‘If you are right, my crew will fear you even more than if you are wrong, I think.’

			‘Their fears do not concern me.’

			Dagover’s harsh electronic chuckle scraped across the bridge. ‘In this, Sister Superior, we are alike.’

			‘Warp drive ready, lord inquisitor,’ Avaxan called.

			‘Make the jump, shipmaster,’ said Dagover.

			Stern closed her eyes and welcomed the plunge into the vortex.

		

	
		
			 

			PART II

			IMPERIUM SANCTUS

		

	
		
			V

			SEVERITAS

			Somewhere ahead, north of their position, past the tangled hulks of the manufactories, the road sloped uphill, and at the top of the hill was the Cathedral of Saint Thecla the Unyielding. The cathedral, with its walls, defences and position, would be a strongpoint. They could make a stand there. They could withstand a siege for some time. ­Perhaps long enough to re-establish communications with the battlegroup and escape the trap.

			Dominion Klavia of the Order of Our Martyred Lady resented the fact that she was thinking of defence and escape. Her natural instincts in battle were to charge at the forefront of the advance, to be the blade that first sliced into the enemy. She could not change the impossible, though, and she had the wisdom to know when she saw it. 

			‘Vox!’ Canoness Commander Macrina called. She was a few steps from Klavia, leading the run with the Dominions, while the ­Rhinos of the commandry rumbled up along the flanks of the Battle ­Sisters, blocking some of the incoming fire from the manufact­ories. ‘Tell me you have something!’ She listened for a few moments, then cursed.

			‘Anything?’ Klavia asked. She had to shout to be heard over the clamour of the pounding of bolters, the roar of flamers, and the unending thunder-and-lightning attacks from the cultists’ lasguns and heavy stubbers. 

			‘Battle Sister Eluned says there was a brief signal. Maybe a ship entering orbit. Then nothing again. She cannot be definite.’

			A stream of las cut into the road just ahead of Macrina. She returned fire with her bolt pistol. Her shells exploded against a shadowed catwalk leaning over the road. Bodies fell, and flames spread along the promethium conduits. More blasts built up, running rampant through the huge complex. Klavia heard the screams of heretics in the growing conflagration.

			It wasn’t enough. There were thousands of heretics, infesting the complexes like vermin. And more were coming.

			‘Curse this world,’ said Dominus Odilla, marching in lockstep with Klavia. ‘Curse it for what it pretended to be.’

			‘It pretended well,’ said Klavia. She swept her storm bolter to the right, blowing apart a crowd of heretics that tried to rush the Adepta Sororitas from a loading bay. The road narrowed up ahead and made a sharp turn to the right. The forge complexes were so large and packed in that they formed an arc across the road at that point.

			‘What odds there’s an ambush ahead?’ Odilla asked.

			Klavia grunted. ‘You mean all of Severitas isn’t already an ambush?’

			She was not exaggerating. From the moment the strike cruiser Rectitude of Battlegroup Kallides entered the orbit of Severitas, the Sisters of the Order of Our Martyred Lady had entered the jaws of the trap set for them on the planet. They had not known it right away. They had responded to a cry for help from the surface. Vox traffic indicated a loyal population grappling with a cultist insurrection. The size of the uprising was clearly beyond the strength of local defence forces to deal with. But a strategic insertion by the Adepta Sororitas would turn the tide, and reclaim Severitas firmly for the Imperium. This was the sort of world that warranted the flexibility built into the battlegroups of the Indomitus Crusade. Severitas was valuable. It was a powerful forge world, and its salvation would result in reinforcements of weapons, vehicles and ships being supplied to the crusade. 

			One commandry of Sisters of Battle was going to be more than enough.

			Only the vox traffic was lies. Everything about Severitas was a lie. The depth and scale of the deception was in itself as much a sign of the enemy’s power as the sheer numbers of the foe. Severitas was a fallen planet. If there was a loyal population here, Klavia had not seen it. The commandry had landed at the space port, all signs pointing to this as a secure landing site and good staging point to take the fight to the heretics. Instead, the Adepta Sororitas had found themselves surrounded by the devotees of the Ruinous Powers.

			Orbiting Severitas were its shipyards. It had no completed vessels, but there were enough shells with functioning engines for the second part of the trap to close. Moving in uncanny concert, a score of hulls broke from their moorings and closed on the Rectitude, a swarm of battering rams. The attack was so sudden, the half-built ships so close, that the strike cruiser had no chance. Its guns saw off a few of the attackers, but it might as well have been trying to defeat a meteor shower. When it died, its destruction was a bright fanfare of explosions in the sky.

			The ground forces knew what had happened because the crew of the Rectitude managed to remain in vox contact until the end. But the communications were broken, erratic, and grew worse and worse by the second. Once the disguise fell from Severitas, the planet crackled with uncontrolled warp energy. It streaked through the clouds like sorcerous lightning, abolishing certainties. It unleashed storms where rain rushed upward from the ground, and the winds were full of howling voices. And it enclosed the planet.

			The Rectitude’s astropathic choir attempted to send a distress call before the catastrophe claimed the strike cruiser. It failed. There had been no contact with the battlegroup since the mission had begun. It was possible that the prolonged silence from the Rectitude and the Order of Our Martyred Lady might be noticed. It was just as possible that by the time that happened, the circumstances and location of the battlegroup would preclude aid being sent.

			The commandry was alone. It would be alone until the struggle on Severitas was decided one way or the other. 

			The initial surprise of the ambush had been costly. The commandry had barely a hundred Sisters of Battle left. A hundred against millions. 

			The cultists were armed, and they were organised. They had taken up positions everywhere in the manufactories along the route the commandry was following. When the true nature of the situation on Severitas became clear, Macrina had formed her troops into a wedge and driven hard, the thrust of a holy spear, through the initial rush of heretics, and deep into the canyons of metal, heading for Saint ­Thecla. The cultists had responded, turning the huge forge complexes into honeycombs of firing positions. The Order of Our Martyred Lady advanced through an unending stream of las and stubber fire. The farther the Sisters of Battle went, the more they encountered mines and heavier weapons. 

			The forges were all still active, even if nothing was being produced by them. Massive chimneys belched fire and smoke into the sky. The walls vibrated with the roars of the furnaces inside. Flaming gas and steam vented from the snaking tangles of iron conduits. Bristling with attackers on their catwalks and at every window, the manufactories seemed to Klavia like corrupted beasts, straining to tear themselves free from the chains of their foundations and hurl their mountainous bulks at the commandry.

			They were less than a hundred yards now from the turn. 

			‘We know what the blasphemers will seek to do, my sisters,’ Macrina voxed to them all. ‘We will smash through them with the strength of righteousness. Hold fast! The road turns twice, and then we shall have a straight run to the cathedral. We shall see our fortress soon, and then the heretics will truly have cause to fear us!’

			When Macrina finished speaking, Klavia heard the new sound. It was hard to make out at first as anything different from the crack and rattle of weapons fire, the deep rumbling of the forges, and the snarl of the Rhinos. Very soon, it was loud enough for her to be certain. ‘Enemy vehicles approaching,’ she warned. The growl of the engines was pitched higher than those of the Rhinos, and sounded maddened, the vehicles as corrupted by Chaos as the humans who drove them.

			For the enemy’s motorised reinforcement to be audible before coming into sight, it had to be a large contingent.

			‘By the Throne,’ Macrina snarled, ‘we are being tested on this day. We shall hit harder and faster, then. There is not much more than a mile to the cathedral.’

			The Canoness charged forward, firing as she ran. The Rhinos picked up speed, and the commandry rushed down the narrowing roadway. They sent a wall of shells ahead of them.

			‘They think to ambush us!’ Macrina shouted. ‘What difference can a few guns more make? Onward, sisters! Onward, in fury!’

			The formation raced for the turn, defying the enemy guns. ­Bolters and flamers raked the façades of the manufactories, annihilating heretics. The air was choking with the smell of spent fyceline. Black smoke rolled in between the walls, further reducing the visibility of the dim late-afternoon light. 

			Then the day blazed white. Klavia staggered, momentarily deafened by the force of the concussion. Demolition charges blew out the hearts of the manufactories to the left, right and ahead. Furnace shrapnel tore through the walls. The slices of glowing metal flew across the road in a slashing web. Sisters of Battle fell, decapitated, cut in half, impaled and burning. Tides of molten ore burst from the shattered façades. They collided in crashing, incandescent waves, and formed a raging flood in the street. With the groans of dying giants, the huge complexes leaned forward, their structural integrity gone, and the collapse began.

			‘Pull back!’ Macrina roared. The order was unnecessary, in that there was no other option, and every warrior of the commandry was already retreating back up the road, trying to stay ahead of the burning river. The order was needed, because it took away the shame of the retreat.

			Klavia ran up the road. She and her fellow Dominions were slower, weighed down by their heavy weapons. She would sooner die than abandon her storm bolter. The weapon was sanctified, anointed in the holy oils that were held by the sacred armament font in the convent of the Order of Our Martyred Lady. While she lived, it would not be destroyed by a flow of ore, or fall into the hands of the filth she and her sisters fought.

			And the filth were dying too. Cultists screamed in agony, incinerated, smothered and drowned at the same time. Many others were blown to sprays of blood and fragments of flesh by the explosions. Hundreds more were going to be crushed in the collapse, and already those close to the foundations were crying out as thousands of tonnes of rockcrete and metal folded in on themselves and came down on the heretics.

			Though they were losing thousands to the unfolding cata­clysm, the cultists were also triumphant. They did not care about their brethren. They cared about the disaster reaching for the Sisters of Battle. From their positions high on other manufactories, they shouted in ferocious joy and hate.

			The Adepta Sororitas retreated from the enveloping disaster, running back into even more determined fire. Behind them came the roar of the falling structures and the molten ore’s monstrous serpent hiss. The destruction was hungry for prey. The avalanche of wreckage caught a Rhino on Klavia’s right. For a few moments, the vehicle remained visible under the fall of rubble, its wheels spinning futilely. It was held. Before its driver could escape, the river of ore swept over it, turning the vehicle into a crematorium.

			The heat pursued Klavia. She could see little except a thick cloud of dust lit orange. Her sisters were vague shapes in the bellowing inferno. She could not see the enemy. She fired all the same, ­aiming high for where she knew the other complexes must be. If she was to die now, God-Emperor grant that she take a few more of His ­enemies with her.

			The rumble reached its deafening climax. The manufactories were down, and their fall pushed the molten ore forward in a surging wave. Klavia lunged ahead. Adrenaline fought with exhaustion. Faith in the Emperor, and the determination to serve Him well, won the day. She moved faster, keeping just ahead of the killing heat, her face blistering and cracking. She ran through the dark, suffocating, glowing limbo.

			There was a change in the movement of the vague silhouettes that were her sisters, a shifting in a current. She turned with them, and hurtled along another road. This one went uphill. In another minute, the commandry had left the worst of the dust behind, and the river of ore flowed away below.

			The position was still not a good one. The enemy fire was growing stronger again, and the sound of the engines was still drawing nearer.

			‘Defensive posture,’ Macrina ordered. ‘Ring of sacrament!’ With the remaining Rhinos creating a wall at both ends of the street, the Sisters of Battle formed a circle, blasting at the cultists’ firing points, holding down the attackers for the moment. 

			‘Sister Keyne!’ Macrina called. ‘Can you find us a route?’

			Battle Sister Keyne worked her way close to the Canoness. She held a data-slate and was looking at a map of the region. ‘They’ve cut off the main approach to the cathedral,’ she said. ‘The other options are circuitous and much more narrow. Barely wide enough for a single Rhino.’

			‘They want us in killing zones,’ said Klavia. ‘They think to eliminate our strength.’

			‘They’re doing it well,’ Odilla muttered.

			‘The enemy vehicles will be here soon,’ Klavia added.

			For the first time ever, she saw Macrina hesitate. The Canoness had no good options to choose. They could make a stand here, and be ground down, or advance into ambushes they could not survive.

			There was no way forward to victory.

			‘Prepare to make them pay,’ Macrina said.

			Then this would be where they fought to the last, Klavia thought. This was where they would stand against a world.

			More and more guns opened up against the Sisters of Battle. Cultists swarmed out of the manufactory bays, emboldened to have their foe cornered, willing to die by the hundreds just for the chance to sink their blades into the Emperor’s most faithful warriors. 

			At the head of the street, a corrupted tank appeared, flames belching from the spines that covered its hull.

			Then, before Klavia could see it clearly, the tank exploded.

			A beam struck it from above, a beam of something far purer and more lethal than light. The flash lit up the gloom of Severitas, turning the vast bulks of the manufactories into negative images. Klavia winced from the glare. Burned onto her retina was the image of the tank erupting, its cannon flying end over end to embed itself high in a conduit of the complex to her right. The impact set off a chain of explosions through the manufactory, ones that the heretics had not prepared. Fire bloomed with purifying anger, scorching sniper positions.

			The triumphant cries of the heretics turned into screams.

			And then there was a roar from the skies, and a Valkyrie came in low overhead. It unleashed two Hellstrike missiles. They slammed into the manufactories on either side of the Sisters of Battle, punching deep before exploding. The complex on the right was a promethium refinery, and the entire building turned into a fireball, a raging pyre for the heretics. The gunship passed through the flames of the destruction and turned its multi-laser on the cultists massing at the lower end of the street.

			There was another tank there, and it blew up before the Valkyrie arrived, struck by another blast. The killing power hit again and again, working its way back up the road, tearing open the walls that were still standing, seeking the cultists within. The cries were now wails of fear. The Order of Our Martyred Lady no longer came under fire. The heretics who were still fighting had another target, and they were desperately trying to bring down the source of their terror. 

			In the searing light of the blasts and the fire, it took her a moment to see what they were shooting at. The source of the beams that were annihilating the heretics was a blinding sphere. What Klavia saw was something like light, but its true nature was very different. It filled her with unease.

			‘Sorcery,’ Odilla said beside her, her jaw tight. 

			‘A loyalist psyker,’ Klavia said. 

			‘Maybe.’

			‘Our rescue does not mean we should take anything at face value,’ Macrina warned.

			‘The Valkyrie bears the symbol of the Inquisition,’ said Klavia.

			‘I saw that,’ Macrina answered. ‘Stand ready, sisters,’ she voxed to the commandry. ‘Hold your fire until my command, but do not drop your guard. Nothing is certain.’

			Nothing, Klavia thought, except the extermination of the heretics in this region. The screams began to die out. For the first time since the order had landed on Severitas, the flood of enemies was staunched. There were more, countless more, but at this moment they were not able to reach the scene fast enough to replace their dead brethren.

			The Valkyrie came back, making another strafing pass. There was little for it to do. Enemy fire fell to sporadic bursts, silenced immediately by another of the psyker’s blasts. The display of power made Klavia feel almost as uneasy as Odilla looked, though she welcomed the respite. It was as if a star had descended to the surface of Severitas and was annihilating the foes of the Emperor with coronal storms. 

			And now the gunfire ceased. There was no one left to kill in the immediate vicinity. The sphere diminished in intensity, then winked out. The Valkyrie came in for landing at the top of the road, dropping slowly over the wreckage and bodies where the tank had been. The figure who had been in the centre of the sphere descended too, her cloak and her white hair billowing in the wind that blew towards the manufactory fires. Her armour was battered, it and her face bearing the scars of battles beyond counting. Yet it was unmistakably marked with the red-and-black livery of the Order of Our Martyred Lady. 

			Klavia stared as the figure alighted on the ground. ‘I do not understand,’ she said. Odilla was shaking her head in incomprehension.

			Macrina, though, looked at the woman with disbelief, and with hate. ‘Ephrael Stern,’ she spat.

			Klavia had never known the Sister Superior. In the commandry, only Macrina was old enough to have seen Stern. Every Battle Sister knew the name, though. All knew the judgement that had been rendered against her by the Inquisition, and the shame of her memory cast a long shadow over the Order of Our Martyred Lady.

			‘Heretic,’ Odilla hissed.

			Heretic. The word made Klavia’s blood run hot with fury.

			They had killed heretics by the hundreds on this day. This heretic, though, embodied the word with much more awful significance. Ephrael Stern was far, far worse than the cultists, weak-minded civilians who had been tempted away from the light of the God-Emperor by the Ruinous Powers. Ephrael Stern bore the armour of the Adepta Sororitas. She wore the livery of that which she had betrayed. There were no words that could encompass the full scope of her treachery.

			The Battle Sisters of the commandry trained their weapons on Ephrael Stern.

			Dagover descended from the Valkyrie and strode down the slope towards the confrontation between Stern and her long-lost sisters. He hurried to get there before someone pulled a trigger. Stern was standing with her arms apart, palms open. ‘That doesn’t make you less of a threat,’ Dagover muttered under his breath. After Stern’s display of power, it was hardly going to matter that she was not wielding a bolt pistol.

			So this, he thought, was to be the hard part of their journey.

			He was still trying to process the voyage through the warp storm. Getting from Parastas to Severitas had been uncannily easy. He would have been reluctant to take the Iudex Ferox into the warp at all, given its condition. What he had done, if he was honest with himself, was place his faith in Stern’s faith, and so he had committed himself to an act of utter madness. According to all the lights of his understanding, the battle cruiser should have been destroyed the moment it plunged into the vortex. Instead…

			Instead…

			What exactly had happened?

			He did not know. His impressions were confused, partly because he had trouble accepting what had happened. He had just as much difficulty trying to grasp the implications.

			The Iudex Ferox had shot through the storm like an arrow through air. As if they were destined, fate-commanded. The phrases haunted Dagover, and he could not shake them. Nor could he put aside the memory of what he had felt during that journey. He had felt tiny, ridiculously unimportant. Even the ship barely mattered. Only Stern mattered. A great power had determined that she should pass through that enormous storm, and so had seized the ship, parted the ocean of the warp, and dragged them all through to the other side.

			A great power. Why did Dagover not want to give it a name? His name?

			Dagover did not dare. He could not remember when he had last felt reticent about anything. He did now.

			Stern was much more than he had hoped. She might be even more than he feared.

			Dagover did not like experiencing awe.

			He might have to get used to it.

			In time. First he had to deal with a situation that was unquestionably beyond Stern’s ability to defuse. There was nothing she could say that would allay the suspicions of her order.

			That task fell to him. Otto Dagover was to be the voice of reassurance. How strange.

			But he now lived in a galaxy where Guilliman had returned. Clearly, everything was possible now.

			Stern looked back at him as he approached, her face impassive. She was seeing her sisters for the first time in far more than a century. How long and how deeply, Dagover wondered, had she thought about this reunion? She must have known it would begin this way. Did that hurt any less? 

			Whatever emotional agony she was suffering, she had submerged it. She was waiting for him to speak, to effect the reconciliation. 

			That was not his specialty.

			But the forging of the right alliance, at the right time, for the reasons he deemed right… That was his specialty.

			‘Please lower your weapons,’ he said, taking one step ahead and to the side of Stern. ‘They are not needed here.’ He did not extend his arms. Their inhuman length made them more sinister than reassuring. 

			‘Who are you to make that decision?’ the Canoness asked. Her dark skin was deeply lined. There were many, many decades of experience behind the eyes that evaluated him.

			‘I am Lord Otto Dagover of the Ordo Xenos. It is a privilege to meet you, Canoness Macrina of the Order of Our Martyred Lady.’

			Macrina’s eyes narrowed, displeased rather than impressed that he knew who she was. His name didn’t help, either. ‘Dagover,’ she said. ‘I have heard of you. I have heard rumours of the warriors you bring into the Deathwatch.’

			‘Loyal servants of the Emperor, all of them.’

			‘Mutants. You have kept company with the Black Dragons.’

			And Adeptus Astartes far more mutated than they were. But Macrina did not seem to know about them. So that was something, at least. ‘Yes, I have,’ Dagover said. ‘And at least one member of the Adepta Sororitas, the Canoness Errant Setheno, has done the same. But I do not believe your doctrinal differences with me are what matter at this juncture, Canoness. You may not like what I represent. You are not alone. Few do. You are, however, obliged to acknowledge my authority.’

			Macrina said nothing.

			Dagover gave her his smile. He knew how disturbing it was. That was as it should be. He did not want her to see him as ingratiating. Being an uncanny figure was useful to him. Be they friend or foe, it was always better to keep them off balance, because friend or foe, they could shift from one to the other with the wind of circumstances. Even when he wanted to inspire trust, it was better for the subject to be uneasy too. He thought he was achieving this end with Stern.

			She was certainly making him uneasy. The experience was a new one. It was not altogether welcome. 

			‘I have seen the works of Ephrael Stern,’ Dagover continued. ‘I have seen legions of abominations fall before her. We have come from the other side of that warp storm.’ He pointed up, to the sight of the rift, just as huge and baleful as it had been from Parastas.

			‘You crossed the Cicatrix Maledictum?’ Macrina asked before he could continue. Her Battle Sisters stirred uneasily. 

			It was the wrong kind of unease. He was committed, though. ‘Is that its name?’ he asked, putting as much curiosity into his electronic voice as he could.

			‘You have come from the Imperium Nihilus,’ Macrina said, her tone cold. ‘That provenance marks you as suspect.’

			‘If you have not been there, who are you to judge?’ Dagover shot back. ‘You have not seen what I have seen. You have not borne witness to the acts of Sister Superior Stern.’ He was choosing his language carefully. Works, acts. He was building up to the most important word. It was not one that Macrina and her Sisters would accept this day, or the next. But he was preparing the imaginative soil for this idea. ‘She guided us through the Cicatrix Maledictum without harm. It was as if the hand of the God-Emperor Himself carried us through, and brought us here, to Severitas, to the very place where she would find her order in its time of need.’

			‘It is a bold thing to say that the Emperor commanded your arrival,’ said Macrina.

			‘I believe it would be bold to affirm He did not. Bold, ungrateful, even, I am tempted to say, sacrilegious. Does anyone here have any doubts as to what would have happened if Sister Superior Stern had not come to you at the very moment that she did?’

			Dagover took the risk of pausing after his question. He won his wager. Macrina had no immediate answer. The silence was heavy with meaning. It was a telling victory, he thought, and so he took advantage of it to speak the crucial word. ‘I tell you, Sisters of the Order of Our Martyred Lady, that Ephrael Stern is not corrupted. I tell you that she is a saint.’

			Stern had remained perfectly still while Dagover had been speaking with Macrina. Her head lowered, her hands parted, without realising it she had presented the perfect image of the point he had been leading towards. The air driven by the hunger of the fires stirred her cloak and her hair. That was the only movement. She might have been a marble idol.

			Her appearance was perfect, Dagover thought.

			When he uttered the word saint, though, she turned her head sharply. She glared at him, eyes flashing with righteous anger. ‘I make no such claim,’ she said, her voice hard with the very sanctity she denied. ‘I am no saint. I am a psyker, tainted by the warp. I am tainted to my core. Do not blaspheme by calling me a saint.’

			Only the truly saintly would deny their sanctity, Dagover thought. He stopped himself from saying those words. That would be going too far, much too far. He must not push the Sisters to a point they could not go. ‘I make the claim for you,’ he said instead. ‘I am your witness.’

			Stern shook her head. ‘I am a servant of the God-Emperor,’ she said. ‘Nothing more.’ She spoke softly, though her voice carried over the background roar of flames, and the gathering rumble in the distance of engines and heretic cries. ‘All I seek is to do His will, and to fight for Him where His will takes me.’

			‘You do not see the arrogance of declaring that His will brought you here?’ Macrina demanded.

			‘I see arrogance in believing that our journey was possible by any other means,’ she said.

			There was another silence. Dagover let it stretch. They had said what needed to be said. Anything more, and they would be going in circles. 

			Macrina gazed at Stern and Dagover in turn. She was still wary, hostile. But she was not ordering an attack on the heretic. She was having doubts. Thinking about what Dagover had said. 

			So, clearly, were the other Sisters of Battle. Some of them were looking at Stern with wonder in spite of themselves.

			Good. There was a lot Dagover had to learn, and quickly, about the situation here on the other side of the Cicatrix. An organised, well-armed commandry of the Sisters of Battle pointed to the continued existence of the Imperium in something like a recognisable form, though. If Stern was to be used to her full potential, she could not be having to fight to prevent her execution for heresy or worse. Even if a second execution would be any more permanent than the first. He had to work to see her integrated back into the Imperium’s machinery, however tenuously.

			Dagover waited another few moments. The sounds of the approaching enemy grew louder. Stern had destroyed many, and bought the commandry some breathing space, but the window for action was narrowing again. ‘The true heretics are closing in again,’ he said. ‘We must move and fight.’

			Reluctantly, as if she had been hoping for divine revelation to make clear what she should do about Stern, Macrina nodded. ‘The Cathedral of Saint Thecla the Unyielding,’ she said, pointing north. ‘We can hold back the enemy there, and make our plans.’

			‘With your permission, Canoness, I will annihilate any heretic who stands in your way,’ said Stern.

			Her lips pressed tightly together, Macrina gave another curt nod.

			Stern turned north, towards the burning tanks. Light gathered around her as she rose into the air once more.

			Dagover watched the Sisters of Battle. He had called Stern a saint. They would be thinking about that now, as they watched her. He willed them to look at her, to try to deny that she was a saint. Try and fail.

			The aura around Stern became blinding, and then she shot forward, a spear of holy fire.

		

	
		
			VI

			SAINT THECLA

			The fortified Cathedral of Saint Thecla the Unyielding was a massive block of ferrocrete. In its brutal strength it was, Stern thought, a fitting tribute to the warrior whose name it bore. It rose from the peak of its hill like a basalt extrusion. It was spireless, and its walls were five hundred feet high, sheer and black, their blank faces broken only by turret holes. It was half again as long as it was wide, and the sole entrance was in the eastern side. The façade here was rounded, and dominated by an immense sculpture of the God-Emperor’s winged skull. The east face was the prow of a blunt, battering ship, which was ready to descend from its heights and crush the apostate and the heretic beneath its dread weight. Demolisher cannons on the parapet aimed their judgement at every quadrant. The Cathedral of Saint Thecla was the shock maul of faith. It demanded everything of the worshipper, and granted nothing. In a galaxy without mercy, Saint Thecla herself had taught, the true servant of the Emperor must also be without pity, impervious to human frailty. A soul must be of iron, or be destroyed.

			Though it seemed the entire population of Severitas had succumbed to heresy, the cathedral had not been defaced. Its great doors had remained shut. It was as if it had risen above the cauldron of apostasy that raged in the streets below its hill. The heretical tides had rushed around it, but since it had been abandoned, the fallen hordes had chosen to ignore its existence. With no need to attack, they had avoided the sacred ground.

			The situation changed as soon as the commandry of the Order of Our Martyred Lady entered the cathedral, but by then it was too late. The Battle Sisters had their fortress.

			The heretics should have destroyed the strongpoint when they had the chance. Stern gave thanks they had not. She thought, too, that perhaps they had never been able to, that the cathedral had been preserved by the Power they had betrayed.

			‘Yours is the will that protects, God-Emperor,’ she murmured, kneeling in prayer. ‘Yours is the will that commands.’

			She had taken a prayer cell in the crypt of the cathedral. There were barrack cloisters off the nave, and the vestry was a command post with a grav-lift running directly to the battle­ments. Though Macrina had made no attempt to imprison her, recognising the futility of doing so, Stern had respected her suspicions by removing herself from the centre of things as much as possible. In the cell, she was isolated. No Sister of Battle need see or hear her unless they chose to. She would not impose her presence on planning sessions. She trusted Dagover far enough to presume he would keep her informed.

			If she was to earn her place back into the grace of her ­sisters, it would be on their terms. She would do what had to be done to save them, just as she would do what had to be done to save the Imperium from the doom that haunted her visions.

			The sound of guns reached down into the crypt. Muffled by walls twenty feet thick, it was almost gentle, a deep heartbeat. Another attack had begun. She would be needed again soon, but she would not dishonour her sisters by racing to the battlefield prematurely. They knew how to fight a war, and how to repel a siege. They would summon her when it was time, as they had three times already since they had taken possession of the cathedral. 

			She would practise humility, and she would wait. 

			Their terms. Her return must be on their terms, or it would fail.

			While she waited, she meditated, and she prayed for guidance.

			And all the while, the visions were growing stronger. With increasing frequency, it took a conscious effort to hold them back, to stop them from overwhelming her, a black wave of freezing nothing swamping her consciousness. The horror was coming closer.

			‘How must I fight it? Where will it come from? All my being is at the service of your will. Guide me, God-Emperor. Guide me to the field of this battle.’

			Wheresoever she was commanded to go, though, for now she was trapped on Severitas. After so many years of travelling the webway with Kyganil, it was a jolt to have to adjust to no longer being able to depart any world at a moment’s notice. The evil on this world had to be defeated first. By any means possible.

			‘You have sent me here for a reason, Father of Mankind. I accept the task you have placed before me. I will not fail. This is my vow. In your name and by my blood, my sisters and I will purge Severitas of the heretic.’

			If they let her.

			She looked up at the sound of footsteps approaching her cell. She rose to greet her visitor. She expected Dagover. He had been the only one to come to her so far. Macrina still refused any but the briefest of direct communications with her. If Dagover resented being made the go-between, he did not show it. He seemed amused.

			The visitor came into view in the dim light of the crypt. It was not Dagover. It was one of the Dominions, Klavia. Her short crop of white hair stood out even against the ghostly pallor of her complexion. An angry red scar ran down the side of her neck. She was solidly built, as if born to carry a storm bolter. Stern had noticed her at the first encounter with the commandry. Klavia was one of the few who had not looked at her with hatred.

			‘Pardon the interruption, Sister Superior,’ Klavia said.

			The courtesy almost snapped Stern’s heart in two. ‘No apology is necessary, Dominion. I am honoured by your visit.’

			‘I…’ Klavia grimaced. ‘There is something I must tell you, sister. I have been watching you at your devotions.’

			Stern nodded slowly. ‘I have been aware of someone there. More than once.’

			‘You said nothing.’

			‘If this person wished to speak with me, then they would. If not, they would not. I am glad you chose the former.’

			‘I do want to be clear. I was not spying on you. Or at least, that was not my intent.’

			‘I did not think it was.’ Stern wondered if she should smile reassuringly. She realised she did not know how. She was long out of practice with that skill. She might look like Dagover. Stern contented herself with keeping her voice soft. ‘Is there something I can do for you, sister?’ she asked.

			‘I wanted you to know that you are not alone,’ Klavia said. ‘I believe in you. I am not the only one.’

			Stern closed her eyes for a moment in gratitude. Then, concerned about what Dagover was trying to do, she said, ‘When you say that you believe… not, I hope, that I am a saint.’

			‘I believe you are not a heretic,’ said Klavia. ‘I believe that you follow the Emperor’s will.’

			That was not exactly a denial, but it would do. ‘Thank you, sister,’ Stern said. ‘Thank you. To follow the task the Emperor sets for me is my one desire.’ She sighed. ‘It can be so very hard to know His will.’

			‘Do you have visions?’

			‘I do. Too often now they are a burden more than a guide.’

			‘Then how do you know His will?’

			‘I am not always sure of it. A sense, sometimes. An intuition. Sometimes I must deduce it when the visions do not clearly point the way. Especially now.’

			‘Why now?’

			‘My visions are all the same. They are of a coming horror, an all-destroying nothing. With every passing day, the visions grow stronger. This nothing is drawing closer. I believe it will consume the galaxy, sister, if it is not stopped. That is the battle the Emperor has set before me. There can be no other reason for these visions.’

			‘I see.’

			‘Tell me. Is it true that Guilliman has returned?’

			‘He has.’

			‘And the Imperium still stands?’

			‘It does, by the Emperor’s will, and by the might of Guilliman. He returned in the hour of our greatest need, and now he leads the Indomitus Crusade.’

			‘Tell me of this crusade.’

			‘The Order of Our Martyred Lady is part of it,’ Klavia said. ‘The largest crusade since the Great Crusade is taking back the Imperium from the darkness that would consume it.’

			Stern listened carefully as Klavia described the scale and might of the Indomitus Crusade, and what it had accomplished thus far. Bit by bit, Stern understood what had happened to the Imperium during the century of darkness. So much had been lost and destroyed. For another doom, much like the one announced by her visions, to fall upon the Imperium was too much. 

			No. Never too much. Whatever came, they would triumph. It was the will of the Emperor.

			‘Yes,’ Stern said when Klavia had finished. ‘Yes.’ She spoke half to herself, and half to the Dominion. ‘What comes is monstrous, but we have the strength to fight it. This crusade. The means are before us. This is how the obliterating nothing must be fought.’ With every word, the certainty took hold of her. It was the same one she had felt when she had told Dagover to take the Iudex Ferox into the maelstrom of the Cicatrix Maledictum. The path that had taken her from Parastas to Yvraine and to here was more than fated. She was on the journey the Emperor had commanded. She had been brought here to join the Indomitus Crusade, and through that great strength to fight the nothing. She focused on Klavia once more. ‘We must leave Severitas,’ she said.

			Klavia gave her a sour smile. ‘I agree, Sister Superior.’

			‘I know.’ Stern offered a tentative smile in return. ‘It is easily said.’

			Klavia showed Stern how much she believed in her. It was through her intervention, more than Dagover’s, that Macrina grudgingly asked her to meet. Stern joined Macrina and Dagover in the vestry. Maps of Severitas covered the huge table in the chamber. The architecture of the cathedral was sombre, solemn. Even in the halls of wor­ship, the cathedral embodied brute strength. It was a redoubt of the faithful, and had no patience for ornamentation. The same was true of the vestry. The walls were dark, the furnishings massive and functional. In one corner of the room, a Battle Sister worked with a vox-unit, struggling to re-establish contact with the Iudex Ferox.

			‘Still intermittent?’ Stern asked. The vox had become very erratic during Xenos Bane’s descent from orbit.

			‘Worse,’ said Dagover. ‘No contact at all since our arrival at the cathedral.’

			‘And your greatest strength is depleted.’

			‘It is.’

			Macrina looked questioningly at Dagover. She had given Stern no greeting on her arrival. She had simply stared at her coldly, and moved to the far side of the table. 

			‘The Iudex Ferox was capable of Exterminatus,’ Dagover explained. ‘No longer. It launched its last cyclonic torpedo against Parastas.’

			‘So even if an evacuation were possible, we would have to leave this planet in the grip of corruption, and the Ruinous Powers triumphant.’

			‘Quite,’ said Dagover.

			‘That is not acceptable,’ said Stern. 

			‘On that point, I will agree,’ Macrina said, though there was no warmth in her tone.

			‘Severitas must be purged.’ Stern would not countenance the idea that her path had brought her to her sisters only to abandon this world. 

			Dagover chuckled. ‘I have never known the Adepta Sororitas to be adherents of the art of the possible. So be it.’ He waved a metallic arm. ‘There is no choice anyway, if we cannot contact the ship.’

			‘Will your crew not send a search party?’ Macrina asked.

			‘No doubt they will. How well will such a party fare?’

			‘Destroyed if they do not find us,’ said Stern. ‘Trapped with us if they do.’

			‘There is something else,’ Dagover said to Macrina. ‘What is left of my astropathic choir suffered a massive psychic blow when we entered orbit. The level of warp interference around Severitas is powerful. We cannot contact the ship, and the ship cannot contact anyone else.’

			‘The enemy on this world is more than a heretical populace,’ said Stern.

			She saw a grimace flicker across Macrina’s face before she nodded. Agreeing with Stern caused the Canoness physical pain. ‘The cultists are too organised,’ she said. ‘Their assaults show coordination and planning. And the deception that lured us to Severitas was too well done.’

			‘Too powerful as well,’ said Dagover. ‘To conceal the true nature of an entire world, and then to seal it off at will… The question, then, is who is in command?’

			‘They are our target,’ said Stern. 

			‘One we have not found.’

			‘What scans were you able to do?’ Macrina asked Dagover. 

			‘Very few that were useful. We were able to find the heat signatures of your combat from orbit, but they were just spikes in a sea of static. Auspex readings became clearer as we descended in the Valkyrie, but then the range was too limited.’

			‘So we must look for ourselves,’ said Stern.

			‘Look where?’ Macrina snapped. ‘Do you think to search the entire planet?’

			‘I have faith we will not need to,’ Stern said quietly, and Macrina’s left eye twitched, a wince in the face of what the Canoness took as a rebuke. ‘The attacks are coordinated. The fact of coordination will carry within it signs of its origin.’

			‘What do you propose?’ Dagover asked.

			‘That you and I fly sorties.’ She turned to Macrina. ‘We will not abandon the Cathedral of Saint Thecla. Like her, we shall not yield.’

			‘We can hold back a siege without your help.’

			They could not break it, though. Stern nodded and kept silent.

			Dagover was studying the map. ‘I agree with the Sister Superior. I can see no other way forward. We may be at this some length of time, though.’ He waved an arm over the maps. ‘The geography of the city and of the land means there will be certain inevitable dispersions and concentrations of the enemy.’ He looked at Stern. ‘If it were possible to go beyond the city, that would help, but we cannot.’

			The contiguous land masses of Severitas were covered by a single population centre, a complex of forges that sprawled for thousands of miles in every direction. It covered plains and valleys and mountaintops. Only the deep, angry, polluted oceans marked its boundaries. Severitas the world and Severitas the city were one and the same. 

			‘In what direction do we even begin?’ Dagover continued.

			‘The heavy armour seemed to make its initial approach from the east,’ said Macrina.

			‘Then that is a beginning.’

			‘We will not be alone in our search,’ Stern said. ‘The Emperor protects. The Emperor guides.’

			The wind blew hot with smoke and ash against Stern’s face as she flew beside Xenos Bane. She and Dagover left the Cathedral of Saint Thecla the Unyielding in a grimy dawn, after Stern had assisted in throwing back another wave of cultists. The heretics had to regroup, and build up their strength before another attack. Stern and Dagover took advantage of the window to try to read the currents in the flow of reinforcements. 

			They went high over the city’s forges, keeping below the ceiling of smoke and ash so the ground was always in sight. Stern flew with the Valkyrie more than a couple of miles to her left. She could just see the searchlights of the gunship from her position. She and Dagover were within line of sight of each other. Vox communication was working for the moment, but she did not trust it. Even over this relatively short distance, Dagover’s voice kept breaking up in her vox-bead.

			At first, their search seemed like it would bear no fruit. The cultists closed in on the cathedral from all quarters of the city. Stern headed east, and she saw more and more tanks, the farther she went. 

			‘Guide me, God-Emperor,’ Stern prayed. ‘Show me your enemy that I may destroy them.’

			She had to resist the temptation to engage the armour when she saw it. This was not a time for skirmishes. They would slow her, bog her down fighting an endless supply of foes.

			‘The heretics’ army is very well supplied,’ Dagover voxed. He had noticed the increase in armoured vehicles too. ‘My pilot is relaying their positions to Canoness Macrina.’

			‘Good.’ The commandry would have to launch some strikes out of the cathedral. There were tanks with heavy cannons heading that way. Even the walls of Saint Thecla’s were not invincible. 

			‘The forges of Severitas are busy,’ Dagover commented. ‘More evidence of the power behind the attacks. It is worrisome that they are still operational.’

			‘They will provision the heretics with weapons until the cathedral is destroyed with everyone in it,’ said Stern. She paused, sweeping her gaze over the horizon. Everywhere, the city pulsed with the monst­rous chants of the apostate, and the endless pounding and grinding of the forges at work, steam and fire blasting up from the chimneys like the irregular exultations of a ritual. To the east, though, the light from the fires burned more brightly. Not every manufactory in Severitas still functioned. Sectors of the sprawl had fallen dark, turning into smouldering ruins. In the east, there was fury. 

			She flew on, and as she travelled east, she saw the light more clearly. The blazes of fires mixed with a different glow. Crimson and violet, it was an aurora with the qualities of an oil slick. The light twitched and oozed over its domain. Its source was miles away yet. The ground rose in that direction until, at the horizon, the manufactories crowned a high, rocky plateau. The cliffs were dark, shadowed by the glow above them, a brooding menace in the sunless dawn.

			‘That light over the plateau,’ said Dagover.

			‘I see it, inquisitor. That is what we seek.’

			‘The commandry will not be able to travel that distance, even with your help.’ 

			‘I know.’ There would be millions of heretics between the Sisters of Battle and their goal. ‘Let us try to learn what and who is there. If need be, return to the cathedral without me.’

			As she spoke, a wide line, bright as a stream of molten ore, extended down the height of the plateau. Shortly after the forward end reached the base, the rear pulled away from the peak. The light dimmed somewhat, turning into an angry orange shot through with streaks of blood red. The light pulsed, and Stern detected a regularity to its rhythm. It felt like something was marching west.

			‘Do you think that is a response to us?’ Dagover asked.

			‘It may be. If so, the greater foe shows us its hand.’ 

			Stern flew towards the glow. Xenos Bane kept pace, and narrowed the distance between them. They arrowed east, and the glow brightened. The streets between the manufactories filled with shouting cultists. There was a new intensity to their charge, a revelry at the prospect of the fight to come. A cluster of high chimneys a mile wide blocked Stern’s view of what was coming. The smoke billowing from them was so thick, it brought the choking cloud cover down low enough that the tops of the chimneys disappeared in the murk. Stern dropped lower, making straight for the linked complex of manufactories. She planned to fly between the chimneys.

			The complex exploded before she had the chance. A series of massive blasts tore the core structures open. Walls flew out, a wind of rockcrete fragments. The chimneys jerked up, as if trying to launch themselves skyward. They buckled, their heights breaking up, and they fell on themselves, the columns of a temple of fire collapsing into the cauldron. A storm of dust and smoke enveloped Stern. The wind and heat of destruction buffeted her. For long moments she was blind, and she hovered in the grey-and-red maelstrom. She coughed, her psychic shield no defence against the grit-filled air. Her lungs felt as if they were caked in clay.

			‘Pull up! Get us above the dust!’ she heard Dagover shouting at his pilot. The engines of the Valkyrie screamed as the gunship fought for altitude.

			Stern cleared her eyes. Shapes moved in the dust cloud below her, and things brighter and larger advanced through the blazes of the ruined manufactories. She drew closer. She was ready to fight whatever vision was now materialising before her.

			She was wrong. She was not prepared for what she saw as, driven by the wind, the worst of the dust cleared.

			The dead of the Order of Our Martyred Lady had returned. The corpses of Battle Sisters marched again. They were burned, mutilated, dismembered. Their armour was riven by gaping holes. Their faces were grotesque. Some had been flayed to the bone. Some glistened with exposed muscle, their jaws hanging wide with unspeakable hunger. Still others were just recognisable as the Sisters they had been, but their features were distorted by the abominations that now resided in their bodies. The horrors sang as they marched. The sounds that issued from their throats clawed at Stern’s soul. They were parodies of the human, each voice torn in two. One part squalled like an infant. The other was the high, fluting, worshipful praise of a dark god. 

			Limping heavily at the back of the mass of bodies was a worse horror yet. Some of the corpses had been so badly damaged that they were now fused together. Monstrosities with three legs and four arms and two screaming heads. The creatures shambled forward, waving limbs that had become one with their weapons.

			Stern looked down upon desecration itself. The mockery and insult to the saintly dead took her breath away. 

			Behind the possessed corpses came larger monsters. They were things of conduits and pipes and half-molten rockcrete. They were portions of the manufactories turned into daemonic engines. The industry of Severitas had come to foul life. Huge assemblages that had been twisted into a simulacrum of limbs walked heavily, punching craters into the street with every step. Steam and burning gas jetted from their joints. Their heads were open furnaces, skulls without eyes, shaped around maws that gaped wide, vomiting fire and smoke. As they advanced, the sightless heads turned this way and that, unleashing their burning rage on the world around them. 

			‘Throne!’ Dagover cursed over the vox. ‘Shoot it down, blast you! Don’t let it get–’ His voice disappeared in a burst of static.

			Stern looked for Xenos Bane. It dropped out of the clouds, control lost, spiralling towards the ground. A daemonic engine held it in its talons. The creature was winged, an aircraft transformed into a blasphemous image of a drake. Its torso burned with its internal fires, and its reptilian jaw unleashed the flames over the cockpit of the Valkyrie. 

			It was a heldrake. Even as the attack began, she began to see the signature of the threat. Daemonic engines. Many of them, and possessed corpses. Her rational analysis of the attack took place at the same time that her heart swelled with horror.

			The gunship’s weapons fired to no effect. The heldrake clung to the top of the Valkyrie and perched to the rear of the cockpit, out of range. It smashed its claws through the fuselage and began to tear the ship open. 

			‘Dagover!’ Stern shouted. She launched a searing burst of light at the abomination. Silver fire scorched the heldrake’s back. It screamed but did not release its hold.

			Xenos Bane plummeted. 

			As if in answer to her shout, the corpses of the Sisters of Battle looked up at her, and the blind manufactory monsters swivelled their heads in her direction. The creations of ruin paused in their march, and in their song.

			The dead Sisters pointed at Stern and screamed. A wave of hate and loss and hunger for retribution swept over her, stunning her with a force that felt like the actual souls of the Battle Sisters shrieking at her, a new collective of the dead coming to take vengeance because she had failed them. The limb-weapons fired, and the manufactories unleashed the full force of their flames. Burning rage enveloped her.

			The world vanished in a sun of pain and the screams of the dead.

		

	
		
			VII

			THE SONG OF RETURN

			The thunder of the explosions rippled across the sea of manufactories just as Klavia exited the grav-lift and joined Macrina behind the cathedral’s parapet. To the east, the morning gloom flashed brutal red. It looked as if fire and blood were erupting from the centre of the manufactories at the limit of Klavia’s vision. Stern was still visible for a moment before the fireballs engulfed her, a blazing star in the distance. Then the star dropped and vanished. At almost the same moment, she saw the streak of engines twisting down from the clouds.

			The explosions kept growing, and they grew closer. Klavia squinted, trying to see through the waves of fire and smoke to the movement within.

			‘It looks like the very city is walking,’ she said, hoping she was wrong.

			‘It does,’ said Macrina. ‘Something large is coming. Our enemy attacks with true purpose now.’

			‘Because our foe encountered a force that needed this response,’ said Klavia. She kept her tone respectful. She wanted Macrina to know what she believed. It was just as important to her that she not sound insubordinate. She did not want to challenge the Canoness or chide her. Klavia wanted her to understand, to see what Klavia and more and more of the other Battle Sisters did. She wanted Macrina to see the saint.

			‘You may be right,’ Macrina said quietly.

			Those few words were much closer to a conversion than Klavia could have expected. She said nothing in response, worried she would choose the wrong words and change Macrina’s mind again. There was hope, though. Even the most suspicious of the Battle Sisters could not have fought the besiegers again and again at Ephrael Stern’s side and not seen the power of her faith, and the ferocity of her commitment to the order.

			There was hope, as long as Stern had not fallen. Klavia gazed into the distance, willing that star to appear again. Instead, the maelstrom of fire and dust and smoke kept advancing, and it was coming fast. She still could not distinguish the huge shapes that seemed to be causing the spreading explosions. They were vague, hulking, darker movements in the clouds, bursting with sorcerous flame.

			Ahead of them, other foes came faster. She caught glimpses of daemon engines at the edge of the cloud. The monstrous silhouettes of forgefiends and maulerfiends, hated and familiar from other battles, marched towards the cathedral. At the forefront came the infantry. Another vast mob of heretics streamed through the streets. Many were caught in the destruction wreaked by the behemoths behind them, and they shrieked in ecstasy as they ran, burning and dying with unholy curses of victory on their lips. In the centre of the mob, there was a tighter formation, its details still shadowed by the smoke. Her eye kept going to that group, though. Something called her attention, and chilled her blood.

			The forgefiends reared back and fired. Their forelimbs and necks ended in fanged cannon maws, and their warp-tainted projectiles streaked at the cathedral roof. Eldritch blasts shook the battlements. Klavia leapt backwards as the wall in front of her crumbled away, stone turning into worms and then back into rubble as it plummeted to the cathedral square. 

			The Demolisher cannons opened fire once again. They sent their massive shells into the streets, striking the leading edge of the enemy tide. Roads and buildings that had already been reduced to rubble exploded once more. Huge geysers of wreckage roared skyward and new craters appeared, their edges overlapping with the scars of the previous barrage. A shell struck a forgefiend square in the thorax as it prepared to fire again. The monster disappeared in a conflagration fuelled by its own furnace. A terrible howl of daemonic hatred tore the air.

			In the distance, the flames rose high, blotting the horizon. There was no sign of the star of hope.

			The Demolishers set up a slow, heavy drumbeat of annihilation. The cannons recoiled in their mounts with the pumping movement of giant pistons. In between the deafening booms, and cutting through the screams, howls and rumbles of the enemy, came a song. It should not have been audible over the cacophony of war. If the things that sang had still been human, it would not have been.

			‘Throne,’ Macrina cursed. Her wince mirrored Klavia’s.

			Klavia’s instinct was to cover her ears. She resisted the impulse, tighten­ing her grip on her storm bolter instead. There would be no blocking out a song that was more witchery than actual sound. It became a twisting fist in the centre of Klavia’s being. Her lips pulled back in spiritual pain. The most terrible thing about the song was the familiarity. The inhuman chanted and wailed, yet there was a core, rotten and transformed, that spoke to Klavia with a hideous, tragic kinship. It called to her. It mocked her. It summoned grief that she did not yet understand, though it tried to drown her. 

			‘I know you,’ she whispered in agony. ‘I have heard your voice before. I loved you once.’

			Each word sung fractured the last, making them into razors. She wanted to weep. She thought blood was about to run from her ears.

			It was an effort to move. The song tried to hold her in place. It tried to smother her in despair. 

			But she had to move. Something was flying at the tower, an abomi­nation of metal and warpflame, a winged and taloned horror. The heldrake opened its jaws wide. The screams of the tormented soul of the being that had once been the machine’s pilot scraped across the parapet. A corrupted autocannon extended from its gullet. A stream of shells cut over the roof, blowing up one of the Demolisher turrets.

			Klavia and the other Sisters of Battle trained their weapons on the heldrake, stitching its torso and wings with bolter fire as it completed its strafing run. Anger and pain tinged the booming screams. It flew past the cathedral, banked, and came back for another pass.

			And the song from below grew in intensity. The enemy was closer. Hundreds of cultists had been obliterated by the cannon strikes. Thousands more came on. The song came from the mass in their centre.

			Klavia was tracking the flight of the heldrake, so she did not see what had closed in below. Macrina did. She was facing Klavia, and the Dominion saw her eyes widen in furious horror.

			‘This must not be!’ Macrina shouted. Then she gave orders as she ran for the grav-lift. She called Klavia and half the Battle Sisters on the roof to her side, leaving the rest to defend the battlements and maintain the Demolisher barrage.

			They were twenty-strong, those who crowded into the grav-lift. Klavia kept silent as they descended and Macrina spoke to the full commandry by vox-bead. The Order of Our Martyred Lady was going to launch a concerted attack to the east. 

			From above came the screams of the heldrake and the ­rattling thunder of guns. The sounds of the battle grew muffled as they dropped away to the ground floor of the Cathedral of Saint Thecla. The dread song, though, was just as clear, just as sharp and twisted a blade to her heart. In the faces of her Battle Sisters, Klavia saw the same agony she felt. Macrina’s eyes burned with hate.

			‘What you will see must be destroyed,’ she said. ‘Do not hesitate. Attack with the greatest fury of faith. Attack to purge.’

			Most of the rest of the commandry was in the cathedral’s nave. Its rear doors were open, and beyond them was a vehicle bay, where the Rhinos rumbled, the engines revving and ready to charge into the heretics.

			‘For the Emperor!’ Macrina shouted, taking the lead and beginning the advance even as the cathedral’s outer doors ground slowly open. ‘For Saint Katherine!’

			‘For Our Martyred Lady!’ her Sisters of Battle cried.

			They surged out of the cathedral at a run, at Macrina’s command opening fire before they could even properly see the foe. 

			‘Straight ahead!’ Macrina called. ‘Focused fire on the centre. That is what must be destroyed first. That is what must be silenced!’

			The melody was more intense than ever. And when Klavia finally saw what the heretics flanked, when she finally saw the reanimated corpses of her sisters, the song attacked her with renewed force and with a new, cruel multiplicity of pains. It sank claws into her, shooting the cold of sorrow to her core. It surrounded her, smothering her with despair. It laughed at her, mocking all that she held to be true and holy. The sight of her former sisters was part of the song. The corpses, dragging limbs or shambling in fused, patchwork monstrosities, laughed and screamed and chanted their dark praise. Sound and image were part of the same assault. The reality of this horror gave the song its full power.

			Klavia cried out as she pulled the trigger. She shouted in grief and anger and revulsion and all-consuming agony. The mass-reactive shells slammed into flesh. Explosions blew skulls to ash, but the dead kept coming. Ectoplasmic glows throbbed from the stumps of necks. The abominations that inhabited the corpses, turning them into puppets of flesh, would not release them willingly. The once blessed ceramite armour that had protected the Battle Sisters as they brought sword and fire to the foes of the Emperor now held possessed forms together in the face of the attacks.

			After a wide strafing salvo, Klavia trained her storm bolter on a single monster as it closed in on her. It was one of the patchwork atrocities. Two torsos had been crushed together, the four arms flailing blades. It hopped forward on three legs. The two heads had been fused so that one seemed to be growing out of the screaming jaws of the other. A third head, the only remnant from yet another body, grew out of the flank, its teeth chattering in clicking, angry hunger.

			Klavia’s shells punched holes in the creature, and the first few hits severed one of the arms. Daemonic ichor, flickering with foul energy, burst from the wounds. The thing howled. The lips of the top head tried to form words. Six eyes trained on the Dominion, taunting and hating.

			‘Kuh…’ the monster stammered. ‘Kuh… kuh… kuh… Klahhhhh… viahhhhhh!’

			The voice was part of the choir of the unholy song. It was also the sound of the familiar made terrible. Klavia knew the voice. It made her recognise the face too, which was so grotesque in its expressions, the flesh stretched to tearing point by the being inside, that she had not seen her sister until now. It was Sister Superior Menefreda, who had led her squads in a hundred battles, and whose voice raised in prayer had been as strong as a choir in itself.

			Klavia winced at the cry, and her aim faltered. The emotional attack ahead of the physical one was devastating. The patchwork lunged at her. Its remaining arms reached for her in a bladed embrace.

			‘Saint Katherine, lend me your strength!’ Klavia spat. She jumped back and brought the storm bolter up in an arc, hammering open the monster’s fractured power armour. The abomination stumbled. Roaring in grief, shouting Mene­freda’s name, Klavia poured shells into the monster’s core. They unleashed explosions that would have torn open the plating of a Chimera. The voice of Menefreda screamed in pain.

			It was not Menefreda. The cries were lies, all lies.

			‘My sisters died in the purity of battle!’ Klavia shouted at the monster. She fired until the body came apart once and for all, collapsing into a heap of burned flesh, bone fragments and shattered ceramite. There was a shriek of rage at the last, and there was nothing human about it at all. Diseased light flashed before Klavia, and the abomination that had gripped the body of her sister was gone, banished back to the infernal reaches of the immaterium.

			Klavia did not release the trigger. As the monster fell, she sent the stream of shells into the one behind it. She advanced again. Righteous anger coursed through her veins, shielding her from the crippling grief. There were perhaps fifty of the returned Sisters advancing on the cathedral, half of the number who had died in the initial battles on Severitas. Without losing her aim, Klavia flicked her gaze above the monsters for a moment, towards the horizon she could not see, where the bright star of Ephrael Stern had vanished.

			Were the rest of them there? Were they all attacking her?

			There were no answers to be had. There was only each moment of the battle. Every heartbeat called for another decision. March forward or step back? Fire on one attacker to destroy, or strafe many to delay? Every decision was the pivot between a next heartbeat or a final one.

			Odilla had joined Macrina in the nave, and the two Dominions marched in lockstep, Macrina’s storm bolter and Odilla’s flamer a synergy of destruction. Fire consumed the creatures as the shells broke them apart. Bit by bit, the abominations fell and the surface of Severi­tas was purged of their presence. 

			Odilla roared in concert with her weapon. Her jaw was wide, muscles quivering, as if her fury were too huge to be released in her cries. At the head of the advance, Macrina shouted her encouragement to her commandry, calling the Battle Sisters to acts of sanctified extermination.

			Klavia loaded another magazine into her storm bolter. Odilla covered her by sending a powerful stream of ignited promethium into the reanimated Sisters ahead of them.

			‘Their ranks are smaller,’ Klavia said as she resumed firing. She spoke to give Odilla hope, and to remind herself that she was awake, and that this nightmare must end.

			‘They should not exist,’ Odilla gasped. The strain of forming words scraped her voice raw. ‘They. Should. Not. Exist!’ And she sent her flames washing over once beloved figures as they surged forward, their terrible song a more devastating weapon than the blades they wielded.

			Klavia saw one sliver of mercy in this dark day. The Battle Sisters that the abominations killed did not rise in their turn. There were limits to the reach of the foe who had committed this atrocity. And limits were the doorway to defeat.

			‘We will prevail!’ Klavia shouted over the hammering of her weapon. ‘Hold fast, sister. The Emperor protects!’

			‘The Emperor protects!’ Odilla repeated, her shout of faith dangerously close to a shriek of desperation.

			The jaws of despair gnawed at Klavia too. If she hesitated to destroy the risen Sisters for even a second, she would be lost. The pull of the trigger was an act of defiance against the unspeakable. But as the song ate at her, seeking to break down her defences, she thought of what Stern had said about her visions of the monstrous nothing. There was something coming that was worse than this, worse than the perversity of Battle Sisters turned into walking blasphemies. Klavia had believed Stern’s words before. Now she felt their truth resonate with renewed urgency. 

			A galaxy that could permit the horror before her was depraved beyond prayers. An all-destroying nothing was not just easy to believe. It was to be expected. It was inevitable.

			‘We will stop you!’ Klavia roared. She hurled her resolution and her promise into the teeth of annihilation.

		

	
		
			VIII

			THRICE-BORN AND RISEN

			Falling. Burning.

			No up or down, only the fire, only the song, only the embrace of horror.

			Burning. Falling.

			No up or down, but the atrocity was reaching to embrace Stern. The dead Sisters of Battle would claim her. On Severitas, the hope of sister­hood had been revived in her.

			Now you shall have it.

			A voice without sound or words, the voice in the fire engulfing her, the voice of the horror that was the Ruinous Powers. 

			Be one with your sisters, Thrice-Born, for they are reborn too.

			‘NO!’

			It was a single word. But it was a real sound, a shout like a breakwater against the wave of the daemonic song. In the word was Stern’s power, her strength. It was a denial of Chaos.

			‘EMPEROR!’

			One word. The affirmation of faith, of power, of purpose in this universe. It was by the Emperor’s will that she had come to Severitas. It was by His will that she fought here, now, in this very second, at this very space. 

			By His will, she would destroy these abominations.

			And with the invocation of the God-Emperor, she no longer fell. She flew. She did not know whether she flew at the ground, the sky, or into a ruined manufactory. It did not matter. She flew with her faith. As the light of sanctified psychic energy exploded out from her once more, she felt as if she had become her faith.

			She attacked, though she could not see her enemy. She became a spear of light through the firestorm around her. She fired a psychic blast ahead of her, and this too seemed more to her than before, a sword of faith launched at whatever enemy would dare to stand against the will of the Emperor.

			She passed through another explosion. This one, she had caused, and the pain of passing through it felt clean, purging. It was a disruption of the attack on her, and then a disintegration. In another moment, she was clear of flame, in the open air, and she could see again.

			In her wake, she left one of the walking constructs. She had blown apart its forge skull. The huge monster staggered without purpose, its pipeline arms flailing at the stump on its shoulders. Flames, ore, daemonic ichor and warp energy erupted uncontrollably from the neck. The fountain shot twenty feet into the air, and then the molten liquid within it fell back, coating the body. A shrieking aurora surrounded the hulk, eating into its form. Chunks of metal fell away. The body lost coherence. It took another few steps, and then it collapsed with a boom, crushing and burning a score of the risen Sisters of Battle beneath it. 

			As Stern turned her attention to the reanimated creatures, they called for her. All the strength of their song focused on a single point, on her. A spear tip forged from the monstrously familiar and the inhuman desire pierced her heart. Preparing to attack, she had let her defence slip, and no psychic shield could block the sound. The pain and the grief turned the world dark. It was only for a moment, but her flight turned into a fall. She hit the ground with an impact that shattered pavement. 

			The risen Sisters shouted their welcome of hunger. Grimacing, Stern pushed the pain away and stood even as the mob fell on her. They attacked her with blades. They flailed at her with broken limbs and hands hooked into claws. A few still had guns and fired clumsily. Bolter shells cut through other corpses and slammed into her armour, throwing her sideways. The daemonic song screamed into her ears, into her head, into her heart. One of us, one of us, one of us, one of us! The grotesque mockeries of Sisters of Battle were what so many believed she was, and what she had been told she was for so long. These monsters confirmed it. They embraced her. They clutched at her with greed, seeking to drag her down and make her part of their foulness. The song struck home, and so did the knives. Blades and words were one. Her armour was no defence, and the risen, distorted reflections of what she had so often feared she truly was, stabbed her again and again. Icy, burning pain slid between her ribs, into her chest, between her shoulder blades. The abominations stabbed, and they stabbed, and they brought her to her knees in a pool of her blood.

			‘Never!’ she cried. She could not die here, not with her task unfinished. She could not let oblivion claim her when a greater oblivion threatened everything. ‘I am the wrath of the Emperor!’ In faith she rose, and she whirled violently, slashing with Sanctity, severing limbs. ‘Return to the abyss from which you came!’ she shouted.

			She tore open the veil to the immaterium. 

			She launched herself into the air at the same moment, struggling against two of the monsters clinging to her. The rip in the real became a maelstrom on the ground, and a hurricane wind rushed into its maw, dragging the risen Sisters with it. 

			Stern was still so close to the rift of her creation that it tried to pull her in too. Holy fire rushed over her. The obscene creatures screamed and fell away from her, to be swallowed by the vortex.

			The rift began to close. The remaining Sisters, their song diminished, shrieked with anger, reaching up for her. Another walking manufactory forge loomed over her, its footsteps shaking the ground with seismic force. Its massive arms grabbed at her. It launched a flaming attack from its head.

			‘You have no dominion here!’ Stern hurled herself through the flames. She swung Sanctity upward. A blazing beam of psychic energy turned it into a weapon thirty feet long. It sliced vertically through the body of the daemon engine, cutting it in half. The giant’s flames died with its scream. A flood of burning ichor fell upon the remaining corpses. 

			‘You are nothing!’ Stern shouted at the abominations that remained. ‘In the Emperor’s name, I will tread upon you in my anger! By the Emperor’s will, I shall trample you in my fury!’

			The right of destruction was the Emperor’s. The anger was hers. The pain the mere existence of the risen Sisters caused in her was tremendous. Their claim to kinship struck her where she was most vulnerable. She embraced the pain as she unleashed an inferno of blasts on the creatures. They howled as she ended their song forever, and she howled back at them. She could not escape the torment that came with destroying forms that still resembled Adepta Sororitas. She did not seek to. The agony was the pain of salvation. Its presence was the reminder that she was not one of the damned. 

			There was only ash below her now, the ash of corrupted flesh eddying in wind-driven spirals. To the west, the conflict still raged, and she could hear the distant fluting of that awful song. 

			Blood coursed from her wounds. Her body throbbed in an agony she could not afford to acknowledge.

			More daemon engines were marching from the direction of the plateau. So many. So many foul creations unleashed by the force that resided in that stronghold.

			Stern’s eyes narrowed. Between the engines and the risen Sisters, there was a pattern. She began to see the truth of what opposed her.

			She would think through that truth later. On the ground not far away, the heldrake was tearing open the fallen Valkyrie. 

			‘Dagover!’ she called, streaking downward.

			Dagover crawled out of the smouldering wreckage of Xenos Bane. He struggled to keep his head clear through the novelty of pain. So little flesh remained to him that sensations of any kind were rare. He would not have survived the crash if more of him had still been human. As it was, his skull throbbed from the impact. His face burned and wept with open wounds. His vision kept blurring, the optic connections fighting to stabilise.

			His machinic limbs obeyed the commands of his brain after a few moments, and he was on his feet again. His movement caught the heldrake’s attention. It turned from ripping apart the Valkyrie’s ruin. Before it could attack, Dagover fired his plasma pistol at its eye. He shot it as if it were a living beast, and it reacted as if it were one. It howled in anger. The scream, a fusion of the machine and the daemonic and the human, they who had once been the pilot instead of the prisoner, staggered Dagover. His aim wavered.

			The heldrake reared over him.

			A beam of psychic fire struck it in the neck, tearing open its plating and releasing a flash of incandescent ichor. The heldrake launched itself into the air, its autocannon unleashing a continuous barrage. 

			Dagover watched the daemon engine and Stern meet in mid-air. A storm erupted above him. Crimson and silver flame clashed. Stern’s figure was tiny next to the heldrake, but the light that surrounded her was brighter than the monster’s, and it grew wider, even brighter, and angrier. Dagover’s bionic eyes tried to adapt to the glare’s ferocity. It was like staring into the death of a star. The heldrake banked sharply, trying to catch Stern in the stream of its fire. She closed with it as if she thought to tear it apart with her hands. Dagover made out the narrow line of her powerblade. Stern hit the heldrake in the neck again. She plunged the blade through the plates. A shock wave rippled outward, and Dagover winced as if he had been hit.

			As if the sword were much longer than it appeared, with a cry of wrath and a flash of even more brilliant, terrible sanctity, Stern decapi­tated the heldrake. Its scream silenced, the body fell broken to the ruins in the street. 

			As Stern descended towards Dagover, he glanced at the shifting ash that had been the resurrected Sisters of Battle. 

			That act of destruction must have come at some cost to her, he realised. Yet she did it. That was information worth probing.

			‘Your pilot?’ Stern asked when she landed.

			‘Dead on impact,’ said Dagover.

			They were in an island of calm in the storm of war. In the direction of the cathedral, the day burned. To the east came the sounds of machinic howls and heavy footsteps.

			‘The enemy is determined to stop you,’ Dagover said. 

			‘You mean us,’ Stern corrected.

			‘No, I mean you. These attacks, in strength and kind, are designed to stop one particular threat. Without you, the masses of heretics would, in the end, have prevailed against your sisters. You are the threat this assault has sought to ­vanquish. It has failed. Keep going east. You have the advantage. Destroy this army.’

			Stern looked east. She saw, through smoke and fire, the shapes of more daemonic engines. She wanted to erase their existence. She wanted to make them pay, not just for their own abominated being, but for the crime of the risen Sisters. Though there could be punishment for that sin, there could never be expiation, not even if an entire heretical population was blasted to dust.

			She turned back to Dagover. His cadaverous face regarded her with its expressionless eye-lenses. Destroy the army. She wanted to. There had been a taste of vengeance when she had annihilated the heldrake and the walking forge. The taste was not unwelcome. 

			It was also not what was needed from her. 

			Was this what the inquisitor wished her to become? A killing machine that he manipulated to his ends? No. That was not what she would be. That was not what the Father of Mankind commanded her to be.

			‘Cut through the enemy like a scythe,’ Dagover urged quietly. ‘Blast through it until you reach whoever stands behind this.’

			‘No,’ Stern said.

			‘This was our purpose.’

			‘The situation has changed. The Order of Our Martyred Lady needs me now. And I have to get you back safely.’

			‘So then we do this all over again?’

			‘The enemy’s supply of heretics may be almost inexhaustible. But I will see to it that there will never be another body from the ranks of my sisters to resurrect.’

			‘Is that a wise use of…’

			Stern jumped into Dagover’s hesitation. ‘My resources? My power? Me? I am not merely a weapon. I am not a destroyer, and nothing else. The Emperor is our salvation. There must be something to save. Even, I think, in you. Or we are no better than the daemons we fight. So I will return to save my sisters, and I will keep you alive as well.’

			‘Even me?’ the living skull asked sardonically.

			‘Even you.’

			They headed back west, Stern protecting Dagover as they cut through the mobs of heretics towards the front lines. Most of the cultists were focused on advancing towards the commandry. 

			‘You claimed I was the target,’ Stern said to Dagover. ‘Why does the army not turn on me now?’

			‘Because it has failed in its goal to stop you. I think there is another prize to be won.’

			Dagover was close to being a walking tank. There was barely any human left in his armour to kill. He could hold his own, and when they reached the battlefront, Stern left him to seek her sisters. The forgefiends and the manufactory horrors were hitting them hard with flame and a storm of phosphor shells. The Sisters of Battle fought in the midst of a blinding, incinerating ocean. The heretics died in droves, their bodies forming huge pyres as they ran in the way of the fire of the engines, or were cut down by the Adepta Sororitas. Enough got through and survived in the cauldron to hurl themselves at the Battle Sisters.

			It was the other half of the risen Sisters, though, that were the greatest threat. Their assault was a spiritual one even more than it was physical. The unholy song sapped the strength of the soul and left the warriors vulnerable to other attacks. 

			Stern saw something else as she flew low over the struggle. Though the Battle Sisters of the Order of Our Martyred Lady who fell were not rising again as abominations, the cultists were dragging their bodies away.

			‘Sisters!’ Stern cried. Warp energies gathered around her and she braced herself again for what she must do. ‘Leave the resurrected blasphemies to me! Let me take your pain! Let it be mine alone! Fight instead the enemy that has dared use this horror.’ 

			She plunged into the middle of the walking corpses. Those closest to her burst into flame at her touch. The others, howling their song of woe and welcome, rounded on her. 

			‘No more!’ she shouted. ‘There will be no more of you! You end now!’

			She burned them. She burned the images of her sisters. She burned the images of what she was said to be. She burned them for the sake of a true sisterhood, and the promise of something to save.

		

	
		
			IX

			WALKING WOUNDED

			When the Sisters of Battle retreated to the cathedral, they left behind them thousands of dead cultists and a score of smouldering daemon engines. The commandry had blunted the assault. For the moment, there were no other monsters in sight, and the cultists kept their distance from the Cathedral of Saint Thecla, gathering again to await the command for another attack. There would be no more resurrections. The abominations were ash. The bodies of the dead had been returned to the cathedral for holy rites, or cremated on the battlefield.

			Stern returned to her cell in the catacombs of the cathedral. There was no time to rest, no time to heal. Her wounds had clotted, but they were deep. All she could do was pray for the strength she needed to take the fight to the enemy’s stronghold before another siege wave began. She descended the stairs. Before her mind’s eye were the faces of the Sisters of the Order of Our Martyred Lady. They were more haggard than they had been after any of the other battles on Severitas. They bore the psychic scars carved there by the risen corpses.

			Klavia was waiting for Stern by the door to her cell. The Dominion’s eyes were anguished. The manner of her gaze made Stern uneasy.

			What was Stern? It was always that same question, whether it was Macrina, Dagover, Klavia or herself asking. All had different answers. All had answers except her. She did not know the truth.

			‘Be strong, sister,’ said Stern. ‘We have had a victory today, hard as it was.’

			‘It does not feel like one.’

			‘We will not see any more of those abominations. The dead rest. Their souls have always been with the Emperor. Their bodies are at rest now, too.’

			‘They should never have existed,’ Klavia said with a shudder.

			‘No. They should not have. But their corruption came after death. There was no fault, no lapse, on the part of our sisters. We did not see their souls coming for us.’

			Klavia nodded. She clearly wanted to believe Stern’s reassurance more than she actually did.

			There were so many terrible things that were possible. But they were words that Stern did not say. 

			She was a thing that was possible.

			‘The enemy cannot attack us like that again,’ Stern said. ‘Remember that, and that the Emperor protects.’

			‘The Emperor protects,’ Klavia repeated. ‘He does indeed.’ She looked hard at Stern, her eyes shining. ‘I am glad to be reminded.’

			Stern watched her go, then knelt in her cell. She had not been there long, her prayers hardly begun, when she was interrupted. She looked up, surprised to see Macrina.

			‘Canoness,’ she said, and bowed her head.

			‘The next attack is coming sooner than we had hoped or guessed,’ Macrina said. ‘There are more daemon engines on the march. Will you come to the vestry? We must decide on our new strategy immediately.’

			‘I will,’ Stern said. Macrina’s tone was neutral, but she had come instead of Dagover. The flush of hope warmed Stern’s veins. That was the strength that she needed. She was ready.

			Dagover was waiting for them in the vestry. If he was surprised to see Macrina arrive with Stern, he did not show it. They gathered around the great table, looking down at maps they already knew too well.

			‘We have been stymied,’ said Macrina.

			‘I disagree,’ said Dagover. ‘We have confirmed that the plateau to the east is the enemy’s stronghold. I believe it was our approach that triggered the escalation. The foe sought to destroy us, and Sister Superior Stern in particular. The attempt failed, and the most significant weapon in our foe’s arsenal has been destroyed.’

			‘True,’ Macrina granted. ‘I give thanks to the Emperor that we will no longer encounter our sisters in such a desecrated form. The daemon engines that are making their way here are not insignificant, though. Enough of them, and they will breach the cathedral’s defences.’

			‘Then we must defeat the true foe before that happens,’ said Stern.

			Macrina looked at her. ‘How?’

			‘By finishing what we began. We have not retreated, Canoness, and we are not in a stalemate. We know where the enemy is, and that is where I will go.’ Stern turned to Dagover. ‘Alone, this time. I will confront and destroy him.’

			‘Him,’ Dagover said. ‘You know something the rest of us do not?’ He did not sound as if that idea pleased him.

			‘You are Ordo Xenos, inquisitor. You have not fought as many forms of the Ruinous Powers as I have. In making war against them, I have come to know the nature of daemons, their worshippers, and all of their degree. The patterns are more visible to me.’ 

			And there had been a cost for this knowledge, Stern thought.

			‘The presence of so many daemon engines, and the nature of what happened to the fallen Sisters of Battle suggests the actions of a Master of Possession.’

			‘Yes,’ Macrina said slowly. ‘Yes. Your reasoning is sound. But the scale of what is being done here is colossal. If you are correct, then this is a Master of Possession whose power is truly monstrous.’

			‘I believe that is the case,’ said Stern.

			‘You plan to confront him alone?’

			‘I see no other choice.’

			‘A massed advance,’ Dagover suggested. ‘We do not act separately this time.’

			‘No,’ said Stern. She bowed to Macrina. ‘I mean no slight to your commandry, Canoness, when I say it would be too slow. I can get to the plateau faster on my own.’

			‘This is our fight too,’ Macrina said coldly. ‘Do not think you can take it from us. We were lured here, and we will not be spectators.’

			‘It is interesting that you, and therefore we, were lured to this particular location,’ said Dagover. ‘A point on the planet so close to the centre of power.’

			‘The closer to the centre, the greater the power,’ said Stern. ‘This is where our enemy has the greatest chance of victory.’ She turned to Macrina. ‘Canoness, I would never dishonour the order by suggesting it stand aside. But I must go alone. Think of how many means of attrition and distraction the enemy could use. Advancing on the ground, we could well be truly stymied. Our foe has an inexhaustible supply of troops. Too far from the shelter of the cathedral, and there are limits to what any of us could do to stave off defeat.’

			Macrina scowled, but did not contradict Stern.

			‘If the Order of Our Martyred Lady makes a stand here,’ Stern continued, ‘then it still takes the battle to the enemy. You can fight long and hard in the cathedral. The forces against us will be divided by two targets, as they were earlier, but you will be in a stronger position.’

			‘And your position?’ Dagover asked. ‘Will it be stronger?’

			‘That is irrelevant,’ said Stern. ‘It is what is necessary. It is what I am called upon to do.’

		

	
		
			X

			POSSESSOR

			The Lord of Severitas strode the length of his ramparts, watching the coming of night. There were threats to his reign out there. He knew that one would almost certainly come for him before dawn. The knowledge did not concern him. He felt no need to think about it. Instead, he enjoyed the death of another day, and revelled in the power of the faith of others. 

			He held the faith of millions in his grasp. It coursed through his veins. It made reality dance to his command. Its nimbus crackled down his cloak, flashing crimson and violet and blue and green as the cloak billowed in the wind. At each step, he tapped the rockcrete of the rampart with the tip of his staff. When he did, the surface twisted. For a brief moment, he walked upon flesh, and it screamed in pain.

			Varak Ghar sighed with pleasure. He flexed his arms as if rolling the shape of faith from shoulder to shoulder. He gloried over its possession. The setback his forces had suffered earlier in the day was so trivial that it was barely an irritation. If his victory had not come then, it would come tonight, or the next day. He rather liked the delayed gratification. He could savour the slaughter a little bit longer.

			Faith was an engine. It was the greatest of engines. Next to it, Krezen Pak’s creations were trivialities. They were amusing, and they were useful, but they were nothing without the daemonic life that Varak Ghar gave them when he tore up the veil to the warp and brought in the entity that would give movement and volition to a construct. The engines were one physical extrusion of faith. They were but the iceberg tip of the power the Word Bearers Master of Possession commanded.

			The corruption of Severitas was his masterwork, a culmination of millennia of labour and study. It was here, finally here, that he had harnessed the collective faith of a population. So much energy, so much power, was contained in belief. How many cults had he founded, on how many worlds, before he had discovered the precise teachings that would accomplish what he sought? He had lost track. In the end, he had achieved his goal. He found the words, the shaping words. The revelation of Chaos spread through the population, and the people turned to the worship of the true gods. In the way they worshipped, they made Varak Ghar their intercessor. They believed that it was only through him that they received the blessings of the gods. And so all their energy of belief was directed to him, seeking his favour, his blessings of power.

			Millions of prayers. Millions of rituals. All of them centring on Varak Ghar. With every prayer, he grew stronger. The faith of Severitas flowed through him like an electrical current, unending, ever-blazing. 

			He possessed an entire world. 

			But a challenger had come, and she refused to be stopped.

			He would have to show her the error of her ways.

			Bootsteps approached from behind. Varak Ghar growled under his breath. He moved to the parapet and stood still, looking west. He resented having his solitude disturbed, especially by Krezen Pak. 

			‘Are you indulging in victory before you have earned it?’ the Warpsmith asked.

			Reluctantly, Varak Ghar turned his head to gaze at the other Word Bearer. He was a full head taller than Krezen Pak, and the great, curled horns of his skull added still more to his height. The Warpsmith’s features were hidden inside his crowned helmet. The red glow of his eye-lenses shone balefully from its shadowed crevices. His eight clawed mechadendrite limbs moved restlessly, a signal of his anger. 

			‘Victory has already been earned,’ Varak Ghar said. ‘It is certain. It is written.’

			‘It did not look written yesterday. It looked anything but written.’

			‘You are bitter over the loss of your trinkets. Your horizons should be broader.’ Krezen Pak was a mere labourer. His daemon engines were nothing without the entities that Varak Ghar summoned. What the Warpsmith made was useful, but only to the extent that the constructs were endowed by Varak Ghar’s creative flame.

			The mechadendrites twitched. The claws snapped. ‘My engines–’ Krezen Pak began.

			‘Had better do what I ask of them,’ Varak Ghar interrupted, reminding the Warpsmith of his place. 

			Krezen Pak refused the lesson. ‘You should ask more of yourself,’ he said. ‘What of your creations? What of those corpses that were going to hand us victory in a single march?’

			Varak Ghar shrugged. ‘They would have, if not for the greater enemy.’

			‘If not… If not…’ Krezen Pak snarled. ‘If not for her, the Adepta Sororitas would have been destroyed days ago. You did not need to reanimate them then. You did so in answer to the one who came to save them.’

			‘I did,’ said Varak Ghar. ‘That is true. Everything I have done and everything I have commanded for quite some time has been in answer to her. Her coming was foretold.’

			‘Then why does she still live?’

			‘To make her death all the more satisfying.’

			Krezen Pak’s limbs scraped and tapped against the crenellations of the wall. ‘I am not satisfied.’

			He never was. What of it? Varak Ghar cared little for his satisfaction. Krezen Pak was here to serve him. ‘And?’

			‘I would prefer to stop her before she reaches this position.’

			Varak Ghar shrugged. ‘Your preferences are what they are.’ And they were irrelevant.

			‘You are too certain. We have not fought the likes of her before.’

			‘We have not. I wonder if many of our brethren have. We came to Severitas, we took it, and then the omens of her coming began. We are here for a purpose. The gods have tasked us with her destruction.’ Glory upon glory. Glory upon glory. He kept his pleasure to himself. If Krezen Pak was too lowly to understand it, he was too lowly to share in it. 

			‘Beware your arrogance, Master of Possession.’

			Varak Ghar growled. His fingers tightened around his staff, but he held back from striking the Warpsmith. This was not the time. He was confident in victory, but he was not a fool. There was work to be done. ‘Very well,’ he said, when he had calmed himself. ‘What would you do? The new assault on the cathedral is already underway.’

			‘Destroy her there if we can.’

			Krezen Pak’s stupidity was beyond tolerating. Varak Ghar would have to rid himself of the fool before long. ‘What?’ he asked acidly. ‘Do you imagine I have given orders that she be left untouched?’

			‘Send all the engines in. If they do not kill her there, she will encounter them between the cathedral and here.’

			‘Oh, very well. Do as you please.’ What did it matter? Let the Warpsmith have his way, and he would leave Varak Ghar in peace for a time. If Krezen Pak could not see that he was repeating the very tactics whose failure he had decried moments ago, let that be on his head. There was a chance a greater mass of weapons might succeed. Varak Ghar would be disappointed if they did, though he would accept that as the will of the gods. More likely, though, the engines would weaken her. She would not be able to see the greater trap waiting for her.

			The flesh on Varak Ghar’s skull had petrified thousands of years before. It resembled a cracked, grey clay coating over bone. He could not smile. Yet he could still feel the sensation of pleasure that would have made him smile. He felt that now. Tiresome as he was, Krezen Pak did serve a purpose. Varak Ghar saw now that the greater effort on the ground below the plateau would be the prologue to his personal triumph. Krezen Pak was his tool always and forever, even when he tried to go his own way.

			How perfect were the dictates of fate!

			‘Go on then. Release the engines. Let her play with them.’ He was careful to show disdain. It would not do for Krezen Pak to think he was acting according to Varak Ghar’s wishes after all.

			Deny it he would, but the Warpsmith was Varak Ghar’s possession too.

			To the west, on the hill of the Cathedral of Saint Thecla the Unyielding, a star rose, piercing silver in its baleful purity. 

			‘There,’ said Varak Ghar. ‘She comes. I think we will put an end to things.’

			As the star flew towards the plateau, Varak Ghar stretched out his hand. His grasping fingers closed, and his will reached down to the tens of thousands of his followers near the base of the cliff. He had given them their faith, and now he demanded it back. His jaws opened in the ecstasy of power as he seized the strength of collective faith for himself. 

			Beside him, Krezen Pak was silent.

			The Warpsmith felt awe, then, Varak Ghar thought. That was good. He should. 

			Stern passed over the heretics closing in once more on the cathedral. They chanted their unholy prayers louder than ever. No human tongue should have been able to form those poisonous words, those malefic syllables. Stern heard the same song that the risen Sisters had proclaimed. The memories that it summoned were dangerous, and poisonous to the soul. In the midst of the heretics came the daemon engines. Maulerfiends crushed celebrating cultists beneath their feet. Heldrakes screamed in the falling night, and flew towards the roof. There were more of the giants carved out of manufactories, walking cauldrons striding forwards to the siege. 

			The assault was massive. Not a wave but a tide, an ocean coming for the Sisters of Battle. The commandry was fierce, and the walls of Saint Thecla’s were colossal. That would not be enough. Not in the long run.

			She could stop that engine. And the one after that. She could hold back the tide.

			No. She could not. She would be a single breakwater against a storm surge. The most she could do was briefly delay the crash. There was only one way to stop the enemy. Only one way to win. She would not be helping if she stopped to fight. If she did, she would be the one being delayed. She would be making herself the guarantor of the enemy’s victory.

			She grimaced in pain at the thought of what she was leaving her sisters to face, and she flew. But as she did, she realised how naturally, how easily, she had thought of the Sisters of Battle as her sisters. The joy gave her strength. It submerged the pain of her wounds. And she gave thanks to the Emperor for guiding her to this moment.

			She turned her gaze from the swarm of heretics and monsters. She rose higher, and the cultists became ants below, an undulating movement in the darkness, obscured by smoke and briefly revealed by flame. 

			She focused on the plateau. The true enemy waited there. He had held Stern and her sisters back until now, but in doing so, he had shown his hand. 

			‘Guide my flight, Father of Mankind,’ she prayed. ‘Make me your spear, that I may pierce the heart of your foe.’

			Faster, higher. She flew on the wings of sacred wrath. The plateau came into sight. Streaks of fire led from its base, the marks of the daemon engines’ passage. Until she was about a mile from the base, the heaving insect carpet of the heretics was still below her. Then the landscape changed. It stilled. All the daemon engines had passed, making for the cathedral. Stern was surprised, though, that the thronging of the heretics seemed to have stopped completely. 

			The stillness felt ominous. There was something in the air, something dark, as if great sorcerous currents were at play, so huge they were almost beyond perception. 

			She flew lower, and saw that this sector of the city was not deserted. The roads were clogged with bodies. Thousands upon thousands of corpses surrounded the base of the plateau. They lay frozen in the agonies of death. They were desiccated, hollowed out, like the husks of wasps. 

			On her guard, Stern headed up towards the top of the plateau. The sensation of flying through a field of power grew stronger. It was a feeling of being pulled, not spiritually but physically, as if a tremendous will were seeking to yank her soul from her body.

			An immense action was occurring. It had drained the essence from every heretic for a span of miles. Stern wondered if her foe could really be what she had surmised. Could what she saw be the work of a single being? Could she hope to defeat him?

			Yes. Because it was not she who would defeat him. It would be the God-Emperor, acting through her.

			Stern reached the peak of the plateau. Before her, a fortress brooded. It was a patchwork, and it was a unity. It was a conglomeration of ­desecrated chapels and twisted manufactories, forced together to ­create a bastion of the Ruinous Powers. Flying buttresses and ore conduits entwined like sinew. The fortress looked like a flayed beast, its muscles exposed.

			The central block was the height of the Cathedral of Saint Thecla. It was wider than the cathedral. Its wings, two-thirds as tall, extended for a mile to the north and to the south. They curved inwards at their tips, the daemonic architecture turning the ends of the fortress into talons. Chimneys thrust out of the fortress like spines, belching foul, black smoke. There were no windows, except near the crown of the central mass. Two wide, jagged apertures pulsed red, the eyes of madness.

			Beneath the eyes, the entire middle of the façade was densely packed with grilles that opened and closed, unleashing geysers of flame. They formed a single, gargantuan maw. The fortress seemed to look back at Stern, and welcome her arrival in its own right.

			She streaked towards the crown, Sanctity held before her, its blade shining in anger. Then all the grilles opened at once. A wall of flame thundered up at the sky. The fortress roared. It roared. It lurched, a thing given abhorrent life and motion. Its wings tore themselves up from the ground. They reached around for her, so huge they blotted out the world. She shot up, racing for freedom, but the fortress was too vast, and too quick. With rockcrete and metal screaming and grinding like a mountain rockfall, its terrible embrace came for her. 

			Talons a hundred feet long slammed together, and seized their prey.

		

	
		
			XI

			THE BLOOD OF FAITH

			Dagover kept asking himself how this would end, and what he still hoped to achieve. He struggled to see what, exactly, he thought he was reaching for, even in the midst of the siege.

			The cannons roared from the battlements of Saint ­Thecla’s. Crater upon crater opened in the street. The bodies of the heretics, reduced to fragments and blood, turned the shattered streets into a swamp of gore. Daemon engines, hit full-on by shells, blew up, taking scores of cultists with them.

			The cannons weren’t enough. Nothing could be enough. The ­Sisters of Battle were engaged in a war of delay. Dagover knew it, even if they would not admit it. Macrina fought for any fragment of time she could get. And so, in a defensive war, she went on the offensive. She launched sorties out of the cathedral gates to drive back the enemy and gain a little bit more time. Dagover joined them. All the while, though he never took his attention off the killing of the foe, the questions haunted him.

			How did he think this would end?

			There could be no true ending. He did not expect there to be.

			No, that was sophistry. What was his goal? The struggle to stay alive in the Imperium Nihilus must have dulled his faculties. He had found Stern, but what had he achieved?

			He feared he was a pawn of her fate more than anything else.

			Was he any closer to harnessing the power she represented? He did not think so. The failure was shameful. He thought of his Deathwatch kill teams. He thought of the Adeptus Astartes from cursed Chapters he had forged into squads. They fought the xenos foes of the Imperium, but every skirmish, every victory, had been calibrated to the greater need of the Imperium. The needs, that Dagover, as a Recongregator, conceived of them.

			Everything was different now. The Imperium had nearly been destroyed. Was this the cleansing fire he had worked for, the annihilation of the corrupt order that would open the way to renewal and the chance for the Imperium to become what it should always have been?

			Guilliman had returned. Was that a sign of what he hoped? Perhaps. He did not know. There was so much he did not know. Cut off from the Inquisition for more than a hundred years, he carried with him the ordo’s authority, but not the real power that came with information. 

			And what of Stern?

			He had to admit that he did not know how he hoped to use her in the new reality. Or even if he could. He had only the sense that power like hers could and should not be left unchannelled, unsupervised. Wherever she went, she triggered power struggles. That was true before the Cicatrix Maledictum, and it would be true now. There were factions that would want to destroy her. He could not let that happen.

			He almost laughed at the arrogance of the thought. He could not let her be destroyed? Was that even a possibility?

			He didn’t know. 

			Once they left Severitas, what then? He did not know who was using whom any more.

			That was the most profound admission of ignorance he had ever made to himself, in his entire life as an inquisitor. Stern would no doubt tell him that he found her, and that he brought her to Severitas, for a reason. So had he become merely a player in the arc of her fate after all? That was not good enough.

			As if he had a choice.

			In his heavy power armour, Dagover might have seemed more like a Kastelan robot than a human being. He marched with the Dominions, a hard jab of a fist into the heretics. They headed out of the gates with a Rhino. Its storm bolters, joined by the heavy bolters and ­flamers of the Sisters, scythed through the corrupted. Dagover incinerated them with his plasma pistol, firing with quick, contemptuous movements. The heretics were a legion, but they were easy to cut down. Individually, they were no threat. As a mass, they were stymied by the perfect formation and discipline of the Adepta Sororitas. Two squads cleared the gate of enemies, then separated left and right to purge the environs of the walls.

			Dagover kept pace with Klavia. As one of the first to have embraced Ephrael Stern as a sister, Klavia interested him. He observed her as they fought. All the warriors of Canoness Macrina’s commandry ­visibly bore the spiritual wounds inflicted on them by the risen Sisters. Their faces were haggard, their sunken eyes burning with the anger of traumatised grief. In Klavia’s eyes, though, there was something else. It was in the eyes of some of the other Battle Sisters too, and more and more of them all the time. But it was in Klavia that Dagover saw it most vividly, and it was Klavia who had first believed in Stern. There was a brightness in the midst of her grief and anger. A brightness like new iron being forged, the shine of faith rewarded, of a warrior who had found new hope, new cause, new and glorious fury. 

			Klavia had the face of someone who had witnessed a saint. Stern recoiled from the word. Yet she would have to confront it. She would have to shoulder the burden. The word was too powerful to be shed or claimed by an individual. The saint had little say in how the title was bestowed. The perception had begun. It would grow. It would inspire fierce passions, for and against her.

			There were so many variables at play. Some few, Stern might be able to influence, if she truly understood what was happening. But the perception of sainthood lay far more in the hands of the ­observers. Dagover prided himself in understanding all this very well.

			He might not be able to influence Stern directly. How she was perceived, though, that was another matter.

			He saw possibilities. He saw potentials. They were embryonic still, and that was for the good. He would need to oversee the gathering currents of sainthood carefully.

			He might yet be more than a pawn.

			But first he and Stern and the Sisters of Battle had to survive and escape from Severitas.

			The squad made it a third of the way around the perimeter of the cathedral. The Dominions no longer had the extra firepower of the Rhino with them, and a maulerfiend closed on their position. It charged over cultists, barrelling straight at the squad and the wall behind the Sisters. Klavia held up a fist and shook it back once. The squad obeyed, retreating several steps so abruptly that the maulerfiend’s attack run took it in front of the squad instead of through it. The beast snarled, swiping a massive claw at the squad. It missed, and instead of turning to attack, it leapt at the cathedral wall. The claws punched into the rockcrete as if it were flesh, and the monster began to climb. 

			‘Bring it down!’ Klavia shouted. 

			If the maulerfiend reached the roof, already besieged by two heldrakes, it could wreak havoc with the Demolisher cannons.

			The Dominions trained their heavy weapons on the daemon engine while the rest of the squad held back the heretics. A precise stream of heavy bolter shells slammed into the abomination’s right foreleg. Dagover added plasma blasts to the attack. The combination of shell detonations and superheated gas blew apart the lower part of the limb. With an outraged roar, the maulerfiend lost its grip on the wall. As it started to fall, it leapt back from the cathedral, dropping like a meteor into the centre of the squad. It crushed Dominus Odilla on impact.

			The squad scattered, Klavia roaring in grief and anger, the ­warriors throwing themselves out of the way of the raging behemoth. It parted jaws with teeth of razor-edge metal. Burning ectoplasm jetted from its throat. Dagover’s power armour was suddenly too slow, too cumber­some, and he fell trying to get out of the way of the daemonic fountain. He spun as he dropped, and his right shoulder caught the edge of the ectoplasmic burst. The plating curled and bubbled. Ceramite worms twisted on each other, verging on unholy life before flaking to ash. He landed on his back, looking up at the maulerfiend as it turned its attention to him. 

			The daemon engine ignored the renewed attacks on its flanks. It gaped at Dagover, the red of its eyes shining with bloody hunger, and prepared to unleash its unholy liquid warpfire a second time. Dagover had no chance to escape. Trapped, he raised his plasma pistol and fired into the beast’s maw.

			His shot exploded in the monster’s throat just as it fired. A massive internal blast convulsed it. The maulerfiend reared back, its remaining forelimb thrashing madly, flaming ectoplasmic bursts shooting out of its neck, boiling ichor pouring down its flanks and scoring its plates. Black and red flames shot out of the shattered orbits of its eyes.

			Dagover’s articulated arms dragged him out of the way. The squad reformed, and the Battle Sisters of Our Martyred Lady turned their weapons on the skull and neck of the maulerfiend. Blind, it heaved its bulk in an attempt to crush its tormenters through sheer rage and luck. 

			It failed. The attack blew away its lower jaw and severed its neck. The head dropped to the ground dead metal once again. The body kept thrashing, though, spewing ichor and ectoplasm in every direction. The walls of the cathedral ran with molten blood. The heretics caught in the unholy rain burst into tortured flame that screamed louder than they did as their flesh bubbled like wax. 

			Dagover rose to his feet again, and retreated with the Sisters of Battle. They had done what they could here, and they pulled back towards the gate, leaving the maulerfiend to its final, agonised contortions. They were barely out of range when the spreading internal damage hit the critical point and the huge body of the daemon engine exploded. A ­dazzling blaze of corrupted red and green lit the cathedral, the expanding sphere of warpflame consuming cultists and filling the night with inhuman screams. 

			Dagover’s optic lenses struggled to translate the sight. His vision stuttered, and the traces of burning, reified Chaos reached through to his mind, making him gasp in pain. At the same time, he grinned in satisfaction. This felt like a concrete victory, one that would do much to hold the cathedral’s position and stymie the enemy forces until Stern could complete her self-appointed mission.

			His satisfaction lasted precisely as long as it took to fight back to Saint Thecla’s main gates. Just as the squad arrived, there was a massive rumble in the east. It sounded as if a mountain had entered the war. The plateau was hidden by distance and the chimney spires of the manufactories, but the sky over where Dagover knew its position to be lit up, red like the sunset of an angry god. 

			‘Has she succeeded?’ Klavia asked as they marched inside the covered courtyard and the gates began to close. Her voice was hollow with sorrow, and desperate for hope.

			Perhaps, Dagover was about to say. But then the rumble was ­echoed by a colossal, triumphant roar from the mobs, and his optimism drained away. 

			In the minutes that followed, the heretics staged their most concerted push yet. There were still many daemon engines out there, and the cultists’ assault had no end. They were coming in the hundreds of thousands. They could no longer be pushed back. They ran unheeding through cannon and bolter fire. They scrambled over their dead. The Demolishers might as well have been firing into an ocean. 

			Macrina met the returning squads in the nave. She came fresh from defending the roof. Her face was smeared with ash and burns. An angry tear was open in one cheek, the blood barely staunched by a medi-pad. 

			‘No more sorties,’ said the Canoness. ‘They have served their purpose. The enemy presses us too strongly now. We must not open the gates again.’

			‘That barrier will not last long,’ said Dagover.

			‘No, but it will hold long enough for us to prepare for the next phase of our defence. Saint Thecla’s is designed to purge the heretic inside its walls as fully as outside.’ Macrina pointed up, to the galleries ­lining the nave. They went all the way up to the roof, and ran around the entire perimeter. They gave access to the scores of turret positions. ‘When the heretics enter, they will come here. The guns in the turrets are on rails. They will back out of their outer wall emplacements and turn their fire on the interior of the cathedral.’

			‘This nave will become a kill-zone,’ Dagover said, admiring the rigour of the followers of Saint Thecla. They had made the building constructed in her honour as unyielding as she.

			‘We shall not suffer the heretic to live,’ said Klavia.

			Dagover and the returned squads took their places in the turrets. The commandry had suffered so many casualties during the siege that there were barely enough warriors now to operate all the guns and still defend the roof. Positioned two levels up from the nave, Dagover climbed onto the circular platform of an assault cannon. He rotated the gun, and the platform tracked out into the gallery. He aimed the barrel down into the nave and waited. He looked around the nave, as more and more of the guns were turned inside. Close to half the turrets had given up holding off the heretics from the exterior. The breaching of the gates was about to happen, and it was time to be ready for the invasion. 

			The inevitable marched closer and closer to the heart of Saint ­Thecla’s. Even if Stern succeeded, there was no certainty of victory. If she failed, though, defeat was certain. 

			Dagover thought of the rumble and the foul red light in the east. He worried that he had already witnessed the disaster, and that now he was just waiting for its ripples to sweep him and the Order of Our Martyred Lady away.

			His fears were confirmed with the breaching of the gate. The ripples had arrived in the form of explosions and crashes, louder because they were closer, though not as deep, not as profound, as the eruption over the plateau.

			Seconds later, the heretics poured into the nave. They came in like a flood of rats, clawing and trampling each other in their eagerness to invade the holy ground. They had stayed away from it until now. They had left the cathedral empty and untouched before the Sisters of Battle had come to Severitas. Its sanctity had been a deterrent. No longer. Their desire to vanquish and destroy the commandry was too strong. And perhaps, Dagover thought, they sensed that their ­greatest foe was gone, that a saint had fallen, and now everything was open to them.

			He opened fire. So did the other assault cannons. Shells and slaughter turned the air in the nave into a choking mix of blood and burned fyceline. The slaughter was enormous.

			But the tide kept coming, unending, unstoppable.

			Stern woke, surprised to find that she had not died a third time. Her vision cleared reluctantly, and her temples throbbed with a war drum’s painful beat. She could not move her arms or legs, could only turn her head a few inches to the left and right. She was held, her arms outstretched, by a mixture of iron and rockcrete, both of them bending like muscle. She was inside the fortress, ten feet up from the floor, in the grip of its wall, embedded in the flesh of the monster.

			The chamber was vast, lit a sullen red by the grilles of hundreds of forges, which covered the walls like an insect’s composite eyes. The fires within them were unnatural, the flaming madness of the warp encroaching on the materium, sorcery contained by the metal bars, waiting for its master to call on it again.

			In the centre of the chamber, a concentric series of circular iron platforms rose to a central dais. Two Word Bearers stood on the platforms, looking at her. At the peak, presiding over the room with the majesty of command, was the enemy she had expected to find. The Master of Possession held his staff like the symbol of his reign. A step below him was a Warpsmith, his pincer limbs and mechadendrites hovering around his body with slight but restless motions.

			She was not dead. She was a prisoner. Why was she still alive?

			She still clutched Sanctity in her right hand, though she could not see the blade. Her fist and the sword were completely embedded in the wall. She strained. There was no leverage to be had. No movement possible. 

			The Master of Possession struck the dais with the end of his staff. The boom reverberated through the chamber like a funeral bell. It was a call to attention. Stern granted him her full concentration. And all her hate.

			He wanted her to look at him. To see who had captured her. Very well. She would. She would look at the being she would destroy.

			Every moment she breathed was a moment she could use to find a way to free herself and fight back.

			‘Let us be known to each other,’ said the Word Bearer. ‘I am Varak Ghar.’ His horned skull nodded dismissively at the Warpsmith. ‘That is Krezen Pak. And you… you are Ephrael Stern.’ Though she did not react, Varak Ghar tilted his head as though she had expressed surprise, and he was pleased. ‘Yes, your name is far from hidden from me. There have been whispers through empyreal halls and chambers of nightmare about you. Ahriman still seeks you. Fallen daemons curse your existence. I am very pleased to have you as my guest.’

			Krezen Pak said nothing. He looked briefly at Varak Ghar, then back at Stern. His stance shifted slightly, as if he were bracing for combat. Stern wondered whether it was she or the Master of Possession he was more wary of.

			Varak Ghar strode down the platforms and crossed the floor to look up at her. He cocked his head. ‘I know your name. I know what you have done. I know who you are.’ He raised a finger. ‘There is something I do not know. And now we have the opportunity and the time to resolve this question. I don’t know what you are.’

			Stern attempted to lunge forward, spitting at his feet.

			‘I am your bane,’ she growled.

			‘Of course you are.’ Varak Ghar made a noise like bones scratching against stone. It took Stern a moment to realise this was his laugh. Unease raced up her spine.

			‘You are a foulness in the gaze of the Emperor. You are traitorous filth. Your end has come.’

			‘I would have been deeply disappointed to hear otherwise. And yet here you are, and here I am.’ He gestured, taking in their relative situations. He looked around the chamber, as if seeking a doom that someone had misplaced. ‘As banes go, you leave something to be desired.’

			Stern struggled again to free her arm. She might as well have been a fossil encased in a mountainside. And the prison was more than physical. The sorcery that had given the fortress motion flowed through the wall. It concentrated around her like a fist. When she tried to summon her own psychic strength, the colossal power in the fortress tightened around her and shut it down, a constrictor serpent cutting off her breath. 

			What it did not seal off from her was the vision of the nothingness. The black, cold, monstrous absence was closer than ever. It pressed upon her mind and her soul. Its weight was more awful than that of the wall. It was an absolute ending. She was held, helpless. She could not fight the dread approach, and it seemed to be coming faster and faster.

			‘I am your loyal subject, God-Emperor,’ she prayed. ‘My life is yours to command. I have no purpose but your purpose. Guide me now, and give me the strength to be the arm of your will. I know you have not forsaken me, for my task is not yet accomplished. I must give action to your will. Your commands are with me now.’

			‘Faith,’ Varak Ghar hissed. ‘Faithhhhhhhhhh.’ He pointed an accusing finger. He raised his staff in anger, and the power in the walls crackled around Stern, burning her, trying to silence her. ‘Do you know what has caught you? Do you? Faith. Faith. An act of faith gave life to stones, and seized you from the skies.’ He stretched out his arms, his free hand grasping as if he would seize the galaxy. ‘Behold the full power of faith!’ he shouted.

			The walls trembled. The floor of the chamber canted to one side and then another. Stern felt a monstrous heave from below. The fortress was rising again.

			‘The God-Emperor is with me,’ Stern whispered to herself. ‘I shall not fear.’ Yet she felt the dread that came from being held by such awesome power. And she struggled harder against her bonds, her wounds bleeding afresh.

			‘This is the strength of the faithful, of those who follow the true gods. The gods of Chaos! This is the belief of Severitas made manifest!’ Warp lightning snarled around his cloak. ‘The faith of millions flows through these walls, and the walls walk!’

			The chamber rocked with a slow, heavy, ponderous rhythm. The fortress was marching across the plateau. 

			Fire burned in the dark sockets of Varak Ghar’s eyes. His stare never left Stern. ‘But what are you?’ he said, speaking more softly, more to himself than to her. ‘What are you?’ A snarl of frustration. ‘You are a being of faith, misguided though it is. And you have come here, now, to my planet, to my monument of faith. Where your sisters of faith have come too. This is far beyond chance. You agree, I’m sure?’

			Stern did not answer him. ‘Make me your blade, God-Emperor,’ she prayed. ‘Make me the fire of your wrath.’

			‘What say you, Warpsmith?’ Varak Ghar asked. ‘There must be meaning in her presence, must there not?’

			‘I would see meaning in her destruction,’ Krezen Pak growled.

			‘Oh, so will I. So will I. But the true meaning of her end can only come with the full understanding of her presence now.’

			Varak Ghar’s frustration kept breaking through. Stern kept praying, the words of faith and loyalty coming automatically, while another part of her mind, inspired, fastened on the Word Bearer’s displeasure. It was important. She saw that with sudden conviction. She began to look for deeper meaning too. She sought the reason for his anger. After all, he had her trapped. She was at his mercy. She could barely breathe, let alone attack him.

			‘You are here for a reason,’ said Varak Ghar, turning back to her. ‘You must be a revelation, or the harbinger of one.’ He paused, his tone growing thoughtful, insinuating. ‘I think you and I are one in this opinion. Yes, yes, we are. Do not try to deny it.’

			She did not respond to him. She maintained her litany of faith.

			‘If we agree on that,’ said Varak Ghar, as if she had conceded the truth of his words, ‘then there is much more we should explore together. You must see the potential here. Perhaps you wonder what you are too. Perhaps the gods have brought us together so you will see properly at last. Your obedience to the False Emperor has blinded you. Open your eyes. Open your soul. Listen to the words of true revelation.’

			His temptation was pathetic. He couldn’t possibly think she would succumb to such a blandishment. Why was he attempting it, then? What did he really hope to achieve?

			He could not truly believe he would corrupt her.

			Unless he needed to believe it.

			And then she focused on the real question. Why was she still alive?

			She paused in her prayers. ‘Why haven’t you killed me?’ she asked, calmly, as if debating the traitor on an obscure point of doctrine.

			His hesitation was minuscule. It was also telling. ‘You will be a prize,’ he said. ‘A prize to present to the gods. A saint of Chaos to inspire despair in the souls of the Imperium.’

			He was wise. He answered her truthfully. He really did seek her corruption, and was only just beginning his campaign. But though he spoke the truth, she saw the equivocation behind it. She saw the real truth, and smiled.

			Why hadn’t he killed her?

			Because he could not.

			He had tried.

			The revelation of his failure sent new strength coursing through her veins.

			There were no bodies on the floor of the nave. The relentless barrage of the assault cannons did not leave anything intact enough to be called a corpse. Instead, there was a swamp, a rising morass of pulverised flesh, blood and bone erupting into geysers with each new impact. The heretics charging in had to wade through the remains of their fellow apostates, the sludge thick and clinging, slowing them down and leaving them even more vulnerable to the hammering shells. 

			Multiple turrets turned their focus on the first daemon engines that appeared in the doorway. The maulerfiends were too large to get through more than one at a time, and they too were slowed by the fanatical rush of the cultists. First one, then another, fell to the turret fire. Their explosions washed the nave with warpfire, boiling blood already several feet deep, and they collapsed the walls of the entrance.

			But even with rubble clogging the way in, and with the punishing hail of the assault cannons, the heretics advanced. The swarm of rats spread into the cathedral, filling the halls with the disease of their presence. Scores died every few seconds, but their deaths shielded others who found their way onto the stairs and up to the galleries. 

			The defence of the interior of the cathedral had two faces now. While the Battle Sisters on the turrets fired into the main wave of the attackers, other Sisters in turn defended the turrets. Klavia held off the enemy, stopping the cultists from reaching Dagover’s gun. The gallery was narrow, constructed that way so the gun platforms could move quickly between exterior and interior positions, and to create a bottleneck for besiegers. Klavia kept up a steady, precise rhythm of shots with her heavy bolter, wasting no shells, yet giving no quarter. She measured her use of energy and ammunition. There was no end in sight to the invasion. The war would only end when the heretics finally overran the Sisters of Battle, or when Ephrael Stern triumphed. Klavia accepted these two outcomes as articles of faith. She knew the ammunition would not last forever. She knew precisely how many clips she had left, and knew, down to the second, how much longer she could keep firing at this rate. She knew when her and Dagover’s position would most likely be overrun.

			But she also knew, with her soul, that Stern would destroy the enemy who had taken Severitas from the light of the Emperor.

			‘Coming around,’ Dagover called.

			Klavia crouched, backed up a few steps and mounted the platform. Dagover swung the assault cannon away from the nave, rotating to fire down the gallery. His turret was closest to the staircase, and there was no risk of taking down another gun emplacement. The massive shells blasted through the swarming heretics, dropping huge fragments of the cathedral’s masonry on the enemy and blocking the stairs for the time being. More time gained. Another few precious minutes.

			Klavia took advantage of the respite to reload her heavy bolter. ‘Victory is close,’ she said to Dagover as he rotated the gun back to the slaughter in the nave. 

			‘Your certainty does you honour,’ Dagover replied, his electronic rasp tuned loud to reach her over the thudding concussions of the assault cannon. 

			‘Your doubts are unwarranted, inquisitor.’ 

			Muffled explosions sounded from below. The cultists were blasting through the rubble. They would be entering this end of the gallery again soon. From the other end, the rattling of bolters and roar of flamers signalled the ongoing invasion of those positions.

			‘Perhaps they are.’

			Klavia did not interpret Dagover’s words as agreement. ‘We have seen the coming of a saint,’ she said. She raised her weapon, ready for the next wave of the attack. ‘She would not appear, merely to be defeated. The Emperor would not permit so futile a tragedy.’

			‘I hope you are correct,’ Dagover said, noncommittal as he methodically turned heretics into pulp.

			‘The great tumult we witnessed outside may well be the beginning of her triumph.’

			Dagover did not answer right away. Then he said, ‘If it were, I think we would already know.’

			The walls and floor already shook steadily from the ­turret barrage. But now a more violent tremor swept through, growing in power and intensity. Klavia settled her stance against the rocking. It felt as if the ground beneath the cathedral were struggling to rise up and throw Saint Thecla’s from its back. The vault of the galleries cracked. The rubble in the stairwell gave way, and the cultists surged forward again. The tremors hurled them from side to side. Some crashed into walls and fell. Many died as they reached the gallery, yet they were singing their praise to their foul gods with even greater fervour than before. They were caught up in a violent ecstasy of faith. They barely seemed to know if they were alive or dead. Their praise and their attack were one and the same.

			Klavia sent her shells into the building horde, killing and mutilating several with every shot, all the while fighting to keep her balance. The event in which the cathedral was caught kept growing larger and larger.

			‘This does not feel like victory,’ Dagover grated.

			Before Klavia could answer, a force reached into the cathedral. It passed through like a gale, like lightning, and like hungry claws. It stole her breath. Her heart seemed to stop, then beat violently. The force blew against her body and scraped inside her soul. It pulled at her too, a monstrous undertow, the tug of a devouring vortex. 

			Klavia cried out, though she had no breath. The sound was weak, a bare groan from the depths of her chest. Yet it was real, present, her defiance given voice. Then she was struggling to draw another breath. 

			She never stopped shooting. This was her other defiance against the force that tried to pull everything out of her. And she won. It failed. It released her and passed on. 

			Dagover grunted. He staggered, though he held on to the assault cannon. Klavia heard psychic pain in the electronic voice, but he too shook off the grasp of the unseen hand. 

			The power seized the heretics. It devoured them. They stopped mid-charge and screamed their praise. They convulsed, consumed by an ecstasy beyond pain, reason and belief. Lightning arced from their eyes, and then they shrivelled in on themselves, their skin turning brittle and cracking, flaking off into ash. They turned into husks, all of them. The roaring of the daemon engines ceased. The monsters screamed once and then collapsed, silent and dark.

			Klavia and Dagover stopped firing. So did all the turrets in the cathedral. There was no one to fight. The chanting of the heretics ceased. There were no throats to give it voice any longer.

			But there was no silence. In the wake of the gale of power, the tremors grew, and the thunder of a tortured city became deafening. The walls of the cathedral shook and swayed. The floor heaved upward, fissures splitting wide open.

			Klavia staggered. The entire building seemed to tilt to one side. She and Dagover fell against the gallery’s railing overlooking the nave. 

			The roof of the cathedral groaned. The fissures running up the walls met in the centre, and the collapse began. Huge pieces of the roof fell into the swamp of blood.

			And the tremors grew, and grew, and grew.

		

	
		
			XII

			THE SACRED TERROR

			Stern flexed. She leaned forward, feeling the matter of the fortress strain to contain her. The sorcery coursing through it recoiled. A burning force wrapped itself more tightly around her.

			‘You will not hold me,’ she hissed at Varak Ghar, and the wall began to crack. She pushed back at the suffocating vision of nothing. She would not let the apprehension of cataclysm stop her from fighting it, and she would not let it defeat her in the battle before her. She felt Sanctity thrum with renewed power. The sword gathered more strength from her, and it began to burn through its prison. She could move her wrist. Only a few inches from side to side. Enough, though, for her to begin to cut away at the interior wall. A beast had swallowed her, and she was going to claw her way out of its belly.

			Varak Ghar stared at her, motionless. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I will not hold you. I will claim your faith and turn it to the true gods.’

			Stern bared her teeth at him. ‘I hear your desperation, traitor. You are lying to yourself.’ She redoubled her physical and psychic efforts. She pushed against the matter and the witchery, and they began to crumble.

			Varak Ghar snarled. He raised his staff. ‘Your destiny is here, Thrice-Born,’ he said. ‘Your fate is now. Your fall is now.’

			The staff blazed. Its light was the colour of worm-riddled rage, suffused with the sensual pleasures of despair. The light filled the chamber. It consumed Stern’s vision until she could see nothing else, and then it took on forms. They were vague at first, indistinct shapes crawling and leaping her way. As they gathered definition, the light dimmed, but the chamber did not return. Stern was as immobilised as ever, as trapped by the grip of the fortress, yet she was also suspended in the maelstrom of a storm. Darkness and red the shade of a volcano’s fury surrounded her. The storm howled and roared with the mad lightning of the immaterium. The storm hated her. It hated what she was, and she felt the dizzying conviction that the storm knew what she was more profoundly than she did. It was less her physical self that it sought to destroy, than the essence that it perceived so clearly.

			The shapes sent to destroy her emerged from the crimson darkness. Daemons of the four powers of Chaos crawled and leapt and slithered through the storm towards her. Glistening pink abominations, some bulbous and some muscular, shouted prophecies at her in a language that her mind could not understand, but which spoke directly to her soul with terrible insinuations. Sinuous tempters danced through the lightning, lithe and lethal, their very movements a song of dark delight and the promise of the full, shattering experience of the sublime. Horned crimson monsters ran at her, swords raised, screaming an anger that, in its purity, sought to graft itself to her own rage and twist it to the ends of ruin. And with the tolling of bells doleful and joyful came creatures of disease, rotting with plenty, viscous with life. With them, her being would spread, becoming legion. They would drive dread thoughts across the galaxy, her squirming hopes quickened to new births.

			She could not move. Yet she was not defenceless. She looked at the daemons with the righteous hate that was the gift of true faith. She shaped her hate into the light of the Emperor’s wrath. The power rose within her, her flesh prickling and then burning with its force, her blood roaring in her ears. Then as the daemons came closer, she unleashed a sphere of implacable, relentless purity. Daemons screamed and burned at its passing. A bloodletter that survived leapt for her, brandishing its sword, and when it struck her, she felt only anger in its holiest form.

			‘You dare?’ Ephrael Stern roared, but the daemon was already doomed. It had begun to burn as soon as it had touched her. It recoiled, screaming, and the fire consumed it to ash.

			More and more daemons gathered. They circled her, calling and snarling and singing and chanting. Flouting whistles and deep, reverberating refrains swirled out of the storm at her. The dark music of Chaos wanted her soul. It wanted her in its dance. But she refused. She sent out wave after wave of faith. Abominations cried out and vanished, but more and more came. They could not approach her, but they would not retreat. They would harry her until they had her conversion.

			Gradually, a voice detached itself from the greater choir. It was Varak Ghar, whispering in her ear, knocking at the door to her soul. ‘You think this is a stalemate. You think you have stymied the will of the true gods. You think you can maintain this struggle forever. Perhaps you even believe that you will, in the end, prove stronger. That there is a limit to the foes that will confront you. Is that right? You will break them? Then break your bonds? Then break me?’

			She did not answer him, but to every question, she thought yes. She would do all these things. 

			‘You are wrong,’ said Varak Ghar, as if he had heard her. ‘You do not have eternity to struggle towards victory. You cannot erode a wave. You have no time at all. Listen to the passage of the moments. One and two and three and four, lost to the past. One and two and three and four, gone forever. One and two and three and four, and how many of your sisters have died since I began to count? One and two and three and four…’

			He was right. She struggled against the bonds of the hidden fortress, against the force with which Varak Ghar held her. He was so powerful. He was more powerful than she had imagined, even with everything she had seen. 

			How? How? How is he so strong?

			If she did not free herself, if she did not destroy him, then the Sisters of Battle of the Order of Our Martyred Lady would be lost. 

			‘Do you ask why you are here? Do you wonder why fate would bring you to Severitas, where you find your sisters only to lose them? Do you rage at the irony of futility? How can existence be this senseless?’

			She tried to jerk her head away from the words. They were striking too close. She could not escape them. They sank in, deeper, deeper, the wounds bleeding freely.

			As if sensing her injuries, the dark nothing closed in too. The shadow of the future was not of the warp. It lurked behind it, a separate evil, a different doom, but she was not fighting it while she was trapped here, and it marched forward, closer, closer, closer.

			‘Existence is not senseless,’ Varak Ghar whispered. ‘I bring you the Word of truth. I bring you revelation. It was not chance that carried you here. It was fate. It was destiny. You are here to see your sisters destroyed, because then you will be free. You will become what you were meant to be. You were cast out by your kind, and you did not understand. You were killed twice, and you did not understand. You are here because at last you will understand what you are. What you will do. What must be.’

			‘Emperor, you are my guide,’ Stern prayed. It was hard to speak. It was hard to think. The daemons brayed and laughed and sang, drowning her out. ‘Show me the way forward. Show me your will. Father of Mankind, hear my plea and show me your will!’

			‘Silence is your answer.’ Varak Ghar’s words, serpents, coiled around her. ‘My gods do not give me silence. My gods answer. The true gods hear and reward.’

			‘I seek no reward, God-Emperor. I seek only to serve your will.’

			‘What will?’ Varak Ghar asked. ‘Do you know it? Do you see it? Is it clear to you? It is not. It is your hope, always frustrated. It is hidden, a thing to guess at, a thing for the venal and the ambitious to invent and manipulate. Think how often the will of the False Emperor has been used against you. Think how you suffer in ignorance. You will never see it, because it is not there to see.’

			Stern cried out, shouting without words against the doubts that Varak Ghar was seeking to insert like shards of glass into her being. She refused them. Yet the truths embedded in the Word Bearer’s lies cut and sliced. She was trapped. Time was passing, slipping into ­oblivion. Her sisters were dying. And the nothingness was coming, the nothingness she had thought herself destined to fight. She thought she had been following the Emperor’s will, but she had never seen it clearly, only been convinced that she knew what must be done and where she must go.

			She had been proud. She had behaved as though she were a prophet.

			‘You were wrong,’ said Varak Ghar. ‘You have been wrong about every­thing. You are here to see the truth.’

			She shouted, reaching with her soul for the Emperor, reaching with the full strength of her faith. The words of the traitor echoed and re-echoed in her mind, inescapable, louder, the peal of a terrible bell.

			You will never see it.

			It is not there to see.

			You are here to see the truth.

			You are here to see the truth.

			The tolling of the bell brought forth revelation.

			She was here to see the truth.

			If she was here, it was because the Emperor willed it. She had not come to be embraced by her sisters. She had come to save them. She was not on Severitas to call to the Emperor and pray for His answer. She was His answer. 

			She could not see His will because she was His will.

			She was His sword, and she was His judgement that had come for Varak Ghar.

			Her shout became a roar. She could not be held. She could not be imprisoned. The Emperor’s will would not be defied by the likes of the Master of Possession.

			Her roar was the thunder of judgement, and the holy wrath now erupting from around her dwarfed the storm. It was terror incarnate. The chanting of the daemons turned into screams. They tried to retreat, but there was no escape for them. There would never be. They burned, and the storm burned, and Varak Ghar shrieked in rage and pain, and the sacred, purifying, unforgiving fire of the Emperor was everywhere, radiating from her being, an execution and a sun.

			The fire passed, and she was in the chamber of the fortress once more, and she could move. The psychic blaze of faith burst from her again, and the wall of the fortress writhed. She leaned forward and pulled with her arms, and the wall began to tear. Metal and rockcrete shredded like rotting muscle. The tip of Sanctity’s blade pierced through the prison, its light a new flare of the sacred.

			Varak Ghar had staggered back a step. He was motionless for a second, hunched forward as if winded. ‘No,’ he said. ‘This will not be permitted.’

			‘You have no say,’ Stern snarled at him. ‘This is the passing of your sentence.’

			Krezen Pak rushed forward, his mechadendrites lunging at her with snapping claws. She yanked her right arm completely free and slashed at them with Sanctity. The powerblade severed the claws of the metal tentacles with a furious burst of lightning. The lightning snaked back along their flailing lengths, staggering the Warpsmith.

			Varak Ghar mounted the platforms to the top dais once more. ‘The judgement here is mine!’ he shouted.

			‘Then pass it,’ said Stern, and she burst free. She dropped to the floor, trailing ichor and sparks from the wall. She fired a quick burst from her bolt pistol at Krezen Pak, forcing him onto the defensive, as she marched up the platforms, steadying herself against the slow, rocking gait of the walking fortress.

			Varak Ghar grasped his staff with both hands. He raised his head, looking far above Stern and beyond the walls. 

			‘You are mine!’ he shouted. ‘Your lives are mine. Your faith is mine! I gave it to you! I claim it now!’

			The movement of the fortress turned violent. The hundreds of grilles belched fire, and the temperature in the chamber spiked, becoming infernal. The walls glistened. They glowed red. They glowed white. They began to run.

			A monstrous wind blew into the chamber. It came in from every direction and knocked Stern off her feet. A psychic cyclone surrounded Varak Ghar. The roof of the chamber spun in its pattern, and then irised open. A pillar of dark, nightmare light, forged from beams arcing in from around the horizon, descended on the Master of Possession, and he welcomed it.

			Stern got to her feet, but could not advance against the wind. Varak Ghar stood tall, laughing in glory as he fed on the pillar of coruscating flames. He looked down on Stern, his eyes smouldering with infinity. ‘BEHOLD!’ he thundered. ‘THIS IS FAITH! THIS IS THE FAITH OF BILLIONS, AND IT IS MINE!’

			With an unhurried gesture, Varak Ghar reached towards her. She was already rising off the ground, her psychic shield in place once more. The walls and floor of the fortress, molten now, mimicked Varak Ghar. Waves and peaks and whiplashing stalagmites rushed at her. Krezen Pak screamed, submerged by the rising lava of metal and stone. 

			Stern shot upwards, escaping their grasp. She launched a psychic blast at Varak Ghar, but the pillar deflected the strike.

			She needed room to fight him. She had to find air, and deny him the use of his possessed structure.

			Stern streaked through the gap in the ceiling and into the night like a comet. The darkness quivered and screamed with the manifested spiritual energy of an entire population. Varak Ghar’s hunger was all-consuming. The more his followers gave, the more he summoned. Stern felt a world shudder as a ragged hymn of praise was torn from every human essence. 

			The fortress was changing shape. It had been walking on its wings, its form a lumbering, heavy arch. Now it melted in on itself, turning, and rose higher and higher, a pillar of twisted construction mirroring the pillar of belief. Misshapen windows and fiery grates spiralled around its height. The twisting structure screamed with the throats of tens of thousands, and still it grew. It held Varak Ghar on its peak. He was a nexus of flame and magmatic creation.

			‘YOU CANNOT FLEE A WORLD!’ he bellowed.

			‘You are the one who flees!’ she answered. She flew down at him, bolt pistol firing, a spear of psychic force striking ahead of her at the Word Bearer. Varak Ghar shifted his staff minutely, and her attack exploded harmlessly before him. 

			Tremors shook the plateau. The earth screamed, and the plateau rose, becoming part of the pillar, a mountain twisting upward with sudden agony. 

			Stern retreated, flying higher. The land beyond the plateau began to turn too, the vortex spreading wider and wider. The great, towering smokestacks of the manufactories fell into the spinning ruin. The city and its millions of corpse husks hurled itself into the cyclonic upheaval. The influx of souls was so torrential that it covered the entire sky, a dome of reified belief contracting around the lightning rod of the pillar. It blocked all paths. Stern’s room for manoeuvring shrank.

			She attacked Varak Ghar again and again. He repelled the psychic blows with barely a glance.

			The dome contracted more and more. Soon it was less than two hundred feet across. The psychic force of billions was coming, and she would vanish like an insect in a bonfire.

			The Master of Possession laughed. ‘YOU SHOULD HAVE ACCEPTED YOUR FATE. THE FAITH OF ONE IS NOTHING TO THE FAITH OF ALL!’

			Yet she was here, and she was the Emperor’s will.

			The faith of one.

			Varak Ghar fed on the faiths he had created.

			And she saw.

			‘You wield the faiths of others! They are not your own. You created a lie, because your faith is weak.’ She arrowed down again, her course sure and true. This was not a war of the faith of one against the faith of billions. It was one faith – strong, pure and absolute – against a fractured one. ‘YOU DOUBT!’ she roared.

			Her accusation hit Varak Ghar with the force of a sentence passed. Stern saw the fissure in the pillar of flame, the flaw in the construct of belief. She shot through the cyclone and plunged Sanctity into the skull of the traitor.

			In his final second, before the night erupted with annihilating light, Varak Ghar faced the monster of judgement and screamed in terror.

		

	
		
			XIII

			SAINT

			What had he witnessed?

			Dagover walked slowly down the hill from the gaping ruins of the cathedral. His optics still pulsed uncertainly from the aftermath of the nova-sear of light that had silenced ­Severitas and ended the tremors. The Battle Sisters of the Order of Our Martyred Lady marched together. Less than a third of the commandry had survived. They descended the hill in tight formation, their tattered banners flying in the ash-strewn breeze.

			He held back from them, keeping his distance. 

			The landscape was utterly transformed. The cathedral’s hill was riven by crevasses and rockfalls, but its changes were minor compared to what lay beyond. The globe-spanning city on Severitas had fallen. Saint Thecla’s was split open, but most of its walls still stood. Everything else, from horizon to horizon, was destroyed. It looked as if giant hands had seized the earth, down to the bedrock, and twisted it up, dragging it high and then hurling it down. The plateau where the fortress had been was a smashed bowl, crumbling cliffs to the north and south the gravestones to mark where it had been.

			Stern had done this. Dagover tried to process that reality. He stared at the levelled city. The air was grey with ash from the millions of shrivelled bodies. Stern had fought a being who had the power to change the shape of a world, and she had destroyed him.

			That light, the light that had ended the tremors and brought the deafening silence that comes with the end of war. That awful, terrifying light.

			Dagover wrestled with his own awe. His thoughts of controlling such a being seemed like a drunkard’s folly. What was she? She was Adepta Sororitas. And she was what should be anathema to the orders. And yet… and yet… and yet…

			Perhaps she truly was a saint. Perhaps he had done nothing but urge her towards the truth.

			For the first time in his life, he experienced the full, soul-deep para­ly­sis of holy terror.

			He turned away from the Sisters. He would not wait for Stern’s return. He could no longer conceive of controlling such a being. If he stayed in her orbit, his destiny would be swallowed by the immense gravity of hers. He had to pull away, for his own sake. Perhaps for his sanity. 

			He walked faster. Vox traffic with the Iudex Ferox had resumed with the destruction of the Master of Possession. He would call for another Valkyrie to retrieve him.

			Faster. He left the Sisters of Battle behind. He did not look back. 

			Klavia rushed to the front of her sisters as Ephrael Stern staggered slowly towards them through the rubble. Stern’s gaze was solemn with gratitude. Her armour was battered. It looked as if it had been gouged open by giant claws. The wounds inflicted by the returned Sisters, the wounds that had no chance to heal, bled freely. Her face was scorched with unnatural burns. She stumbled, pain shivering through her frame.

			‘Sister!’ Klavia ran forward. She embraced Stern, and then dropped to her knees in front of her. So did most of the commandry. 

			‘No,’ said Stern, her voice weak. ‘No, sisters, my sisters, you must not. Please stand.’

			When they would not, she kneeled herself before Macrina. Klavia watched, holding her breath. The Canoness hesitated, uncertain. It was not suspicion that held her back, though. Klavia could read her face plainly enough. It was awe. Then, tentatively, she asked Stern to rise, and embraced her too.

			Stern wept.

			And then she fell.

			And she did not move.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			REVELATIONS

			On the bridge of the Adepta Sororitas strike cruiser Iron ­Penitence, Stern kept watch before the primary viewport. She had been standing here, moving rarely, for two ship’s cycles. They were drawing near to where fate had appointed they must go, to where the nothing would come. It was closer than ever before. The premonition of its arrival was the pressure of a hurricane behind her eyes. And she still did not know what the cataclysm would be that would bring the nothing, nor how it would be fought.

			But it was coming soon. Very soon. That much she knew.

			With the death of Varak Ghar, the warp interference around Severitas had ceased for now. Astropathic communication had become possible once more, and Macrina had sent out the call to the Indomitus Crusade’s Battlegroup Kallides of Fleet Primus. Coordinates had been relayed, and, with the Rectitude lost, the Iron Penitence had come to rescue the task force.

			Macrina had taken point in the debates that Stern’s presence had triggered. It was her arguments, and the testimony of the other Sisters of Battle, that had paved the way for the commanders of the Iron Penitence to listen to Stern, and to her warnings of the cataclysm. They had agreed, with reluctance, to deviate from their assigned path to this point. The course alteration had been a relatively minor one. Stern doubted she would have prevailed otherwise. But again, fate had ordained the circumstances. And she no longer wondered about her instinctual knowledge of where the next struggle would occur. She and the Emperor’s will were one. Her path was clear.

			Her wounds had finally had time to heal. She was strong again, though her frame still throbbed where the unholy dagg­ers had stabbed her. The pain, she thought, was the reminder of her taint. It would prevent her from the prideful sin of believing in her sainthood.

			Macrina joined her at the viewport. ‘We have arrived,’ Macrina said. ‘Or nearly. But there is nothing here.’ They were in the deep void. The nearest system was Xendu, and its star was no more than a point in the dark. ‘Is there something we should be searching…’ Macrina began.

			She did not finish.

			It came. The nothing. The void outside the viewport did not visibly change. But a wave came down on the ship – a deluge, a weight, a spirit­ual suffocation so absolutely heavy that the Iron Penitence might have been broken upon the bottom of a planetary ocean. For long moments, Stern thought she was blind. She did not know if she stood or fell. She had no voice. There was no sound. There was only the arrival of an all-conquering, all-consuming blankness.

			The ship shuddered. Klaxons erupted on the bridge. Someone nearby was shouting about the Navigator, that the Navigator was screaming, and that direction was lost.

			Stern forced herself to breathe. It took a conscious effort. It was a shock to take oxygen into her lungs and not water. When she breathed, she could see and hear again.

			Macrina was standing, but barely. She held herself up by leaning against the viewport. Most of the bridge crew had fallen, and the officers were dragging themselves up with difficulty. Everyone was moving as if in the grip of a fatal lethargy.

			‘Damage,’ the shipmaster said. Her words came slowly. ‘What damage?’

			There was no response at first. Then the auspex officer said, ‘No structural damage, shipmaster.’ She gasped, then spoke again. ‘But the astropathic choir is silenced.’

			‘Silenced? Silenced how?’

			‘Our psykers have been shut down. As if there were pariahs everywhere on the ship.’

			The bridge was silent, except for the chattering of terminals and the machinic movements of servitors. No one said anything. Stern looked from face to face, and saw the same strain on everyone from the auspex officer to Macrina. 

			They were all struggling through the nothing. It was draining every­one, psyker or not. It was infinitely stronger, and more total, than any human pariah. 

			Stern rushed from the bridge. Even as she pounded down the corridors towards the chamber of the astropathic choir, she felt, at the back of her mind, a sense of wonder that she could run. She was pushing through the suffocation of the nothing. She had the strange sensation of being able to sprint underwater. 

			She burst into the chamber, and confronted a vista of suffering. For the astropaths, it seemed the end of all things truly had come. The pain of the crew on the bridge was trivial in comparison to what Stern saw here. The psykers had staggered from their tiered pews and fallen to the floor of the vaulted hall. The choirmaster had collapsed behind his pulpit. His mouth opened and closed soundlessly, his eyes were wide, staring blanks, and his face was blotched white and blue. He was a man drowning. The other astropaths clawed at the air, dragging their fingers as if the nothing that surrounded them were a tangible thing, and they struggled to tear through and breathe once more. Many, like their choirmaster, were silent in their agonies, as if death had already taken them, and done so with such ferocity that their corpses still echoed their last pain. Others still had their voices, and the moans of desperate horror rose to the vaults, so piercing the statues of the saints should have been weeping.

			The cataclysm had come. The nothing of Stern’s visions was here, but the task force was here too. The Imperium still stood. The time to fight had come.

			But how? How, when the nothing had ripped away the power of psykers? Without her warp-tainted power, how would she fight?

			Yet she felt no pain.

			Yet she had run.

			She felt the suffocating blankness, yet she did not feel helpless.

			And then.

			And then, oh so glorious.

			And then…

			Stern gasped as the vision began. It started with light, gold and shimmering. It limned the edges of everything around her, and it came from her, from deep inside, from her soul, from its very core…

			No. No, that was wrong. The source was something even more profound. It spoke to her soul. 

			The light grew. And with it came thunder, the thunder of the birth and death of stars. The light turned into the lightning of nebulae, and it was still gold, purest gold.

			The gold of a throne.

			The thunder. The thunder was a voice, a voice too great for sound, too vast for words, though words formed in her mind, words placed by a force that was sanctity itself.

			Be thou my sword.

			The thunder was in her. She was the thunder. She was the lightning. This was the decree of that great will.

			Stern took a breath. She took hold of the lightning. She grasped the thunder. And as the vision faded, she felt the power, her power, that terrible strength that had always been hers, that she had always believed was the taint of the warp. The astropaths flailed in the dark silence that had befallen them, but she blinked, and lightning flared from her eyes. Shimmering power ran down her arms. It flashed from her fingertips.

			Behind her, someone gasped. Stern turned around, the flames of strength racing over her shoulders.

			Macrina had followed her. The Canoness stared at her. ‘How?’ she said. ‘You, too, are a psyker!’

			‘No,’ said Stern, awed before the revelation that she had almost perceived when she fought Varak Ghar, but which she could not have truly seen and understood until now, here, at the coming of the catastrophe. She was not a psyker. ‘The Emperor protects. The Emperor is my strength.’ 

			Faith. Her might, her power, came from faith. And faith was the ­terror she brought upon the foes of the Emperor.

			She took a few steps past Macrina. ‘Now,’ she said to the unseen enemy, to the author of the nothing. ‘Now. I am here. Fear me.’
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			Darkness surrounds me, complete and heavy. Suffocating. I cannot see. Cannot hear. I cannot remember, either. Not how I came to be here, or where I came from. Not who or what I am. I am nothing, and no one. Little more than a heartbeat, inside a hollow shell. I try to speak. To make a noise of this nothingness, but I am mute as well as blind and deaf. No words will come. No voice, save for that locked tightly inside my mind.

			Please.

			And then, a sound. A voice, answering my silent plea.

			Evangeline.

			The name falls across me like a cloak, and I know instinctively that it is mine. I know the voice, too, despite how distant it sounds. How distorted. 

			‘Adelynn?’

			My Sister Superior’s name escapes my throat and disappears into the unbroken darkness. Adelynn answers me once again with my own name, but this time she sounds even more distant. More distorted. I start to run, though I cannot see. Though the darkness mires me and pulls at my limbs like deep, cold water. But then I see it. A tiny pinprick of golden light, growing larger and closer until it resolves into a shape. A stone pedestal, draped in crimson cloth. That is where the light is coming from, only it is not light at all. It is an object. A shield, cast in steel and gold and engraved with the image of an armoured warrior bearing blade and aegis with a ten-pointed halo around her head. My heartbeat grows loud at the sight of it, for it is not a shield at all. It is the Shield. The Praesidium Protectiva.

			The Shield of Saint Katherine.

			‘Evangeline.’

			I look up from the Shield and I see her. Adelynn is standing on the opposite side of the hallowed relic to me. Uplit in gold, she could as well be a statue, were it not for her emerald eyes. 

			‘Are you ready?’ she asks me, and she gestures to the Shield. 

			It is a question to which there is only ever one answer, but this time I find that I cannot give it. Because I am not ready. Not for this. I try to tell her so, but even that proves impossible. All that I can manage is an empty oh sound. The very definition of nothing. Adelynn’s face turns wrathful, then. 

			‘Are you ready?’ she asks, again. ‘Are you ready?’

			Adelynn repeats the question over and over and over until the sound of it surrounds me. It suffocates me, just like the darkness. I cannot bear it, nor the disappointment in her emerald eyes, so I scream for her to stop and I thrust out my hands to take up the Shield, but the very instant that my ­fingertips come into contact with the gold and steel, I catch fire. It blossoms on my fingers first, before blooming across my hands and up my arms, golden yellow and flickering. It tracks over my shoulders and engulfs my body and travels up my throat until I am consumed by it in the same way that the air around me is. The fire burns fiercely, melting my armour and searing my flesh. It blinds me with its brightness, and deafens me anew with a roar that is not the roar of the fire at all, but that same dreadful question rendered in an inferno’s voice.

			Are you ready?

			I wake with a gasp, lying flat on my back. Still blind, no matter how I blink. Still deaf to everything but the overloud beat of my thundering heart. My teeth are chattering and my body is trembling completely from my head to my toes. I am soaked with sweat. I try to cry out, but no words will come. No sound at all. I get up, but something mires me. I fall hard onto my hands and knees, completely unable to breathe. Someone takes hold of me, firm hands printing cold onto my feverish skin. 

			And then, a voice. 

			‘Be still, Sister. You are safe.’

			It is a woman’s voice. One that I do not recognise. I try to speak. To fight her. But those hands hold firm and the voice speaks again.

			‘Breathe,’ she says. ‘Just breathe.’

			Left with little choice, I do as the voice commands me. I breathe. I allow myself to be still. And little by little, my senses return. 

			Touch, first. The cold floor under my hands and knees. Then sight. Bare steel treadplate, and my own hands, wrapped tightly in blood-speckled bandages. Scent. Incense and blood and the harsh tang of counterseptic. Other sounds filter in. I hear the click and hum of machinery, and the soft murmur of prayer. I am in a hospitaller’s ward. I exhale, slowly. 

			‘There we are,’ says the voice. 

			I look up at the owner of the voice. She is of the convents. Non-militant, but a Sister nonetheless. The hospitaller is pale as new marble, clad in robes as white as her hair. I cannot tell the colour of her eyes, because she will not meet mine. 

			‘You were dreaming,’ she says. ‘That is all.’

			I try to tell her that I do not dream. That I haven’t since I was a child. Since before my Sisters and before Adelynn and before the convents. But all that I can make is the shape of the words. A rasp in my throat, like steel on stone. 

			‘My name is Lourette,’ the Sister Hospitaller says, her voice patient and calm. ‘Let me help you.’

			I do not resist as Lourette helps me to my feet and sits me down again on the edge of my cot. This place is not so much a ward as a private room. The walls are clad with whitewashed flakboard and hung with linen drapes. Lourette gives me a plastek cup to drink from. The water is so cold that it makes me cough myself double. Lourette holds out a silvered bowl for me as I spit clots of blood and blackness into it until I can breathe again. When I do, I taste stale air. Recycled. All at once I know that I must be aboard a starship. That I am no longer on Ophelia VII. 

			At the thought of my home world everything returns to me. The Contemplation. The Last of Days. Losing my Sisters, one by one. I wait for grief to strike me, to sweep over me, but all I feel is emptiness. 

			‘Are you in pain, Sister?’ Lourette asks. 

			I wish I were. Pain is honest. It gives you focus. I am not in pain. In its place, all I feel is emptiness. That deceitful nothing. I cannot explain that to Lourette, so I just shake my head and ask a question in return. It takes three attempts, because my throat is so unused to speaking. 

			‘What ship is this?’

			Lourette still does not look me in the eyes. She sets about changing my bloodied bandages with slow and deliberate care. Even that does not hurt. 

			‘The Unbroken Vow,’ she says. Her voice is soft and patient, with the clipped pronunciation of the convents. ‘It is a Dauntless-class cruiser sworn to the commandery of Canoness Elivia. We are holding at high anchor over Ophelia VII.’

			The information sinks in slowly. Canoness Elivia. Like so many of my Order, she was far from Ophelia VII when the Rift opened and the darkness descended. 

			Very far.

			Dread settles over me like a shroud.

			‘How long have I been here?’ I ask.

			‘You have been under our care for six weeks,’ Lourette says. ‘We kept you dreaming so that you could heal.’

			I take a breath that hurts. Six weeks of slumber, as my world burned beneath me. Six. Weeks.

			‘Then, the cardinal world?’

			I say the cardinal world but I think my home. I steel myself, expecting Lourette to tell me that it is gone. Burned and broken to nothing, like my Sisters. But she doesn’t. Instead, Lourette smiles a small smile. 

			‘It was spared at the final hour,’ she says.

			I remember the thunderclaps. The golden light that I mistook for the God-Emperor’s final mercy. ‘By who?’ I ask.

			Lourette stops in her work and makes the sign of the aquila. Her bloody hands begin to shake, and the moment before she speaks seems long and charged, like the quiet before a storm breaks. 

			‘By Roboute Guilliman,’ she says softly. ‘The God-Emperor’s son is arisen.’

			I feel blinded all over again at her words. Unable to catch my breath. My skin begins to burn as though I have a fever. I start to shake, too. From my core outwards. 

			The God-Emperor’s son. 

			‘Arisen,’ I say, because it is all that I can say.

			Lourette nods. She does not try to prevent me when I pull away to make the sign of the aquila, too.

			‘The primarch came from Terra, and brought with him a new crusade to wrest back what has been taken from us by flame and by sword. Countless warriors follow with him. The Adeptus Astartes. The Silent Sisterhood and the God-Emperor’s own Custodian Guard.’ Lourette takes a breath. Another awestruck smile pulls at her scarred face. ‘And our Sainted Sister.’

			Her words settle slowly on me. The God-Emperor’s son arisen. The Silent Sisters and the God-Emperor’s watchmen treading the stars. Saint Celestine, returned. 

			‘It is a miracle,’ I say.

			Lourette goes back to removing the bindings around my arms. She still has not looked at me directly. Another long moment passes before she speaks again.

			‘I have heard the same word whispered about you, now and then,’ she says. 

			I blink. My eyelids are still sticking. ‘Why?’

			‘Because of how they found you. Ablaze, but alive.’ Lourette finishes unwinding the bandage from my left arm and lets it drop onto a silvered tray in loops. ‘I have never known a soul to be burned the way you were and live, much less heal.’

			I look down and see where my skin has run and set again from the touch of the warpfire. In places, I am patchworked to stark white, all of the pigment gone. There is no blood, though.

			No pain.

			‘And then there is the matter of the mark,’ Lourette says. 

			‘Which mark?’ I ask, because there are so many.

			Lourette finally looks at me, then, and the expression on her face makes me wish she hadn’t. Her limpid eyes are wide with fervour. 

			‘You do not know,’ she says. ‘Of course you do not know.’

			She stops her work and goes to fetch a mirror-glass from one of the equipment trays. She holds it up in front of my face, and I notice that her hands are trembling now too. 

			‘Do you see?’ Lourette asks.

			I take the mirror-glass from her and look at my reflection, and the patchwork that the warpfire has made of my face. All of the pigment is gone from around my eyes and across my cheeks, leaving bright white streaks against my skin that almost look like wings. 

			‘It is the God-Emperor’s mark,’ Lourette says. ‘A blessing.’

			I stare at my reflection. At the shape of the eagle, so clearly writ into my skin. It is the God-Emperor’s mark, just as Lourette says. A blessing. 

			‘Do you see it?’ she asks.

			I nod, because I cannot speak. Because I can see the mark, but I cannot feel it. I cannot feel anything. I am nothing, and no one.

			Just a heartbeat, in a hollow shell. 

			I realise that Lourette is still speaking, her words hurried by zeal. 

			‘The God-Emperor saw you, Evangeline,’ she says. ‘He sent His son to spare you. Graced you with His mark and His favour.’

			I put the mirror-glass face down on the cot and ask Lourette the only question I can think to ask. The only one that matters.

			‘And my Sisters?’

			Lourette frowns, taken aback by my words, and the implied dismissal in them. ‘They were lost,’ she says. ‘All save for one.’

			My thoughts slow to a crawl once more. It is all that I can do to ask her who survived, and Lourette’s frown only deepens when she says the name. 

			‘Ashava,’ she says. 

			Lourette is reluctant to let me leave my cot, but I insist on it. Six weeks of sleep is enough for a lifetime, and I will wait no longer to see my Sister. Lourette uncouples the pain relief and fluids before bringing me a set of robes. I stand, for the first time in weeks. My legs buckle and try to give under my weight, but I refuse to fall. I refuse Lourette’s offer of help.

			Stand, Adelynn’s voice says, in my head. Until you cannot.

			So I do, because I must. Because I want to see my Sister.

			‘Where is she?’ I ask.

			Lourette’s frown is still in place. ‘The training halls,’ she says.

			I blink, surprised. ‘Then, she is healed?’

			‘Ashava lives,’ Lourette says, though that is not what I asked, and then she beckons me to follow her. 

			We leave the quiet and the sanctity of the Vow’s hospitaller ward behind and go out into the ship proper. The Unbroken Vow is ancient. Ironwork shows through the gilding and plaster all along the vaulted corridors. Candles burn in sconces leaving long, overlapping trails of wax to run down and pool and thicken on the deck floor. Cherubim thrum their artificial wings amongst the rafters and iron supports, playing repeated loops of hymnals through their tinny vox-casters. The arterial corridors are long, and made longer by the slowness of my still-waking limbs, and the constant flow of ship’s crew and priests and others of the Orders. Everywhere I go, there are whispers and sideways glances. I catch sight of one of the ship’s crew making the sign of the aquila as I pass, and it takes all of my self-control not to lash out and put him against the wall. 

			Eventually, we reach the Vow’s training halls. They are vast and vaulted, made to accommodate dozens of Sisters at any one time, but inside Hall Tertius we find only two, standing alone in the middle of the massive space. The first is another Sister Hospitaller, clad this time in the crimson vestments of the Bloody Rose. The other is Ashava. Looking upon her, I understand Lourette’s answer, because my Sister might indeed live, but she is not healed.

			Ashava is clad in loose training clothes that are cut short to mid-thigh and shoulder. Both of her legs are encased in brutal wire and steel support frames that catch the candlelight. Long, ridged scars run down the lengths of her arms and her legs, and her skin is marked with fading bruises. Ashava leans heavily on a pair of gnarlwood crutches, limping slowly towards the Sister Hospitaller. The crutches toll against the exposed decking like funerary bells. As we approach across the training hall floor, the Sister Hospitaller turns. Her augmetic eye glows in the dim light.

			‘Sister Lourette,’ she says, and then looks at me. Her human eye widens, just a little. That makes me want to lash out, too. ‘Evangeline,’ she says.

			Ashava stops limping, but she still does not turn. 

			‘Melanya,’ Lourette says, in reply. ‘A word, if I may.’ 

			The Sister Hospitaller nods. As she passes Ashava, she puts her hand on my Sister’s shoulder. 

			‘Keep strong,’ she says to Ashava. ‘All pain must pass.’

			I do not know if Melanya is referring to Ashava’s injuries, or to me. The two Sisters Hospitaller leave the training hall, their boots echoing on the deck. The door slides closed behind them with a thud, and only then does Ashava turn to look at me. It is an awkward, unsteady movement. Her crutches toll against the deck again. She locks her eyes with mine. Her scarified face is still and unreadable. For a moment neither of us says a word. I have known Ashava for the better part of a decade. I have fought and trained and prayed with her, but in that moment, I am unsure of what to do. 

			I am unsure of her.

			Ashava limps over to me slowly and stops, less than an arm’s reach away. This close, I can see the way the frames around her legs are secured by pins that go straight into the bones. All that I can think about is how swift she was before, and it makes me want to weep.

			‘Sister–’ I begin, but Ashava cuts me short with a sudden and fierce embrace. Her crutches fall against the deck with a clatter. She falls against me a little, too, without them. I hold her up, and hold onto her, and for the first time since waking in the hospitaller’s ward I don’t feel quite so alone, or quite so empty. 

			‘It is good to see you, Eva,’ she says in her soft, edgeworlds burr. 

			‘And you, Sister,’ I say, and I mean it. 

			Then Ashava lets me go, and I stoop down and give her back her crutches. She leans on them anew, and I can see the relief written plainly on her face. Merely standing is agony for her, now.

			‘Do you want to rest?’ I ask her.

			She shakes her head. ‘As I recall it, Adelynn bade me to stand.’

			A small, sad smile finds its way onto my face. ‘Yes, she did.’

			‘And Melanya bids me to walk,’ Ashava says. ‘So, let us walk.’

			I nod, and together we walk the training hall deck. I slow my pace to match hers. Neither of us acknowledge it. 

			‘They were set to take my legs,’ Ashava says. ‘To carve me like a kill and replace the broken parts.’ She shakes her head, her face set in a scowl. ‘They said it would be less pain.’

			‘And what did you say?’ I ask her, though knowing Ashava I can guess.

			‘That it would be kinder to kill me,’ she growls. ‘That I would stand again on flesh and bone or not at all.’

			The answer does not surprise me. The world where Ashava was born is far from the galaxy’s heart. Triumph is dominated by a singularly martial understanding of the Faith that sees them raise warriors without peer. Ashava’s people see the body as an extension of the God-Emperor’s will, scars, wounds and weaknesses all. That is their creed, and even after being taken from there and raised in the convents, she has not forgotten it.

			‘They could have gone against my wishes,’ she says. ‘But they didn’t.’

			‘Do you think that the Canoness intervened?’

			Ashava shrugs. ‘Or perhaps they did not wish to take anything more from me.’

			‘Perhaps,’ I allow.

			We are quiet for a moment then, accompanied only by the rapping of Ashava’s crutches on the deck. 

			‘The mark,’ she says, after the moment passes. ‘You truly can see the God-Emperor’s sign in it.’

			I cannot find words with which to answer her, so I don’t.

			‘It troubles you, doesn’t it?’ Ashava asks.

			‘The mark does not trouble me. It is everyone else. They watch and whisper and look to me as though I am blessed. As if I am worthy of praise.’

			‘Aren’t you?’ Ashava asks. ‘You bear His mark, Eva. You stand where others have fallen, without the aid of cages or crutches or butchery.’

			I stop walking, and so does she. I look at the mess that’s left of her.

			‘I am sorry, Sister,’ I say. ‘I meant nothing by it.’

			‘Neither did I,’ she says. ‘I do not begrudge my injuries. Things are what He shapes them to be, through blade or clay.’

			It is another of the Triumphal creeds. One that Ashava has written into her skin in scars. 

			‘And what of me?’ I ask her, before I can stop myself. ‘What is He shaping me to be?’

			Ashava smiles in a patient sort of way, as she often would when we trained. You must be swifter, Eva. Always swifter.

			‘Only two can know that,’ she says. ‘You, and Him.’

			The door at the far side of the training hall slides open again. I look, expecting to see Lourette and Melanya returning, but the woman who enters the room is clad for war, in ornate black battleplate. A crimson half-cloak stirs at her back like a bloodied shadow, and a gilded longsword is sheathed at her hip. Her face is dominated by a deep, knotted scar that starts at her throat and ends when it reaches her cropped white hair. That alone is enough to tell me who she is, though we have never met. I duck into a shallow bow and Ashava does the same beside me, though it clearly pains her.

			Canoness Commander Elivia shakes her head. ‘Please, Sisters,’ she says as she crosses the room to stand before us. Elivia’s voice is warm, and war-torn. ‘We bow for no one save the God-Emperor.’

			I know that Ashava smiles at her words without having to look. 

			‘How may we serve, your grace?’ I ask.

			‘That is why I have come,’ she says. ‘I must speak with you, Evangeline.’

			I nod my head. ‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Though if I may, what is it that you wish to speak of?’

			Elivia smiles at me, fractionally. It reminds me of a blade’s edge.

			‘The matter concerns a sword,’ she says.

			I go with Elivia to her quarters, high on the Unbroken Vow’s spine. The room is large and vaulted, like the rest of the Vow, and kept as cold as the stone towers of the convents. It is lit scarcely by tall, slender candles, leaving deep shadows at the edges of the room. The only adornments are the prayer scrolls and the many weapons that hang in rows on the walls. I see fine swords and flails and a massive, star-headed mace. 

			The far wall of Elivia’s quarters is made up of a dimmed armaglass viewport that looks out over the prow of the ship and the void beyond, allowing starlight in to augment the flicker of the candles. Dozens of warships hang in the blackness, all void-blackened and bull-snouted and bristling with weapons. Some are painted with the white ultima of the Ultramarines. It occurs to me that the Lord Commander could be aboard any one of them at this moment. Arisen. Moving amongst the living. The thought of it is so overwhelming that the ships become difficult to focus on, so I drag my eyes from the viewport and concentrate on the tangible. On what is in front of me. 

			Canoness Elivia’s quarters are dominated by a large gnarlwood table, laid with maps and star charts and tools for tide-taking. Other than that, there is no furniture at all. Not even a chair. It does not surprise me. From everything that I have heard, the Canoness is not the type to be found in repose.

			I stand and I wait for her to speak as she makes her way to the weapons hanging on the walls. Elivia puts her armoured fingertips to each blade in turn as if she is checking their quality. 

			‘You and Ashava are to be taken into my commandery, as are the other survivors of Palatine Helia’s Mission,’ she says bluntly.

			My heart skips at the word survivors.

			‘If I may, Canoness, how many others survived the incursion?’

			Elivia nods. She still isn’t looking at me, but at the swords. ‘At the time of the incursion, there were over five thousand serving Sisters at the Convent Sanctorum. More than twenty times that in adjutants, auxiliaries and serfs.’ She pauses. ‘We cannot be sure, but early estimates suggest that almost half of those defending the convent were lost.’

			My heart more than skips, then. It feels as though it stops as I think on all of those losses. On all of those martyr’s deaths.

			‘Only six of Helia’s fifty-strong Mission were recovered from the ruins of the eighty-fifth preceptory,’ Elivia continues. ‘That is counting yourself and Ashava.’

			‘And the Palatine herself?’

			‘Taken unto Him, sword in hand,’ Elivia says, her voice much softer than I would have guessed it could ever be.

			I blink. Breathe out. 

			‘May her blade never dull,’ I say, finishing the old adage.

			Elivia nods, before reaching out to take a power sword from the wall. It is beautiful. A slender, double-edged blade with spread wings wrought into the hilt in gold. Elivia weighs it in her hand, nods, and then turns away from the wall of weapons and looks at me.

			‘Precious little remains of Helia’s Mission,’ she says. ‘And no Sisters of rank.’

			I can see what she is about to say looming large. 

			No, I think. Not me. 

			‘Effective immediately, I confer upon you the rank of Sister Superior,’ Elivia says, approaching me with that sword. ‘The survivors will be yours to lead, as well as five Sisters from my own commandery.’

			Elivia holds out the sword towards me by the neck of the blade, offering me the hilt. 

			‘Take up the blade,’ she says. ‘And take up the mantle, under the sight of Saint Katherine, and of the God-Emperor, whose realm is everlasting.’

			I want to say no. The word rises up from within me so quickly and urgently that it takes everything I have to stop it from spilling out. I was the youngest of my Sisters, before. The least experienced. The one who was trained and taught. I was the dawning bird. I do not seek progression, nor do I want it. I am not ready. But Elivia is not asking me what I want, and this is not an offer to be refused. It is a duty, so I push down my doubts and the word no and I answer how I am expected to. 

			‘Under their sight,’ I say, and I reach out and take the sword from her. The blade catches in the starlight from the viewport, illuminating the words engraved along the blade’s length. 

			Inventi sumus in fide. 

			In faith, we are found.

			With the sword granted, Elivia turns away from me and crosses to the opposite side of the gnarlwood table. Under other circumstances, the rite would have been much grander. There would have been readings and hymnals and praises sung, but this quieter method fits what I know about Elivia as much as the lack of places to sit does. I was always told that she is abrupt and direct, and that ceremony irks her. It is a strange thing, for someone raised amongst the Orders. We are surrounded for our entire lives by ceremony of one kind or another. 

			‘Ophelia VII is as good as recaptured,’ Elivia says, reaching out and tracing her armoured fingers over the maps before her. ‘The Lord Commander’s crusade will soon move on.’ 

			I take a few steps forwards and join her at the table, the sword heavy in my hand. My sword. The maps chart a multitude of systems and pathways from across the God-Emperor’s domain. I see the Armageddon system. Badab, and Tallarn. At the heart of the largest of the charts, Holy Terra is wrought in gold leaf. But it is not just our worlds and fiefdoms that I see. Every one of Elivia’s maps has been amended and revised. I see Cadia, blotted out in red. Great warp storms, wrought in ink, and across all of Elivia’s charts and maps a vast, red scar that touches everything in one way or another. 

			The Cicatrix Maledictum. The Great Rift.

			‘Where will the crusade go?’ I ask, because I would not know where to begin.

			‘To the galaxy’s edge,’ Elivia says. ‘To liberate more worlds as it did our home.’

			Her words run fingers down my spine, because this might look to be our darkest hour on maps and charts, but even so, it is a time of miracles. True miracles, like the Lord Commander, returned. The need to fight sets a fire inside me. 

			‘And we will accompany it,’ I say. 

			Elivia lifts her fingertips from the map. Her battleplate hums discontentedly.

			‘No,’ she says. ‘We will not.’

			Elivia’s response is like being struck. I cannot help but ask, ‘Why?’

			Elivia picks up a slim roll of parchment marked with the seal of the open eye. ‘Because we have received an astropathic communication from the Convent Prioris on Terra,’ she says. ‘The message was sent months ago. It was delayed by the opening of the Great Rift. Distorted by distance, and by the storms. It killed half of our choir just to hear it, but they divined the meaning nonetheless.’ 

			Dread grows large in my chest. 

			‘What did it say, your grace?’ I ask.

			‘That the Shield of Saint Katherine has been lost beyond the Great Rift,’ Elivia says.

			All in an instant, I am consumed by my dream. By the fire and the question, and the gold and steel face of the shield.

			‘I dreamt of it,’ I say, before I can stop myself. ‘In the hospitaller’s ward, as I healed.’

			I expect Elivia to challenge me, or at least to frown, but instead she surprises me by smiling her blade’s-edge smile. 

			‘And so we come to the second part of the message,’ she says, unrolling the parchment and passing it to me. It is spattered with ink, written in violent, instinctive scrawl by several different hands. 

			‘The Shield rests where the light began,’ I say, reading from the parchment. ‘In the space between spaces. It will bestow itself upon a worthy soul. One who was burned, but not butchered. Spared by Him.’

			I pause, because I cannot bring myself to say the words. Cannot bear to see them, bound there in ink. It is worse than the whispers. Worse even than the crewman and his holy sign. 

			‘It will bestow itself upon she who bears the mark of His favour,’ Elivia says, finishing the message for me as the parchment starts to tremble in time with my hands.

			‘This cannot be,’ I say. 

			‘This message comes from Terra, Evangeline,’ Elivia says. ‘From those who see the furthest and the most clearly. They cannot be wrong.’

			‘But the Rift could have distorted the message, as well as delayed it.’

			‘I thought the same, at first,’ Elivia says. ‘But the message has been ratified by every choir within the flotilla. Even the astropaths in service to the Lord Commander heard it.’

			My scars burn all over again. I have to fight the urge to put my hands to my face. If accepting the sword felt heavy, then this feels crushing.

			Suffocating.

			‘It cannot be me,’ I say. 

			‘It can be no one else,’ Elivia replies. ‘Burned, but not butchered. Spared by Him. The mark. The dream you had. It can only be you.’

			I blink, still struggling to breathe. ‘But I do not know where the Shield lies.’

			Elivia smiles. ‘The answer will come to you in time,’ she says. ‘The God-Emperor chose you, Evangeline.’ 

			I cannot dispute that. I will not, no matter how hollow I might feel. So instead I roll the parchment slowly, put it back on the table and ask the only question that is appropriate to ask. 

			‘What happens now?’ 

			‘We break with the fleet and set sail for the Throneworld as fast as the tides can take us,’ Elivia says. ‘Once there, we will meet with the cardinals senior for our duty to be blessed. We will pray for guidance. Resupply and prepare the Vow for the test to come. Then you will lead us to the Shield.’

			On any other day, my heart would sing joy at the notion of standing on the Throneworld, under His skies. But not today. Today, all that I can think about is the sword at my hip. The great red scar that has taken so much from me, and those echoing words from the dream.

			Are you ready?
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